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1

1

The end of Irish history?
An introduction to the book

COLIN COULTER

During the Easter vacation of 2001, I happened to be travelling through
the United States and picked up a copy of a renowned popular music
magazine to pass the time on a short internal flight. While leafing through
the publication, I stumbled across a feature that struck me as having no
little cultural significance. It was a single-frame, full-page advertisement
for some commodity or other set in a stylish contemporary bathroom
that could have been located in more or less any major city in the western
world. The central focus of the feature in question falls upon a young
attractive heterosexual couple dressed solely in bath towels and caught
in what might perhaps be best described as an implausibly gymnastic
pre-coital clinch. The woman who appears in the frame seems blissfully
unaware of the presence of the camera as she longingly addresses her
partner. He does not, however, return her gaze. Rather, the reflection in
the bathroom mirror shows the male subject looking squarely into the
eye of the reader/viewer. Eyebrows arched suggestively beneath a ful-
some mane of fashionably spiked hair, his expression is that of a sublime
sexual self-confidence that demands our prurient admiration.

The general tone and form of the promotion outlined above could
scarcely, of course, be considered innovative or daring. Sexual images
and innuendo have, after all, become so commonplace in contemporary
advertising that they often fail to register in any meaningful way with
the audience. The advertisement under examination here does, however,
contain one remarkable detail that makes it distinctly worthy of our
attention. The young man, who is in effect the central figure of the
promotion, almost inevitably exhibits an appetite for the current vogue
of elaborate body art. Across his broad back there appears an enormous
tattoo that comprises a single word mapped out in a decidedly baroque
and ersatz version of traditional Celtic script. The text that the young
suitor has chosen to bear offers a simple but unmistakable declaration
of his pride in being ‘Irish’.
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2 Coulter

The ethnic designation of our amorous hero ensures that a simple
advertisement that might otherwise be considered entirely unworthy of
comment actually comes to exercise a distinct cultural resonance. That
the attractive swain who appears in the promotion should happen – or
perhaps even aspire – to be Irish might perhaps be considered as emblem-
atic of a rather broader and more profound change in the meaning(s) of
that particular term. In historical terms, the dominant constructions of
‘Irishness’ have, of course, been distinctly uncomplimentary. Tradition-
ally, the Irish have been regarded – not least in the circles of imperial
authority – as feckless, inebriated and violent. Elements of these deeply
unflattering representations of Irishness have persisted into the present
day. It comes as little surprise when watching The Simpsons – to take a
fairly innocuous example – that we discover that the amiably boorish
drunk Barney Gumble hails from Irish stock.

In recent times, however, the essentially racist stereotypes through
which Irish people have conventionally been regarded have been increas-
ingly challenged and even displaced perhaps by a sequence of rather
more complimentary perspectives. The specific advertisement sketched
earlier might be read as illustrative of this rather wider and more critical
shift in cultural meaning. In the single frame of the promotion, the term
‘Irish’ comes to assume solely positive connotations. To be Irish is to be
young, fun, fashionable and, above all perhaps, belligerently sexual.
Irishness has, in other words, become shorthand for ‘cool’.

The brazen tattoo etched across the shoulder blades of one particular
male model selected by a single advertising agency might be taken, then,
as suggestive of a radical recent transformation of the manner in which
Irishness is perceived, signified and imagined. Over the last decade or
so, it has become commonplace for cultural commentators to pronounce
that it has never been more fashionable to be Irish. There is certainly no
shortage of evidence that could be used to bear out this particular esti-
mation. In the last few years, numerous filmmakers, artists, actors and
musicians from the Republic of Ireland have secured commercial success
and even critical acclaim abroad. The phenomenal popularity of River-
dance has, moreover, encouraged the view that versions of traditional
Irish culture – albeit highly hybridised ones – have the potential to reach
a global audience.

The burgeoning cultural appeal of the Irish Republic has been under-
lined further by the changing fortunes of the national capital. If we were
to go back fifteen years or so, the reputation that Dublin held among
foreigners was essentially that of a fairly drab and unsophisticated place.
In the course the 1990s, the image of the city would, however, be trans-
formed almost beyond recognition. Consequently, the view that outsiders
have of Dublin today is invariably that of a thriving and cosmopolitan
place to visit. The decision of the Music Television (MTV) Corporation
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Introduction 3

to host its prestigious European awards in the city in the winter of 1999
suggested that Dublin has possibly become one of that select band of
urban centres that constitutes the principal network for the circulation
of cultural capital.

The impressive cultural revival that has overtaken the Irish Republic
over the last decade has, of course, fed off and into an even more remark-
able turnaround in the economic fortunes of the state. In the late 1980s,
the twenty-six counties were mired in an economic depression from which
there appeared no possibility of escape. When political commentators at
the time posed the question of whether the Republic of Ireland could be
considered a ‘third world country’, they did so with no discernible trace
of irony.1 In terms of all the principal indices of economic performance,
southern Ireland lagged disastrously far behind most of the other member
states of the European Union (EU).2 The return of mass unemployment
ensured that the annual haemorrhage of young people emigrating in pur-
suit of a better life elsewhere reached levels that had not been seen since
the dark days of the 1950s. The national debt per capita was for a time
greater than that of any other state on the face of the planet.

When viewed against this singularly miserable backdrop, the subsequent
economic performance of the Irish Republic seems almost incompre-
hensible. Throughout the 1990s, it registered levels of economic growth
that soon became the envy of every other western state. Over the decade
as a whole, gross domestic product (GDP) per capita grew on average
by seven per cent each year. In 1996, an important psychological barrier
was breached when the economy of the twenty-six counties overtook
that of the United Kingdom for the first time ever. In the following year,
GDP per capita in the Irish Republic was recorded as being larger than
that of the EU average. The unprecedented and unanticipated performance
of the economy was inevitably greeted with delight within the twenty-
six counties. In the words of one influential historian, the recent change
in economic fortune marked the transformation of the Irish Republic
from the status of a ‘carthorse’ to that of a ‘thoroughbred’.3

As the evidence of a nascent economic boom began to accumulate in
the mid-1990s, numerous analysts sought to characterise the nature of
the changes underway. While various terms were coined to capture the
transformation of the southern Irish economy, there was, of course, one
that would become indelibly inscribed upon the process and the period.
In the summer of 1994, Kevin Gardiner of the Morgan Stanley investment
bank in London sought to draw a comparison between the performance
of the Irish Republic and that of the ‘tiger’ economies of south-east
Asia.4 The resemblance was sufficiently close, Gardiner suggested, to
justify the description of the twenty-six counties as the ‘Celtic Tiger’.
Rarely can a metaphor spun by a financial analyst have had such a
dramatic impact upon popular discourse. In the years since it was
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invented, the term ‘Celtic Tiger’ has become a common feature of every-
day speech in the Irish Republic. Indeed, the phrase has been issued with
such regularity that it has become a bane for a great many Irish people.
This understandable irritation has done little, however, to diminish the
ubiquity or authority of the metaphor.

Originally, then, the phrase ‘Celtic Tiger’ was turned in order to cap-
ture the newfound dynamism of the southern Irish economy. It would
not be long, however, before the metaphor would slip its moorings and
begin to move through a range of other debates on the nature of culture
and politics within the twenty-six counties. In a remarkably short space
of time, the notion of the ‘Celtic Tiger’ would come to operate as a
widely recognised and understood master signifier for a very particular
and essentially hegemonic reading of the nature of contemporary Irish
society. The precise substance of this ideological programme will be
examined in detail later in this chapter. In part, the ideas and concerns
that circulate within the figure of the Celtic Tiger articulate the interests
and experiences of certain sections of southern Irish society. The distinctive
ideological enterprise that has come to hold sway within the twenty-six
counties in recent times also draws upon a set of perspectives that are
rather more universal. In particular, the readings of southern Irish society
that are encoded within the conceit of the Celtic Tiger clearly draw from
specific understandings of ‘the modern’ that have enjoyed a renaissance
over the last dozen years or so. It is to these distinctive constructions of
modernity that we turn our attention next.

The new world order of things

The decades that immediately followed the Second World War offered
witness to a fierce and prolonged ideological contest as to which path of
development humanity should follow. During the Cold War, the
presumed political interests and inclinations of western societies were
articulated in part by a diverse band of social scientists whose work is
conventionally designated under the umbrella term of ‘modernisation
theory’.5 The writings of modernisation theorists evidently plundered
the concerns and terms of certain strands of classical social theory and
reworked them to suit and serve the particular ideological climate of the
times. At the heart of their outlook was a distinctive and specific under-
standing of the nature of the good or ‘modern’ society. Modernisation
theorists insisted that the mode of social organisation to which all peoples
should aspire was that of the liberal democracies of the west. The specific
society identified and celebrated as the acme of modernity was inevitably
that of the United States. The tenets of modernisation theory held that
the social forms characteristic of western states were not merely desirable
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but attainable. Every society could, in principle, follow the path towards
liberal democracy and mass consumption that had been pioneered by
the United States and its allies.

The quest for modernity would, however, place enormous demands
upon societies regarded as existing at a rather more primitive stage of
development. Modernisation would inevitably entail the installation of
those institutions and processes deemed conducive to capitalist accumu-
lation. In particular, existing forms of social interaction and regulation
would have to be replaced with those of the free market. The drive to
modernity would require not only systematic structural reform but radical
cultural change as well. Modernisation theorists contested that if under-
developed states were ever to evolve to the level of the west, they would
have to dispense with customary ways of thinking and being. In more
specific terms, people living in these societies would have to nurture
those narrowly rational approaches to work and consumption that one
figure within the modernisation school famously characterised as the
‘need to achieve’.6 The acquisition of these instrumentalist and entre-
preneurial dispositions was deemed essential if the poorer nations of the
world were to access the path to development that western societies had
followed much earlier. At some stage in this particular journey, there
would come a fundamental moment of rupture when underdeveloped
states would finally free themselves of the burdens of tradition and take
their place in the exalted company of the genuinely ‘modern’.

In the quarter century or so that followed the Second World War, the
modernisation school enjoyed considerable currency and influence. Various
modernisation theorists were, of course, intimately and personally con-
nected to the conduct of US foreign policy during this period. In the late
1960s, however, the previously hegemonic status of modernisation theory
began to wane. In part this was due to the growing body of withering
critiques advanced by radical writers operating out of the dependency
school. The decline in the fortunes of the modernisation theorists probably
owed a great deal more, though, to certain events in a ‘real world’ that
they had helped to shape. The assertion that the free market was an
innately rational mechanism that promised ultimately to bestow afflu-
ence upon all seemed risible as global capitalism slumped from one crisis
to another. Equally, the conviction that the United States was essentially
a force for progress in the world seemed rather less than persuasive as
the US military visited mass slaughter on Vietnam and its neighbours.

The seemingly terminal demise of the modernisation approach co-
incided with a significant change in intellectual fashion in the west. The
1970s marked the genesis of certain postmodern forms of thought that
would gradually come to exercise enormous influence within western
academies.7 The postmodernist perspective insists that the universalist
discourse that defines various other prominent philosophical traditions
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renders them inherently objectionable. Those ‘grand narratives’ that promise
a faithful and total understanding of the world in fact offer only a partial
and distorted version of it that ultimately serves the interests of power.
As the popularity of postmodernism grew throughout the 1980s, the
classical bourgeois ideals of the modernisation theorists appeared out of
date. The notion of a philosophical programme with an absolute vision
of how the social world could – and should – operate struck many people
as not only implausible but thoroughly reactionary as well.

Regarded against this backdrop, the subsequent turn in the course of
intellectual affairs might be considered especially surprising. Over the
last dozen years or so, there has been a remarkable revival of versions of
social theory concerned to examine and ultimately celebrate the nature
of ‘modernity’. While contemporary readings of ‘the modern’ assume a
range of guises, there are two that are relevant to our purposes and will
therefore be considered at length.

The first of these finds its clearest expression, perhaps, in the hugely
influential writings of the political scientist Francis Fukuyama. In a famous
polemic published in the summer of 1989, Fukuyama appeared to fore-
tell the imminent demise of the Soviet Union.8 The central premise of his
argument was that the particular form of modernity that was actualised
in the west had proved itself superior to any other mode of social organ-
isation. While the institutions of liberal democracy had offered western
citizens optimal security and freedom, the operation of the capitalist free
market had proved able to sate their desires as consumers. The ideo-
logical victory of liberal capitalism – Fukuyama insisted – ensured that
the future course of human development was essentially preordained. In
order to progress, people living outside the west would simply have to
mimic that particular version of modernity at work in the United States
and countries like it.

What is often overlooked is that Fukuyama explicitly acknowledges
that the process of modernisation will inevitably entail losses and reversals.9

In common with many other commentators on the subject, Fukuyama
notes that the transition to modernity entails the displacement of feeling
by calculation. Living in the modern world involves its own particular
sadness. Fukuyama also observes that there are a great many people
who will seek to frustrate and reverse the drift towards modernity. In a
recent reiteration of his views, for instance, he explains the slaughter in
the United States on 11 September 2001 in precisely these terms.10 All
such attempts to stem the tide of the modernity will ultimately, however,
amount to nothing. In the absence of any meaningful alternative, there
is no option other than to embrace the free market and the liberal demo-
cratic state. While the paths that individual societies will follow may
differ, we all face essentially the same destination. We are therefore –
Fukuyama famously declares – living at ‘the end of history’.
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The second recent approach to the notion of modernity that we shall
consider is the one that appears in the writings of the eminent sociologist
Anthony Giddens over the last dozen years or so. An axiom of Giddens’
recent work is that there is a need to accept the reality that capitalism
represents the form of social organisation under which we will live for
the foreseeable future.11 In the absence of any meaningful alternative –
he asserts – the concern of those who regard themselves as progressive
must be to ameliorate some of the more harmful ways in which capitalist
practice affects people and their environment. The political strategy that
Giddens seeks to construct is essentially that of a revived social democracy.
The policies to which he lends his name are intended to wed the pre-
sumed dynamism of capital to the supposed benevolence of civil society
and the state.12 It is this particular desire to reconcile the private and the
public, apparently in the interests of all, that underlies the politics of the
‘third way’.

Although he is willing to acknowledge its failings, it becomes readily
apparent that Giddens regards capitalism as having rather more strengths
than weaknesses.13 In his recent writings, the various ways in which
forms of capitalist practice operate to connect people who live large
distances apart – what is often termed ‘globalisation’ – are depicted as
essentially benign. In particular, Giddens tends to praise the ability and
tendency of advances in communications to emancipate social actors
from the physical and cultural settings in which they reside.14 The speed
and scope of recent developments in global capitalism are sufficient to
persuade Giddens to contend that we have entered a new era, which he
chooses to term ‘late modernity’. The essential attribute of the late modern
age is held to be ‘biographical autonomy’.15 Individuals are no longer
constrained by those traditional forms of identity that arise out of the
likes of nation, religion or class. Rather than adhere to the dictates of
custom, social actors are increasingly willing and able to assemble their
own biographies out of the manifold resources of everyday life. In the
eyes of Anthony Giddens, then, the principal subject of late modernity
is the reflexive individual constantly revising and reinventing her notion
of herself throughout the entire course of her life.

The two distinctive conceptions of modernity circulating within con-
temporary public discourse that we have examined here would appear –
at least at first glance – to be radically different. In his ruminations,
Francis Fukuyama emerges as the principal heir to the classical tradition
of modernisation theory. The metaphor of the ‘end of history’ entails
the most unabashed declaration imaginable of the superiority of the
values and institutions of western bourgeois society. The radical prescrip-
tions that Fukuyama has advanced have, of course, proved profoundly
persuasive to those agencies and individuals that exercise power at a
global level. Since the fall of the Berlin Wall, the world has been radically
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reconfigured upon the presumption that the operation of the free market
will ultimately confer universal benefit. The devastating reforms imposed
upon large swathes of the planet have been guided by the imperative
that goods, services and finance – but not people – should be allowed to
flow freely across international boundaries.

At first glance, the disposition of Anthony Giddens would seem to
have little in common with the neo-liberal intellectual tradition recently
revived in the writings of Francis Fukuyama. The vision of the good
society that Giddens seeks to advance is, after all, one in which capital
is not given free rein but rather is harnessed in the interests of a rather
broader public good. The philosophical inclinations that animate Giddens,
moreover, are not those of the original modernisation theorists but rather
those of the classical social theorists, whom the former sought to appro-
priate in often highly questionable ways. The reflexive social agency that
he identifies and admires as the hallmark of our times, for instance, has
clear echoes of the ‘ethic of responsibility’ that Max Weber proposed as
a counterweight to the dislocations of modernity.16

While the disposition of Anthony Giddens may initially appear
radically different from that of the modernisation school, the shared
source of certain of their philosophical suppositions suggests that they
may have rather more in common than might first meet the eye. A series
of moments of convergence may be identified here. First, it would appear
that Giddens broadly shares with the neo-liberals a belief in the essential
benevolence of capital. While he issues demands for greater regulation
by national and global institutions, it is particularly evident in his most
recent writings that Giddens regards capital as being overwhelmingly a
force for good in the world. Second, the particular values and practices
that Giddens highlights as admirable and desirable in the late modern
age would draw few quibbles from orthodox modernisation theorists.
While the tone and scope of his discourse are singularly global, it quickly
becomes apparent that Giddens’ understanding of how the world works –
or rather of how the world should work – is premised upon the actions
and interests of a rather small section of western society. What runs
through the recent social theory of Anthony Giddens is a clear pre-
sumption – one that is mirrored in classical modernisation theory – that
things would be very much better if only the rest of the planet could
bring themselves to behave in a manner similar to people like himself.
Third, the course of social development that Giddens charts and envis-
ages entails a radical moment of departure. In his examination of the
late modern age, Giddens insists that social actors have come increas-
ingly to discard the strictures of custom in order to assemble their own
understandings of themselves as individuals. At the heart of the sup-
posedly sophisticated and contemporary theoretical reflections of Anthony
Giddens, then, is that crude distinction between the ‘traditional’ and the
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‘modern’ that was originally at the height of intellectual fashion during
the Cold War.

The multiple resemblances that obtain between the outlook of
Anthony Giddens and that of more orthodox modernisation theorists
allude to the existence of substantial common ground between social
democracy and neo-liberalism. The complementary nature of these alleg-
edly antagonistic doctrines becomes apparent when we turn to examine
the specific political programmes to which they have given rise in
practice. The course that New Labour has pursued since assuming office
in the United Kingdom offers an especially telling illustration of the
processes and interests with which we are concerned. It is often remarked
that Anthony Giddens has exercised a palpable influence upon the out-
look and conduct of Tony Blair. Indeed, the terms and concerns that
embroider the discourse of the British Prime Minister are evidently those
that arise out of ‘third way’ politics.17 One of the principal areas in
which New Labour has sought to implement this particular ideological
agenda is the provision of public services. Since coming to office, Blair
has attempted to establish the conditions under which the likes of health
and education would be financed jointly by government and business.
In principle, the Private Finance Initiative is conceived as an admirable
social democratic measure that promises to enhance a range of public
and private interests. Those who support the scheme contend that it
promises both improved services to every citizen and legitimate oppor-
tunities for profit to enterprising corporations. In practice, however, the
benefits of the third way marriage of capital and the state have been
rather less than universal.

In his remarkable book Captive State, George Monbiot18 illustrates
the various ways in which New Labour has employed the language and
forms of social democracy to serve and advance a narrow range of cor-
porate interests. The various case studies that Monbiot presents reveal
that the Private Finance Initiative has had the perverse effect of increas-
ing public expenditure while at the same time reducing standards of
public provision. Hospitals that have been built under the scheme have
cost vastly more than it would have taken to refurbish existing facilities.
Health workers employed in privately funded institutions face low wages
and little security, and the patients whom they tend have to wait longer
for a poorer standard of treatment.19 While the wedding of the public
and the private in the provision of essential services may have done little
to enhance the lives of ordinary people in the United Kingdom, it has
done a great deal to improve the balance sheets of a range of large cor-
porations. It is hardly surprising, then, that Monbiot feels compelled to
conclude that the formal social democratic rhetoric of the ‘third way’ is
simply a convenient ruse that facilitates and conceals the transfer of
resources from the poor to the wealthy.20
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The specific forms of political practice that are chronicled between
the covers of Captive State suggest that we need to adopt a more critical
stance than is often the case when approaching the rather more abstract
affairs that define the sphere of human ideas. The two distinctive under-
standings of modernity that we have examined here would appear to
advocate starkly different political agendas. In the more significant realm
of actual social practice, however, it soon becomes apparent that these
seemingly divergent readings of ‘the modern’ frequently give rise to re-
markably similar ideological enterprises. Social democrats may well be
sincere in their belief that they inhabit a late modern age in which a
historic dialogue and compromise between the private and public is
possible. It remains the case, though, that the language and logic of
social democracy are engaged with numbing regularity to produce out-
comes that are as conducive to the interests of capital as even the most
ardent neo-liberal could wish for.

Hagiographies of the Celtic Tiger

The period since the demise of Stalinism has, therefore, seen the rise of
two rather different – though perhaps ultimately compatible – concep-
tions of ‘modernity’. The distinctive understandings of the nature of ‘the
modern’ – of the identity of the good society – that Fukuyama and
Giddens have sought to advance have had an important bearing upon
the manner in which the recent transformation of the Irish Republic has
been interpreted. This is not to suggest, of course, that notions of the
‘end of history’ or the ‘late modern age’ have become pervasive elements
of public debate or indeed everyday speech within the twenty-six counties.
The channels that connect ideological production and popular discourse
are invariably rather less direct and rather more subtle than that. It
remains reasonable, nonetheless, to suggest that the distinctions, am-
bitions and prognoses that arise out of the constructions of modernity
scrutinised above have been strongly echoed in the pronouncements of
those who have thus far been considered to have provided the most
persuasive accounts of the radical changes that have overtaken the
twenty-six counties in the last generation.21 It is these orthodox explan-
ations of the ‘Celtic Tiger’ that we shall consider next.

The voices that have dominated public debate upon the nature of the
seismic social changes that have overtaken the Irish Republic over the
last decade have been overwhelmingly positive. In the main, social com-
mentators have traced the origins of the ‘Celtic Tiger’ to developments
within rather than without the twenty-six counties. The dramatic pro-
gress assumed to have been made during the 1990s has typically been
attributed to a series of astute policy decisions implemented in earlier
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decades.22 In most orthodox accounts, the move towards fiscal prudence
in the late 1980s is considered to have been essential in creating the
conditions for the possibility of an economic boom. The enormous cuts
in public expenditure that marked this period are held to have estab-
lished a desirable, stable macroeconomic environment that, in time, induced
investment by some of the largest and most dynamic multinational cor-
porations in the world. The introduction of formally free schooling in
the late 1960s is also often identified as a measure that would ultimately
serve to alter the economic fortunes of the Irish Republic.23 It has become
a common assertion within certain influential strands of public com-
mentary that multinational capital would not have been drawn to the
twenty-six counties were it not for the existence of an especially highly
educated workforce.

While conventional interpretations highlight a range of policies as
having nurtured the Celtic Tiger, there is one in particular that is con-
sidered to have been absolutely crucial to the revival of the southern
Irish economy. In principle, the recent books written by Paul Sweeney,24

on the one hand, and Ray MacSharry and Padraic White,25 on the other,
articulate viewpoints drawn from radically different points of the
ideological spectrum. The analyses that are advanced within the texts
transpire, however, to be remarkably similar. An argument that features
prominently in both insists that the apparent economic progress of the
1990s would have been simply impossible had it not been for the insti-
tution of neo-corporatist social relations in the previous decade. In 1987,
the first of a series of ‘social partnership’ agreements was signed, prin-
cipally between the Irish government and the representatives of organised
labour. At a superficial level, at least, the advent of the scheme appeared
to mark the dawning of a more harmonious era in labour relations. In
return for placing limits on wage demands, the trade unions were offered
certain assurances about the future conduct of government policy. The
many prominent admirers of social partnership contend that it is the
development that, more than any other, secured the recent economic
prosperity of the twenty-six counties. It is held that the voluntary restraints
that have been placed upon wages have been essential in creating the
conditions that have allowed indigenous and foreign businesses to flour-
ish. In the eyes of MacSharry and White,26 for instance, the significance
of social partnership is so great that it should be acknowledged as the
‘crowning achievement’ of the Celtic Tiger era.

The interpretations of the boom that have exercised perhaps greatest
influence over the popular imagination suggest that the turnaround in
the economic performance of the Irish Republic hinged upon not only
the allegedly ‘daring’ measures adopted at senior levels of the state but
also a wider shift in the values and practices of the population as a
whole. The dynamic between structure and culture considered to have
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driven the Celtic Tiger is regarded as having found expression in the
guise of social partnership.27 In the minds of its advocates, the new social
relations of corporatism entail not merely a series of legally recognised
agreements and agencies but also a distinctive network of moral values.
The era of social partnership has attended a great deal of cultural change
within the Republic of Ireland. In order to negotiate the rather more
demanding environs of the 1990s, many people in the twenty-six
counties were compelled to dispense with customary ways of being and
acting and to adopt more flexible and energetic approaches to life and
work. The orthodox reading of the period suggests that the Irish people
have proved to be more than equal to the challenges that modernisation
has offered. The formally leftist commentator Paul Sweeney, for instance,
has spoken with evident pride of the ability of employees in the Irish
Republic to adapt to the new demands made upon them within the
branch plants of multinational corporations. Irish employees have – he
argues – not merely survived the new regime of more flexible working
practices but actually flourished under it.28

The orthodox reading suggests, then, that the modernisation of the
twenty-six counties has demanded and articulated important changes in
the ways in which Irish people think and act. While the cultural values
deemed to be admirable are regarded as having become increasingly
widespread throughout the general population, they are perceived to be
articulated most clearly in the lives of certain sections of southern Irish
society. The principal heroes of the dominant narrative of the Celtic
Tiger are a small number of state functionaries celebrated for their
imagination, as well as a somewhat larger body of capitalists lionised
for their enterprise. The elevation of the entrepreneur within contem-
porary Irish culture finds especially telling illustration in a recent book
entitled Driving the Tiger. Drawing upon a series of interviews, John
Travers seeks to identify the talent and zeal of those who have accumulated
personal fortunes in a time of boom in a country that, until recently,
was scarcely associated with business acumen.29 The tone of this sequence
of hagiographies strives, predictably, to translate the elementary pursuit
of profit into a rather higher moral calling.

The perspectives that social commentators have advanced most
frequently have sought, then, to attribute the recent transformation of
southern Irish society to a series of astute structural adjustments on the
part of the state and the acquisition of values regarded as consistent
with the ‘modern world’ on the part of the people. The explanation of
the origins of the Celtic Tiger that has assumed almost hegemonic status
within the twenty-six counties emerges, therefore, as one that is entirely
consistent with the distinctive readings of modernity discussed at length
earlier. The resemblance to the modernisation school becomes more pro-
nounced still when mainstream commentators move beyond explanations
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of the important social changes at work within the Irish Republic and
begin to evaluate these particular developments.

In most orthodox approaches to the Celtic Tiger, the evidence that
would seem to point to an economic miracle in the Republic of Ireland
is typically regarded as transparent and unproblematic. The annual data
that indicate rapid and unpunctuated expansion of the national economy
are read simply as a faithful reflection of what is actually going on. We
must be living through an economic golden age. After all, the people
who collect and decipher the relevant data have told us time and again
that it is so. And, in any case, the recurrent pronouncements of a buoyant
economy would seem to be borne out amply in those various trends and
indices that register at the more immediate level of everyday experience.
The official contention that the 1990s saw the most successful pro-
gramme of job creation in the history of the state seems more credible
when one constantly passes the windows of retail outlets carrying adver-
tisements for new staff. The declaration that the former scourge of mass
emigration has been vanquished, moreover, appears persuasive when
friends and family are no longer compelled to leave the country and
when some of those who left in previous times begin to return. In light
of these experiences, it is far from surprising that a great many people
have come to assume with astonishment and delight that the Irish
Republic has become the site of an economic miracle. MacSharry and
White reiterate a widely held view when they remark ostentatiously that
the twenty-six counties have ceased to be an economic casualty and have
become instead ‘a shining light and a beacon to the world’.30

The burgeoning levels of wealth generated within the Irish Republic
over the last dozen years have, of course, found increasingly stark ex-
pression in radically altered patterns of consumption. While the conceit
of the Celtic Tiger connotes a great many social processes, it articulates
with singular ease a particular image of how young Ireland shops, dines
and plays. The accounts that appear most regularly in media portrayals
of contemporary southern Irish society seek not merely to document
current modes of consumption but to celebrate them.31 The ways in
which the individual who resides in the twenty-six counties chooses to
spend his time and money have come to be viewed as part of an ongoing
attempt to arrive at an understanding of himself and others. In effect,
the seemingly straightforward act of consumption has come to be regarded
as a rather grander ontological enterprise. The popularity of the seem-
ingly endless sequence of fashionable restaurants that have opened in
most Irish cities is read as indicative of a desire for cultural refinement.
The phenomenal growth in the sales of new high-performance cars as
the millennium turned is seen as expressive of a longing for exhilaration
and mobility. The sudden ubiquity of the mobile phone is interpreted as
feeding into a wish to be autonomous and connected simultaneously. In
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the distinctly changeful context of contemporary southern Irish society,
it would appear that the reflexive social agent so beloved of Anthony
Giddens may transmute with telling ease into the sovereign consumer
who constitutes the principal hero of late capitalism.

The acceleration of consumption in the twenty-six counties is invari-
ably taken as indicative of the wider cultural changes that have defined
the Irish Republic over the past generation. The social psychologist
Michael O’Connell32 has set out to chart the manner in which the era of
the Celtic Tiger has altered the ways in which Irish people regard and
represent themselves. The substantial body of opinion poll evidence that
appears in the text broadly accords with the rather more impressionistic
accounts of cultural change in southern Ireland published in countless
Sunday supplements and features articles. Inevitably, O’Connell argues
that younger people living in the twenty-six counties are altogether less
constrained by customary norms and practices than were their prede-
cessors. The teachings of the Catholic Church have come to exercise
relatively little moral influence. The younger generation in the Irish
Republic conceive of themselves less as members of collectivities than as
individuals. This sense of individuality is articulated principally through
material possessions rather than spiritual dispositions. The cultural
changes that have emerged under the Celtic Tiger are – O’Connell sug-
gests – expressed most keenly in relation to issues of sexual morality.33

The statistical evidence that he presents indicates that young Irish people
have rather more tolerant views than their parents on issues such as
premarital sex, abortion and homosexuality. In the last decade, then,
the sexual morals and practices prevalent within the twenty-six counties
have begun to converge towards the liberal norms of continental Europe.

The particular moral trajectory that O’Connell maps out is, of course,
the familiar one predicted and prescribed by the theorists of modernity
to whom we have returned many times in this chapter. To be fair, the
account of social change that O’Connell provides is rather more nuanced
and critical than that advanced by the modernisation school.34 While
the cultural developments of the last decade are considered to be largely
progressive, it is explicitly acknowledged that they have been secured at
substantial cost to the moral fabric of the Irish Republic. In the final
instance, however, O’Connell chooses to dispense with the dialectical
model of social change that he seems to recommend and opts instead
for a characterisation of the Celtic Tiger era that even the most orthodox
modernisation theorist would find acceptable. The cultural evolution of
the twenty-six counties over the last generation is conceived as having
entailed a radical departure at some unspecified moment in the 1990s. It
is this that prompts and enables O’Connell to insist that, in the recent
past, an ‘old Irish psyche’ was replaced with a new one.35 For ‘old’ and
‘new’ we should, of course, read ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’. The cultural

eih ch-1.P65 26/3/03, 15:0514



Introduction 15

narrative that O’Connell outlines is, therefore, one in which the people
of southern Ireland awoke one morning to discover that their previously
cherished beliefs and practices had been displaced with a set more suit-
able to the rigours of modernity. It is this perennially seductive tenet of
modernisation theory that draws O’Connell to declare – in the title of
his book – that the Irish Republic has ‘changed utterly’.

In most orthodox analyses, contemporary Irish society is depicted as
the home not only of people who have changed but also of a changed
people.36 The advent of the Celtic Tiger is held to have marked an era in
which the Irish Republic emerged from its former underdevelopment in
order to take its rightful place as an equal among the nations of the
world. Commentators examining the recent changes at work within the
twenty-six counties can often barely conceal their pride in how far the
state has come in such a short time. The excellence of Irish athletes and
artists is interpreted as symptomatic of a deeper and growing sense of
self-belief. The supposed ease with which politicians from the twenty-
six counties operate on a European and global stage is considered to
mark a certain coming of age.37 The regularity with which conventional
statistics record that the Irish Republic is economically more advanced
than the United Kingdom is a recurrent source of satisfaction. A view
that is heard with some regularity suggests that the burgeoning cultural
self-confidence that defines contemporary southern Ireland has nurtured
a version of nationalism that is rather more palatable than is often the
case. The current of self-belief that energises younger Irish people is said
to have encouraged them not be introspective and chauvinistic but rather
to be cosmopolitan and inclusive. The mode of nationalism assumed to
have been kindled under the Celtic Tiger is, in a sense then, post-
nationalist.38

Deliberations upon the nature of Irish nationalism are an inevitably
heated and recurrent element of public debate on an island with a long
and bloody history of political division. For most of the period since
partition, the political distinctions that are evident in Ireland have had a
clear material subtext. As recently as the early 1990s, it was the case
that people living in Northern Ireland generally enjoyed a substantially
better standard of living than their counterparts south of the border.
The arrival of the Celtic Tiger has, of course, changed all that. In some
quarters, the recent transformation of the economic life of the twenty-
six counties is regarded as having served to transform the political con-
text of the entire island.39 The changing cultural values and traits of
people living in the Irish Republic are considered to be conducive to the
cause of political reconciliation. The rather softer and more inclusive
version of nationalism regarded as increasingly prevalent south of the
border is conceived as one rather better equipped than its predecessors
to accommodate the interests and anxieties of northern unionists.
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In addition, the enormous material advances that the Irish Republic
has secured over the last decade are held to have the potential to heal
the political divisions that persist on the island.40 One of the traditional
taunts of Ulster unionism has been that Dublin could simply never afford
to maintain Northern Irish people in the manner to which they have
become accustomed.41 The phenomenal expansion of the southern Irish
economy during the 1990s swiftly eliminated that particular rationale
for partition. As a consequence, nationalist commentators have come to
argue forcefully that the conditions for the unification of Ireland are
now firmly in place.42

In sum, then, the various developments that are signified within the
figure of the Celtic Tiger might be considered to have radically altered
the field of political possibility in Ireland. The multiple changes at work
over the last decade have, in principle, established cultural and material
conditions that might enable and allow the peoples living on the island
to transcend their differences within the context of a unitary state. It is
in this sense not least, perhaps, that we might be considered to be living
at ‘the end of Irish history’.43

Dislocations and distortions

Over the last decade, popular debate within the twenty-six counties has
been dominated by the contention that the path the Irish Republic has fol-
lowed in the last generation has been essentially benign. While it has
enjoyed substantial currency both at home and abroad, this distinctly
optimistic take on where southern Irish society is going must be
acknowledged as deeply problematic. The orthodox reading of the Celtic
Tiger era exhibits shortcomings that are the hallmark of the particular
ideological tradition upon which it draws. The specific construction of
modernity that has exercised a palpable influence over public comment-
ary within the twenty-six counties adheres to a model of social change
that proves entirely inadequate. The evolution of human societies is held
to centre upon that fundamental moment of progress in which the trad-
itional is displaced by the modern. This particular opposition has – as
Tovey and Share44 point out – exercised a perennial appeal for social
scientists and others within the twenty-six counties. It has been entirely
predictable, therefore, that the advent of the Celtic Tiger should have
moved a range of commentators to declare and delineate the demise of
traditional Ireland. In recent times, it has become commonplace to por-
tray the Irish Republic as a thoroughly modern society that has changed
utterly and for the better.

The particular conception of social development that emerges out of
the hegemonic reading of Celtic Tiger Ireland is, of course, distinctly
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threadbare.45 The actual ways in which real human societies evolve tend
to be rather more complicated than those betrothed to a certain notion
of the modern are willing to allow. The assertion that the process of
modernisation in effect entails the obliteration of those inclinations and
practices conventionally understood as ‘traditional’ simply flies in the
face of historical evidence. It is the experience of most developed societies
that the onset of modernity allows for the persistence and even the revival
of certain forms of tradition. The musings of modernisation theorists
and those within their orbit are also questionable in that they fail to
grasp the genuinely contradictory nature of social development. In the
course of their evolution, human societies tend to get both better and
worse more or less at the same time.46 In the outlook of those who
advocate a particular version of modernity there appears, however, to
be little or no appreciation of the dialectics of social change. The present
course of development is interpreted as singularly and uniformly pro-
gressive. The dislocations and casualties of the modernisation process
are understated or even airbrushed out of the picture altogether.47

In the absence of an adequate understanding of the dialectical nature
of social change, it is inevitable that the orthodox perspective should
tender a vision of the recent course of southern Irish society that turns
out to be deeply distorted. Over the last decade, the voices that have
been raised with greatest frequency and clarity have sought to depict the
era of the Celtic Tiger as a time of unprecedented and unanticipated
progress in which we should all simply rejoice. This familiar inter-
pretation is, of course, one that is not entirely without justification. In
certain respects, the last decade has marked a period of progress within
the twenty-six counties. The fact, for instance, that huge numbers of
young Irish men and women are no longer compelled to emigrate in-
voluntarily in pursuit of a better life overseas constitutes a genuinely
welcome development. The advances that have undoubtedly been made
since the dark days of the 1980s should not, however, be allowed to
cloud our critical judgement. While the era of the Celtic Tiger has evi-
dently been a golden age for some Irish people, it has also marked a
time of disadvantage and disruption for a great many others. It is the
tales of the latter that are all but absent from the official narratives of
the recent social history of the Irish Republic.

The omissions that define orthodox readings of contemporary southern
Irish society merely serve to disclose the particular ideological interests
they are intended to serve. Individuals operating out of a modernisation
perspective have often sought to contend that the mode of social organis-
ation to which they lend their name would best serve the interests of all.
The advent of the genuinely modern society would offer everyone the
multiple advantages that only liberal democracy and the market can
bestow. In reality, of course, the admirably universal rhetoric of the
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modernisation school has been employed to advance a very particular
set of interests. Liberal capitalism is, after all, a social form that in its
marrow seeks to elevate the concerns of the few over those of the many.
The ideological interests that animate modernisation theorists and their
ilk find their echo in a great deal of mainstream commentary on the
nature of contemporary southern Irish society. Those versions of Celtic
Tiger Ireland that have assumed almost hegemonic status have offered a
rather less than faithful account of the period. While the achievements
of the last decade or so are repeatedly underlined, the ‘dark side’ of
contemporary social life in the twenty-six counties has been consistently
concealed. In striving to advance a systematically distorted vision of the
era of the Celtic Tiger, mainstream commentators have conspired to con-
ceal and defend the interests of that small body of individuals who have
been the principal beneficiaries of the boom years. The orthodox reading
of the turn that the Irish Republic has taken over the last generation
should be regarded, therefore, as not merely intellectually feeble but
politically reactionary as well.

An alternative biography of the Celtic Tiger

The shortcomings that characterise most mainstream analyses of the
Celtic Tiger era become readily apparent when we turn to consider the
conventional interpretation of the origins of the economic boom. In the
eyes of many commentators, the apparent economic miracle of the 1990s
should be attributed principally to the energies and ingenuity of the Irish
people. Special mention is afforded to those politicians and civil servants
who are regarded as having had the vision and courage to alter public
policy.48 The reform of the education system and the reform of labour
relations are frequently identified as measures that created the conditions
that made economic prosperity possible and sustainable. The tone of
the accounts of those associated with these supposedly critical changes
in public policy verges, at times, on hubris. This is hardly surprising,
though. The discourse of those who rule tends habitually, after all, towards
an ‘uninterrupted monologue of self-praise’.49

While the notion that the origins of the Celtic Tiger are to be found
within the twenty-six counties has exercised considerable influence, it
scarcely stands up to even the most cursory analysis. The dramatic recent
reversal of the economic fortunes of the Irish Republic owes rather less
to the visionary status of Irish politicians than to convenient changes in
the operation of global capitalism.50 The decisions that led to the seem-
ing economic miracle of the 1990s were taken not in the corridors of
Leinster House but in the boardrooms of a handful of multinational
corporations. As the 1980s came to a close, the flows of foreign direct
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investment crossing international boundaries began to expand enor-
mously. The principally US multinationals that were keen to produce in
and for the EU were drawn disproportionately to the Irish Republic.
The motives that informed these decisions to establish branch plants in
the twenty-six counties bore little resemblance to the formal explana-
tions offered at press conferences to mark their announcement. The routine
assurances of senior executives that their corporations were attracted to
the Irish Republic principally by the prospect of dealing with a highly
educated workforce have rarely managed to convince. The education
system in the twenty-six counties remains, after all, hugely under-funded
and emerges poorly out of international comparisons.51 The simple truth
is that those multinational corporations that flocked to the Irish Republic
in the early 1990s were attracted first and foremost by its status as an
exceptionally good place to turn a profit.

The rate of corporation tax charged in the Irish Republic has for some
time been by far the lowest in the EU.52 This state of affairs has en-
couraged multinationals not only to invest in the twenty-six counties
but also to engage in some distinctive creative accountancy practices as
well. The relatively lenient fiscal regime that faces multinational cor-
porations operating in the Irish Republic offers an enormous incentive
to maximise the profits they declare within the state. Through the man-
ipulation of their internal accounts – by selling on components to the
branch plant in Ireland at a relatively cheap price and selling on the
finished product at a relatively high price – multinationals can register
profits in the twenty-six counties rather than in another region with a
higher rate of corporation tax. The suspicion that this strategy of ‘transfer
pricing’ is a routine practice of transnational corporations with subsidiaries
in the Irish Republic would seem to be borne out by the astronomical
profits that they declare in the state.53 Those powerful corporations that
have invested in the Irish Republic in recent times have come to enjoy
rates of profit that are well in excess of what might be ordinarily antici-
pated on the basis of their output and productivity. One illustrative tale
that is often recounted is that of the Coca Cola plant in Drogheda,
which, in a single year, announced profits of IR£400 million, even though
it had a workforce of only 200 people.54

The cunning accountancy practices of multinational capital suggest
that we need to approach the recent performance of the southern Irish
economy in a rather more cautious and indeed critical spirit than has
often been the case. As the standard indicators turned consistently
favourable a decade or so ago, most mainstream commentators hastened
to identify the Irish Republic as the author of an economic miracle.
Statistics such as those that chart movements in GDP were routinely
offered as compelling evidence of this economic transformation. Con-
sideration of the conduct of multinational corporations would seem to
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suggest, however, that the faith that its hagiographers have invested in
the southern Irish economy might not have been entirely well placed. It
is undoubtedly true that the economic capacity of the Irish Republic has
expanded remarkably. Throughout the 1990s the amount of wealth
generated within the southern Irish economy grew at unanticipated rates.
A great deal of that money never made it, however, into the wallet or
the bank account of an Irish man or woman. In recent times, an in-
creasingly enormous gulf has opened up between the amount of wealth
that is created within the Irish Republic and the amount of wealth that
is retained within the state. The disparity between the two owes a great
deal to the conduct of multinational capital. Perhaps as much as one-
fifth of the value generated within the southern Irish economy each year
is spirited out of the country, principally in the guise of the repatriated
profits of transnational corporations.55

The accountancy scams that are operated within multinational enter-
prises mean that evaluating the economic performance of the Irish Republic
represents a rather more arduous task than might first meet the eye. The
enormous sums that multinationals routinely repatriate from the twenty-
six counties and deposit in tax havens across the globe ensure that official
statistics hugely overstate the speed at which – and the scale to which –
the southern Irish economy has grown. In simple terms, there is rather
less wealth circulating within the Republic of Ireland than appears to be
the case on paper. The growing weight of evidence to suggest that official
measures exaggerate the performance of the southern Irish economy has
done little, however, to dampen the enthusiasm of many mainstream
analysts. At times, the pronouncements of politicians and other estab-
lishment figures have shaded into unabashed boosterism. The performance
and potential of the southern Irish economy have, on occasion, been
overstated. Conventional and convenient statistics have been dropped into
discussion in a manner that suggests they are straightforward and faith-
ful measures of what is actually going on the economic life of the state.

Although admittedly impressive, the performance of the southern
Irish economy since the early 1990s has been consistently exaggerated
in a great deal of mainstream analysis. It should also be noted that the
foundations of the economic renaissance are somewhat less secure than
many commentators would have us believe. After partition, the twenty-
six counties followed a path of development that was profoundly depen-
dent. For most of the twentieth century, the southern Irish economy
relied heavily upon revenues from exports, principally of live animals,
to the United Kingdom. Over the last few decades, however, the impor-
tance of British markets has waned considerably. The growing proportion
of exports destined for elsewhere has prompted the view that the southern
Irish economy has come to assume a rather more healthy and autono-
mous form than hitherto. In reality, however, the economic course that
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the Irish Republic has taken over the last generation has – as Denis
O’Hearn illustrates in his contribution to this volume – merely entailed
swapping one version of dependency for another.

The bullish rhetoric that has attended the era of the Celtic Tiger con-
spires to conceal the actual fragility of the southern Irish economy. The
record rates of economic growth that were registered throughout the
1990s were attributable, in the main, to the activities of a remarkably
small number of multinational corporations operating within a remark-
ably narrow range of economic sectors.56 In the course of the decade, a
handful of principally US computer companies came to assume a pivotal
importance within the southern Irish economy. This marked reliance
upon certain sections of multinational capital has rendered the Irish
Republic exceptionally vulnerable to the increasingly rapid changes that
characterise the global economy and corporate strategy. The fragility of
the southern Irish economy becomes especially apparent if we turn to
consider the potential ramifications if, for instance, the Intel Corpor-
ation were to close its flagship branch plant in County Kildare. The
impact of this single corporate decision would, in all probability, be
sufficiently grave to undermine conventional estimations of the vitality
and prospects of the Celtic Tiger. It would at least suggest that those
commentators who hold to the view that the Irish Republic has now
entered an era of sustained and genuinely autonomous development have
been seriously misled.57

At the heart of optimistic accounts of the Celtic Tiger era is the
assumption that the period has bestowed considerable benefit upon every
section of southern Irish society. The contention that the boom years
have served the interests of all is reflected in part in the rash of collective
(pro)nouns that litter public discourse. Politicians and journalists are
wont to reflect that ‘we have never had it so good’ or that ‘the Irish are
living through a golden age’. The assumption that there exist collective
interests within the twenty-six counties finds institutional expression in
the various corporatist schemes that have been devised since the late
1980s. The formal rationale of ‘social partnership’ is, of course, that it
facilitates restraint from, and cooperation between, the various sections
of southern Irish society, to the advantage of all.

The notion that the economic boom has conferred benefit upon all
Irish people represents, perhaps, the most pernicious of the myths that
have bloomed during the Celtic Tiger era. The Republic of Ireland exhibits,
of course, all those class distinctions and inequalities that are the hall-
mark of a capitalist society.58 As a consequence, it has been entirely
inevitable that the distribution of the advantages of economic growth
should have been neither even nor universal.59 The principal beneficiaries
of the advent of the Celtic Tiger have been those elements of southern
Irish society that already enjoyed considerable affluence.60 Irish business
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men and women have come to receive growing profits and dividends,
which they have often lodged, on the recommendation of their banks, in
offshore accounts that avoid the necessity of paying tax. Speculators in
a position to invest in several properties have reaped the benefits of ever
spiralling rents and house prices. The owners of the numerous stud farms
scattered throughout the twenty-six counties have amassed enormous
personal fortunes, unmolested by the state’s revenue commissioners.

The era of the Celtic Tiger has, therefore, constituted a time of con-
siderable opportunity for the more affluent elements of southern Irish
society. The same could hardly be said, however, for most working-class
people living in the twenty-six counties. In principle, the corporatist
structures at work within the Irish Republic are intended to operate to
the advantage of everyone. In practice, however, social partnership repre-
sents a ruse that acts to conceal and advance the interests of the most
privileged sections of southern Irish society61 – a point that Kieran Allen
develops more fully in chapter 3. During the boom years the salaries, rents,
profits and dividends that accrue to the wealthy have not been restrained
and have grown exponentially. Over the same period, however, the wages
that are paid to ordinary folk have been subject to strict controls and
have grown only marginally. It should scarcely come as a surprise, there-
fore, to discover that the era of the Celtic Tiger has witnessed an acceleration
of the polarisation of wealth.62 Indeed, international statistics have shown
consistently in recent years that the Irish Republic has come to represent
the second most unequal society in the western world.63

The operation of social partnership agreements in the context of an
economic boom has worked to the considerable disadvantage of the
southern Irish working classes. Modest wage increases have simply been
insufficient to keep pace with spiralling rents and house prices in par-
ticular. While many working-class people have struggled to make ends
meet, especial hardship has often been faced by those who have entered
the new forms of employment that have emerged since the birth of the
Celtic Tiger. Over the last decade, more jobs have been created than at
any other time in the history of the state. In the main, these posts have
been filled by the record numbers of women entering the labour force
for the first time – a trend that Sinéad Kennedy maps out in her chapter.
The new modes of employment that define the Celtic Tiger era are often
poorly paid and protected.64 In addition, these positions tend to entail
working practices that are rather less than enviable. Some commen-
tators – as we saw earlier – have sought to argue that Irish people have
actually flourished under these new ways of working. Those observers
who celebrate ‘flexible’ labour practices might, of course, adopt a rather
different perspective if they personally were facing a future that consisted
of twelve-hour shifts, the endless repetition of a standardised spiel to
randomly selected phone owners or delving into their own pockets to
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buy the materials required to perform the tasks involved in a contract
cleaning position.

The creation of a large body of badly paid jobs – coupled with the
often overlooked persistence of long-term unemployment – has ensured
that the recent period of economic boom has been accompanied by
growing levels of poverty within the twenty-six counties. While this
particular trait of the Celtic Tiger might appear to be an aberration, it is
in fact entirely in keeping with wider international trends.65 The
coincidence of burgeoning wealth and growing poverty features in the
course of development that all western societies have followed in the
last generation. The number of poor people in the twenty-six counties
would, however, seem to be exceptionally high. Indeed, recent statistics
would suggest that the Irish Republic now has the second greatest con-
centration of poverty in the western world. Among the developed states,
only that supposed paragon of modernity, the United States, has a larger
proportion of people who are poor.66

The disadvantages that the southern Irish working classes face could,
of course, be ameliorated to some extent were the state to provide ade-
quate levels of certain essential services. The era of the Celtic Tiger has
provided a golden opportunity to bring public provision in the Irish
Republic up to scratch. In spite of the fact that the fortunes amassed by
multinational capital and a few private citizens go largely untaxed, the
Irish state acquired a healthy fiscal surplus during the 1990s. While these
funds offered the chance to improve essential public services dramatic-
ally, the opportunity was all but spurned. Indeed, over the period since
the phrase ‘Celtic Tiger’ was coined, the proportion of national income
devoted to state spending has in fact declined.67 The underdevelopment
of public services in the Irish Republic is illustrated most keenly in the
context of the health system. In the last few years, gnawing dissatis-
faction with pay and working conditions has prompted doctors and nurses
to increasingly militant industrial action. The success of a sequence of
independent candidates campaigning on health issues in the general elec-
tion held in the early summer of 2002 suggests that the grievances of
those working in hospitals have found a resonance with the wider Irish
public.

In most mainstream commentaries, the advent of the Celtic Tiger is
held to have signalled an era of widespread affluence and contentment.
The years of sustained economic growth are held to have enabled people
in the Irish Republic to banish the austerity of previous times in order to
become sophisticated consumers, akin to their neighbours in other western
European states. The euphoria that has exemplified the era of the Celtic
Tiger has often failed to square with the everyday realities of the lives of
actual flesh-and-blood southern Irish people. While the incomes of pro-
fessionals as well as many other workers living in the twenty-six counties
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have increased substantially, it is debatable whether the quality of their
lives has in fact improved. In the last decade or so, the culture of work
in a range of occupations has changed dramatically. It is the experience
of many professionals that the pace and length of their working day
have increased considerably. The stresses that arise out of these new
work cultures have been among the factors that have led to spiralling
levels of drug and alcohol abuse in the twenty-six counties.68

While many of the salaries that are available within the Irish Republic
are impressive, they are often insufficient to enable people to live in
comfort, let alone luxury. The increasingly exorbitant cost of property
has meant that even individuals earning ostensibly substantial incomes
have been compelled to live in cramped but expensive rented accom-
modation in one of the many complexes that jerry-builders have thrown
up in southern Irish cities since the beginning of the boom. The quest
for somewhere larger in which to breathe or raise children has persuaded
many people working in Irish cities to migrate to dormitory towns or
even further afield.69 An increasingly lengthy and arduous commute to
work has become a recurrent bane of many of those who are supposedly
living the good life in Celtic Tiger Ireland.70

The lives of people who reside in the twenty-six counties – as Anne
Ryan illustrates in chapter 9 – exhibit all the pressures and dislocations
that are the hallmark of the modern world. The course that it has taken
over the last generation has begun to gnaw at the very fabric of southern
Irish society. Increasingly, there are signs of atomisation among people
who were formerly renowned for their sense of connectedness. As indi-
viduals in the twenty-six counties have grown less attached to one
another, they have inevitably grown more attached to things. After all,
if we are truly living at the end of human history, then what else is there
to do but shop?

As we noted in passing earlier, the conceit of the Celtic Tiger has a
particular facility to connote the changing patterns of consumption that
have marked life in the twenty-six counties over the last generation. In
countless features devoted to the period, journalists have sought to cele-
brate the practices of Irish consumers. The ways in which younger Irish
people in particular choose to spend their leisure time has been considered
emblematic of a population that has become increasingly confident,
imaginative and sophisticated. The hagiographies of the southern Irish
consumer that appear in orthodox accounts of the Celtic Tiger period
ultimately fail to convince, however. The ways in which people living in
the twenty-six counties dress and play are often taken as expressive of a
reflexive agency through which individuals seek to create an authentic
and original notion of self. It is perplexing, then, that contemporary
southern Irish society should be characterised not by diversity and indi-
viduality but rather by a baleful blandness. While we may well live at a
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time when there has never been greater choice, it is remarkable how few
choices are actually being made.71 It is extremely difficult to judge the
claims of features writers that everyone looks better nowadays, simply
because everyone sort of looks the same. It was this corrosive uniformity
that recently prompted one journalist – in a curious though compelling
phrase – to berate the ‘homogeneous sartorial communism’ of contem-
porary southern Irish society.72

The materialism that has overtaken the twenty-six counties in the era
of the Celtic Tiger articulates a spiritual emptiness that invariably
attends the process of modernisation73 – a theme that recurs throughout
the chapter by Kieran Keohane and Carmen Kuhling. Over the last
generation, the Republic of Ireland has, like all other western societies,
become a place that elevates having over being. It would seem,
increasingly, that the principal way in which most southern Irish people
are willing or able to express their sense of who they are is through the
commodity form. The rampant consumption that has come to define
the period of the Celtic Tiger has inevitably nurtured a culture of narcis-
sism.74 As the devotion to self has escalated, consideration for others
would appear to have waned. In recent times, a certain arrogance and
callousness have appeared within southern Irish society that did not seem
to exist before.75 An increasingly substantial body of people seem entirely
oblivious to the courtesies that can render everyday social interactions
vaguely bearable. Possession of a mobile phone would seem to have
come to be regarded as a licence to behave in whatever way you please.
Unprovoked random assaults under the influence of excess alcohol have
become a lamentably common occurrence in all southern Irish cities.76

Irish people are, of course, not merely the subjects of the process of
commodification that defines contemporary bourgeois society but its
objects as well. The course that late capitalism has taken entails a collapse
of the distinctions between the cultural and the economic.77 Western
societies have increasingly become sites less of production than of con-
sumption. The modes of cultural practice and the details of historical
triumph and catastrophe have been rendered into the commodity form.
This relentless process that leads to the commodification of everything –
to the advent of the society of the spectacle – is as apparent in the con-
text of Ireland as in that of other developed societies. In the twenty-six
counties, various social practices that were once simply ways of being
have been distorted into ways of making money. It is difficult, at times,
when walking around Dublin to shake the conviction that the entire city
has been transformed into a cultural theme park for the entertainment
and distraction of natives and visitors alike. The process of the com-
modification of Irishness is among the most important forces shaping
the contemporary social life of the twenty-six counties. The theme is,
therefore, one that is afforded considerable attention in the book and is
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taken up in rather different ways in the chapters written by Steve Coleman,
Honor Fagan and David Slattery.

There is, perhaps, one final consideration that should receive our
attention before we proceed. Among the multiple ideas that emerge out
of the deceptively simple conceit of the Celtic Tiger are those that centre
upon what it now means to be Irish. It has become commonplace to
suggest that recent generations growing up in the twenty-six counties
have come to define themselves in ways that are increasingly similar to
those of their counterparts in other regions of the EU. Although ex-
plicitly proud of where they are from, younger southern Irish people are
held to subscribe to a version of Irishness that is outward looking and
inclusive. The enmities and injustices that so preoccupied previous gener-
ations are considered to be of little concern or interest. The rather gentler
mode of nationalism assumed to have gained ground within the twenty-
six counties in recent times would appear to be one that promises to
heal the divisions that have blighted the island as a whole.

In the minds of some, the prospects of national reconciliation have
been heightened further by the economic strides that the Irish Republic
has made. The phenomenal rates of growth registered throughout the
1990s have ensured that the economic conditions that might enable the
creation of a single polity on the island are now in place. The common-
sense association often made between economic prosperity and political
progress has, of course, been encouraged by a particular historical co-
incidence.78 The years in which the phrase ‘Celtic Tiger’ became a
recurrent motif of everyday speech also happened to be those in which
the peace process in Northern Ireland finally got off the ground.79 While
the relationship between economic development and political reconcili-
ation remains implicit in the minds of many people living in the twenty-six
counties, nationalist politicians have at times sought to make the connec-
tion more explicit.

Although comforting, the notion that the advent of the Celtic Tiger
will ultimately pave the way to reconciliation among the peoples of Ireland
remains a fiction nonetheless. The associations between prosperity and
peace that are drawn implicitly in mainstream accounts of contemporary
Irish society betray a fundamental weakness of the ideological tradition
from which they derive. Among modernisation theorists, there tends to
be a belief that, as societies evolve towards the nirvana of high mass
consumption, individuals become increasingly disinterested in those
practices and beliefs considered to be ‘primitive’ or ‘traditional’. Why
would you bother with being a unionist or a nationalist when you can
always just go to the mall instead? The essential difficulty with these
bourgeois readings of the development process arises out of the fact that
they misunderstand the nature of the relationship between what are arbit-
rarily designated as ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’ respectively. In reality, of
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course, those rites and practices that are conventionally understood as
‘traditional’ are not impediments to modernisation but rather products
of it. There are few things as modern as tradition. It is important to
remember this when considering the prospects of a place with a history
like that of Ireland.

While the economic boom has undoubtedly had some benign effects,
it has inevitably served little to diminish the divisions that blight relations
among Irish people. The prejudices and preoccupations that define old-
school nationalism continue to have a certain currency south of the border.
The origins of many of those who have offered their services to the cause
of dissident republicanism are merely the most explicit expression of
this. While ‘traditional’ concerns and beliefs persist often under the surface
of everyday life in the twenty-six counties, they tend – as Pete Shirlow
shows in his contribution to the book – to find rather more vehement
articulation north of the border. Over the last decade, a great deal of
political progress has, of course, been made in Northern Ireland. The
number of young working-class men murdering one another in the name
of equally worthless causes has declined enormously. The sense of preju-
dice and grievance that in part drove ‘the troubles’ remains obstinately
in place, however. Indeed, according to one major survey published in
the early summer of 2002, levels of sectarian animosity have in fact
heightened within the six counties over the period of the peace process.80

The growth of ethnoreligious hatred in Northern Ireland finds particu-
larly chilling expression in the routine violence and intimidation that
remain an everyday reality in many parts of the region. If we are really
living through the end of Irish history then it would appear that no one
has bothered to inform the residents of north and east Belfast.

The contention that contemporary Irish society has become an essentially
inclusive and cosmopolitan place, which appears in many orthodox
accounts of the Celtic Tiger era, should be denied on at least one further
ground. Over the last decade, the Irish Republic has suddenly and un-
expectedly become a net importer of people. The experiences of those
who have come to these shores from elsewhere are necessarily complex
and diverse. While some recent immigrants have encountered warmth
and opportunity, a great many others have been met by suspicion and
hostility. Those who have arrived from a range of African states in pursuit
of a better life have been treated especially badly. The racism that appears
increasingly endemic within the twenty-six counties has, predictably,
been fomented by those in positions of authority. The institutions and
agents of the state seem unable – as Steve Loyal argues in his chapter –
to conceive of those seeking asylum in the Irish Republic as being other
than a burden. Elements of the media have issued disgraceful misrepre-
sentations of the new immigrants that clearly chime with established
racial stereotypes. In this chill climate, it is hardly surprising that
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members of ethnic minorities within the twenty-six counties recount that
they are often the victims of verbal and physical violence. There are
many deplorable facets of the way in which southern Irish society has
evolved over the last generation. The manner in which refugees and
asylum seekers have been mistreated – especially by the forces of the
state – leaps out, though, as the most shameful of all.

How soon is now?

The radical changes that have overtaken the Irish Republic in the course
of the last generation have, in the main, been read and refracted through
a very particular ideological perspective. In most contemporary accounts,
people living in the twenty-six counties are represented as newly and
uniformly affluent and contented. While mainstream accounts of the
Celtic Tiger do, of course, possess at least a kernel of truth, they offer a
vision of southern Irish society that is nonetheless systematically distorted.
In particular, orthodox readings tend to understate or overlook entirely
those dislocations and injustices that have marked the process of social
change in the recent period of economic boom. The purpose of this book
is to illuminate and contest the numerous dubious assumptions that inform
the hitherto hegemonic readings of the nature of contemporary southern
Irish society. It is the conviction of the authors who have contributed to
the text that most orthodox analyses have conspired to misrepresent the
transformations that have attended the era of the Celtic Tiger. The inten-
tion of the book is, then, to add to existing critical voices that are essential
if we are ever to arrive at a more faithful appreciation of what the Irish
Republic is like and where it might be going.

While the contributors to the text share a conviction that there needs
to be a more critical understanding of the nature of contemporary Irish
society, their points of view are, of course, far from uniform. The authors
who appear in the pages that follow are drawn from a wide range of
academic perspectives. The disciplines of adult education, anthropology,
English literature, geography, sociology and women’s studies are all repre-
sented between the covers. The individuals who have contributed to the
text also come from a broad arc of ideological viewpoints. In a certain
sense, the book represents an endeavour to see whether it is possible to
have a fruitful critical dialogue between Marxism and postmodernism. It is
hoped and anticipated that the variety of voices that are raised within
the text will represent one of its fundamental strengths.

The finishing touches were put to the book in the late summer of
2002. Over the previous year, there had been increasingly dire warnings
from authoritative figures that the southern Irish economy had begun to
slow down and that a full-blown recession might be just around the
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corner.81 In the last few weeks, there has been a fresh round of expressions
of concern for the health of the Celtic Tiger.82 Of greatest significance,
perhaps, has been the alarm within the International Monetary Fund
that has been prompted by the ever more perilous state of the public
finances in the Irish Republic. It would appear that the seemingly golden
age of the Celtic Tiger might be drawing to a close. This is probably an
especially opportune moment, then, to reflect upon the remarkable
developments of the last dozen years or so.

The faltering of the southern Irish economy should, of course, be seen
as emblematic of a rather more universal trend. In the 1990s, liberal
capitalism appeared to be in especially rude health. The rates of growth
and profit registered in the lodestar economy of the United States were
read in many quarters as heralds of an era of expansion and prosperity.83

This confidence in the performance and potential of global capitalism
found its ideological echo, of course, in the contention that the political
disputes of the past were over and that we now lived at the end of
history. As the millennium turned, however, the difficulties that were
already apparent in the world economy began to become rather more
pronounced. The horrendous slaughter in New York and elsewhere on
11 September 2001 threatened to accelerate a nascent global recession.
The sequence of corporate scandals that have rocked the United States
in the months after have merely served to compound the nagging sus-
picion that all is not well with global capitalism.

Ironically, the essential fragility of global capitalism is encrypted within
the very metaphor that was coined to convey its presumed invincibility.
While the declaration that we live at the end of history clearly articulates
a sense of the ultimate triumph of capital, it produces an echo that suggests
a radically different outcome. It would seem that the sole cultural com-
mentator who has been sufficiently astute to have appreciated this has,
predictably, been the literary critic Fredric Jameson.84 It is his view that,
although the metaphor of ‘the end of history’ might appear to be about
time, it is in fact about space.85 In the era of globalisation, capital has
been able to expand into new and lucrative markets. While the oppor-
tunities for profit have been substantial, they remain strictly finite,
nonetheless. Jameson suggests that an acknowledgment of the spatial
limits of capital is latent within the conceit that most famously celebrates
the globalisation process. The notion of the end of history – he contends –
articulates a sense not only of the majesty of capitalism but of its mor-
tality as well. It expresses, in other words, not only a belief that the
reign of capital represents the culmination of human civilisation, but
also a terror that capitalism will inevitably be replaced at some point in
the future by a form of society that is genuinely human and sustainable.
Speed the day.
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2

Macroeconomic policy in
the Celtic Tiger: a critical reassessment

DENIS O’HEARN

The miraculous turnaround in the fortunes of the southern Irish economy
during the 1990s fooled most experts. The upturn began in the early
1990s, following one of the worst economic periods in the history of the
Irish state. The economy then ‘took off’ in 1994 for seven years of sus-
tained high growth that earned the Irish Republic the popular name of
the ‘Celtic Tiger’.

The Celtic Tiger emerged from a historic expansion in the United
States that was centred on the information technology (IT) industry.
After the restructuring of the 1980s and a decade of speculation that
Japan would overtake the United States as world economic leader, the
turnaround in US fortunes was as unexpected as the subsequent associ-
ated boom in Ireland. During every quarter of every year since the US
expansion began, respected economists predicted its demise. In early
2001, the expansion finally ended and the US economy was in recession
by the end of the year. Soon after the US slowdown began, Irish growth
also began to wane and turned negative in the second half of 2001.
Experts began to pronounce the death of the Celtic Tiger, as suddenly as
they had discovered its birth some seven years before.

In the light of this downturn, perhaps we can now step back and
assess what this period of growth was all about, and specify how the
southern Irish economy and society have changed, particularly from a
macroeconomic perspective. Such a broad look at the experience of the
1990s, I believe, shows that the correlation most economists make between
macroeconomic stability and economic growth is spurious. Irish economic
growth was due to a unique set of (mostly exogenous) circumstances,
centred on a massive inflow of US corporate subsidiaries, which cannot
be replicated in other countries and possibly cannot be sustained in Ireland.
Without those special circumstances, all the macroeconomic stability in
the world could not have achieved economic growth rapid enough to
promote convergence with the wealthier economies of the European Union
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(EU) or of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment (OECD). Moreover, an assessment of Ireland’s decade of growth
indicates that the objective of maintaining growth actually impeded the
achievement of many important social goals, for two reasons. First, since
the southern Irish state correctly realised that the main incentive to attract
transnational corporations (TNCs) was low corporate taxes, it pursued
a neo-liberal growth model that matched low taxes and fiscal restraint
with minimal government interference in business. Second, for several
reasons, including a spurious association of fiscal restraint with economic
success, the state abjectly failed to mobilise the fiscal resources that were
created by rapid growth in order to reduce inequality and improve social
welfare. Instead, it turned these resources back, through tax reductions
that favoured the wealthier members of Irish society.

Some initial observations

At the end of the 1980s, the Irish people suffered a twenty per cent
official rate of unemployment1 and the state had one of the highest ratios
of debt to national income in the world. The 1980s had been a difficult
period of restructuring in the world economy. The southern Irish econ-
omy, whose indigenous industrial sector had been in rapid decline since
Ireland’s accession to the European Economic Community in 1972,
already relied heavily on investments by TNCs. One of the features of
global restructuring was large-scale disinvestment and relocation of TNC
activities. Irish growth rates declined and unemployment rates soared as
TNC disinvestments and the failure of new TNCs to invest in adequate
numbers complemented indigenous industrial decline. No one knew at
the time how a subsequent upturn of foreign investments would affect
specific regions like Ireland. Some experts feared that peripheral regions
like Ireland would lose out, since the ‘new investment’ of the 1990s
appeared to be based on flexible relations, such as subcontracting, in-
stead of the older practice of sinking big amounts of capital in foreign
subsidiaries.

By 1994, however, it was already clear that the southern Irish econ-
omy was going to be an important site for the new expansion in the
world economy, which was led by economic growth in the United States
and, particularly, by expansion of ‘modern’ sectors like IT. As a result of
a huge increase in Irish exports produced by foreign-owned subsidiaries
in manufacturing and services, Irish gross domestic product (GDP) growth
rates rose to 5.8 per cent in 1994 and remained at least as high thereafter
(Table 2.1). Southern Irish per capita national income, which had been
barely sixty per cent of the EU average in 1988, reached the EU average
by the late 1990s. The Irish economy, now popularly known as the ‘Celtic
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Tiger’, was widely regarded as a model to be followed by other countries
seeking ‘economic success’.

What was the basis of this turnaround? For most experts, the answer
seems to be that Ireland had finally achieved rapid economic growth
because of several policy factors. Successive Irish governments had per-
sisted with a policy of educating workers in IT skills, even during the
bleak years when the local economy had insufficient need for them.2

In time this strategy paid off, because Ireland had a surplus of trained
IT experts when capital came a-calling to employ them (and it was also
serendipitous that capital wanted English-speaking experts). Social partner-
ship agreements assured pay restraint and flexible labour, which were
important to the TNCs but even more important to low-profit service
companies. And, most importantly for orthodox economists, southern
Ireland achieved a generally stable macroeconomic environment through
restrictive fiscal policy, stable exchange rates and so on.3

On this basis, economists cite the Irish case to support the orthodoxy
of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the OECD and other inter-
national bodies that favour macroeconomic stability over all other social
and economic policy variables. The new orthodoxy as the EU enters
into a phase of enlargement is to convince the accession countries that
they will converge if they maximise the openness of their trade, get the
macroeconomics right and encourage labour flexibility. Mainstream
analysts point to Ireland, the only country that has recently achieved
convergence with the EU average, as proof positive of the beneficence of
such policies. But is it really true that macroeconomic stability played
such a central role in Irish growth and convergence? And at what price
was such stability achieved and maintained?

Table 2.1 Percentage real economic growth rates in the 1990s in the
Republic of Ireland

Year Gross domestic product Gross national product

1991 1.9 2.3
1992 3.3 2.3
1993 2.7 3.4
1994 5.8 6.3
1995 9.7 8.2
1996 7.7 7.4
1997 10.7 9.3
1998 8.6 7.8
1999 9.8 7.8
2000 11.5 10.4

Source: National Income and Expenditure (Cork: Central Statistics Office, various years).
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Foreign investment and the Celtic Tiger

Mainstream macroeconomic analyses aside, the single overriding factor
in the ‘success’ of the Celtic Tiger was the arrival of huge clusters of
foreign subsidiaries in a few sectors, and predominantly from the United
States. The Celtic Tiger has been extremely dependent on foreign activities,
particularly on rising exports from Ireland by US computer and pharma-
ceutical companies. Irish economic growth in the 1990s was dominated
by the country’s ability to attract investments by TNCs in a changing
global environment. If macroeconomic stability played an important role
in the creation and maintenance of the Celtic Tiger, it was primarily
because a stable environment was more attractive to TNCs. Low cor-
porate taxes were the most important attraction, although they were
hardly an innovation, since they had been introduced in the 1950s and
extended in the 1970s. Of secondary importance were targeted educa-
tion policies that created a pool of IT experts (and a small pool, at that,
relative to the broad Irish labour market), again a policy feature since
the 1960s and 1970s. Finally, the extension of previous corporatist wage
agreements into broader ‘social partnership’ agreements suppressed wages
and increased labour flexibility, although the first factor is of relatively
minor importance to most TNCs, because their wage bill is extremely
low relative to other costs.4 None of these policies, however, would have
turned around the Irish economy was it not for a single factor: the 1990s
was a period of unprecedented boom for the US economy, particularly
in computers and health-related technologies. The boom sent US corpor-
ations looking for access to new markets (of which the EU was most
important) and tax shelters where they could shift unprecedented profits.

After a period of worldwide restructuring in the 1980s and an econ-
omic threat from Japan, the United States reasserted its global leadership
in high-tech sectors during the 1990s, particularly in IT. US TNCs
expanded their IT production and searched for new markets, often by
setting up regional hubs to service key markets like the EU. This caused
a revival of foreign direct investment, but in new patterns. Investment
was more concentrated than in previous decades, with groups of TNCs
agglomerated in a key country or region. In this way, they could supply
each other as well as supplying the target markets. Cheap labour and
government subsidies were less important than labour flexibility and the
ability to move commodities and profits freely.

The attraction of the EU as a market for US high-tech products increased
further after 1992 with the coming of the single European market. US
investments in the EU rose rapidly and they agglomerated in Ireland
primarily because of its extremely low tax rates on corporate profits –
ten per cent compared with thirty to forty per cent elsewhere in Europe.
Low tax rates not only meant that TNCs could retain more of the profits
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they received from their activities in Ireland – they also enabled them to
shift profits into Ireland by manipulating transfer prices (prices for intra-
firm sales), so that they could reduce their overall global tax liability.5

While low taxes were the primary attraction, TNCs were also drawn by
Ireland’s cheap, educated, English-speaking labour force; by its low
bureaucratic restrictions on foreign investors; and by a history of close
relations with the Irish Industrial Development Authority (IDA).

If a single event can point to the birth of the Celtic Tiger, it was the
Irish state’s success in attracting Intel to the country in 1990, at a historic-
ally high cost to the Irish state. A significant number of IT companies
had already located in Ireland during the 1970s and 1980s. But after
Intel located its European site for the production of computer chips near
Dublin, nearly every major player in the computer industry followed.
By the late 1990s, Ireland was home to Gateway, Dell, AST, Apple, Hewlett-
Packard and Siemens-Nixdorff in PCs; Intel, Fujitsu, Xilinx and Analog
Devices in integrated circuits; Seagate and Quantum in disk drives; and
Microsoft, Lotus and Oracle in software. Telesales and teleservicing for
these large firms followed, along with hundreds of less well known pro-
ducers of boards, power supplies, cables, connectors, data storage, printers,
networking and everything else that goes into or around computers, as
well as services that are connected to or use computers. The Republic of
Ireland’s share of foreign investment inflows into the EU tripled between
1991 and 1994, as it attracted forty per cent of US electronics invest-
ments in Europe. A similar agglomeration of foreign pharmaceutical
companies also located in Ireland.

Fixed investments by US firms, which had fallen rapidly during the
1980s, rose dramatically in the 1990s (Table 2.2), while investments by
other TNCs and Irish firms declined. As a result, the share of US-based
firms in total fixed industrial investment rose from a third at the begin-
ning of the 1990s to two-thirds at the end of the decade.

Because of Ireland’s small size, this level of activity directly caused
rapid economic growth. TNCs were directly responsible for forty-five
per cent of southern Irish economic growth during the first half of the
1990s and were indirectly responsible for additional growth in con-
struction and services. Moreover, the impact of TNCs was rising fast.
Between 1995 and 1999, TNCs directly accounted for eighty-five per
cent of economic growth in terms of their value added (the difference
between their incomes for the commodities they produced and their non-
wage costs of producing them). Their rising profits alone accounted for
fifty-three per cent of economic growth! Where TNCs’ value added was
equivalent to fourteen per cent of GDP in 1990, it rose above fifty per
cent in 1999.

The effect of TNCs on economic growth was concentrated in exports
within three manufacturing sectors that were dominated by US firms:
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chemicals, computers and electrical engineering. These three sectors alone
(and not including software and teleservices) accounted for forty per
cent of Irish economic (GDP) growth during the 1990s, including fifty-
one per cent in 1998, fifty per cent in 1999 and forty-six per cent in
2000. They accounted for seventy-eight per cent of industrial growth
(including construction) in 1998, eighty-five per cent in 1999 and eighty-
four per cent in 2000. They were the only economic sectors that exceeded
the average GDP growth rate of 6.3 per cent during the 1990s, together
growing annually by about fifteen per cent. Even a single product could
have a large effect on Irish economic growth, as was the case in 1997/98
when Pfizer introduced its Irish-produced drug Viagra onto the world
market and ‘Irish output’ of organic chemical products rose by seventy
per cent.6

The other side of this heavily concentrated growth was that stag-
nation could also come quickly and in a concentrated form. This appears
to have been the case from the middle of 2001 on, after the US IT-based
economy went into recession. Within months, there were reverberations
within the Irish economy as IT companies began to close or cut back
their operations in record numbers. Despite a relatively healthy beginning,
the year ended with the IDA announcing record job losses in foreign-
owned companies. Due to closures and cutbacks, the numbers employed
in the IT sector fell by eleven per cent in 2001, with job losses of 10,792.
Some of these were in the most high-profile US companies of the sector,
such as Motorola, Gateway and General Semiconductors.7

These sector-specific job losses quickly began to translate into a general
economic contraction, as the main sources of economic growth dried
up. From this point on, the medium-term trajectory of the Irish economy,

Table 2.2 Fixed industrial investments in the Republic of Ireland, by
country of origin (IR£millions at constant 1990 prices), 1990–98

Year US TNCs Other TNCs Irish firms US share Irish share
of total (%) of total (%)

1990 68.4 52.0 90.0 32.5 42.7
1991 109.8 114.6 71.6 37.1 24.2
1992 126.7 81.6 60.5 47.1 22.5
1993 175.5 62.2 49.1 61.2 17.1
1994 137.1 48.3 52.8 57.6 22.2
1995 157.9 44.2 56.7 61.0 21.9
1996 252.8 49.9 97.1 63.2 24.3
1997 259.0 51.6 70.3 68.0 18.5
1998 256.0 71.3 62.2 65.7 16.0

Source: Central Statistics Office.
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including the duration of stagnation and whether stagnation would turn
into severe contraction, depended on two things. First, the duration of
the US recession would have obvious effects on the duration and depth
of Irish recession. And second, the depth of Irish recession would depend
on the degree to which the downturn in manufacturing worked its way
through other sectors, particularly services and construction. If the 1990s
was a period of economic growth, with lagged effects on employment
growth and possibly on investment growth, the present decade could
easily become one of economic decline, with lagged negative effects on
employment and investment.

The extreme relationship between Irish economic growth and the ex-
pansion of foreign activity created a number of unique characteristics
that set off the Irish economy from others within the EU, including others
on the EU periphery. Most distinctly, a gap opened up between GDP
and gross national product (GNP).8 Ireland is unique in Europe in the
degree that its gross domestic product exceeds its gross national product,
because of the profits that are removed by TNCs. In 1983, foreign profit
repatriations made up just three per cent of GDP. By 1995, they were
nearly nineteen per cent of GDP. In 1999, they had risen to an astound-
ing forty per cent of GDP – forty-eight per cent if incomes from royalties
and licences are included! The proportion of TNC profits in GDP began
to rise to an astonishing extent after 1997. In 1998, growth of foreign
profits was equivalent to eighty per cent of economic growth! During
the two years of 1997 and 1999, the rise of TNC profits was equivalent
to two-thirds of economic growth. As a result, the gap between GDP
and GNP widened. In 1980, southern Irish GDP and GNP were prac-
tically equal. In 1990, GDP was eleven per cent higher than GNP. By the
turn of the century, GDP exceeded GNP by about twenty per cent. In
simple language, GDP overstates by a fifth how much of the material
wealth created by the economic activities of the Irish people is available
for their own use within Ireland.

Arguably, Ireland’s most important function today is as a site where
US companies can shift their products into Europe, while accumulating
profits in order to avoid taxation. TNCs buy (import) their inputs cheap
from other subsidiaries and sell (export) them dear, mainly to Europe
but also back to the United States (especially in the case of pharma-
ceuticals). Significant profit shifting through transfer pricing is indicated
by the extraordinarily high TNC profit rates cited above, along with
unrealistic output growth and rises of labour productivity in the sectors
most prone to profit shifting. According to the US Department of Com-
merce’s Survey of Current Business, in the Republic of Ireland US-based
TNCs maintained profit rates in the 1990s that were five times greater
than those achieved elsewhere in the world (up from two and a half
times higher in the 1970s). These uncommonly high profit rates were

eih ch-2.P65 26/3/03, 15:0740



Macroeconomic policy 41

accompanied by rapid output growth, beyond what would have been
expected from the TNCs’ rates of investment.

Growth and employment

Greater optimism about Ireland’s economic prospects emerged in the
early 1990s. But this optimism was initially restrained by the fact that
economic growth and convergence were so disconnected from other policy
variables. The main policy target was employment, as the country had
continued to endure high unemployment rates even into the mid-1990s.
Some observers were concerned at the lack of employment growth that
was associated with early output growth. Essentially, the economy appeared
to be growing during the first half of the 1990s without employing more
people. The unemployment rate actually rose during parts of the early
1990s and this led to a concern that the economy was experiencing
growth without gains in employment.9

The economy finally began to generate substantial numbers of new
jobs after 1994. The growth of employment in the second half of the
1990s was remarkable. Depending on the source of the estimate, unem-
ployment rates still exceeded fifteen per cent and possibly approached
twenty per cent in 1994. Yet, by 2000, the number of jobs in the southern
Irish economy had risen by nearly a half compared with 1990, with
total employment rising by more than half a million during the decade.
As a result, official unemployment rates fell to around four per cent at
the end of the decade.

As suggested above, however, employment growth was not directly
associated with output growth. During the 1990s, output growth was
heavily concentrated in manufacturing and, more precisely, in the three
US-dominated manufacturing sectors of computers, electronic engineer-
ing and pharmaceuticals. Employment growth, however, was clearly
concentrated in services (Table 2.3), which accounted for seventy-eight
per cent of the net new jobs in the southern Irish economy. There was a
clear lag in the employment effect of growth during the 1990s because
the companies that were responsible for output growth, US TNCs, did
not employ very many people, relative to their economic size. Gains in
employment were mostly within the construction and service sectors,
which expanded as some of the effects of manufacturing growth finally
filtered through to the rest of the economy.

A structural result of the Celtic Tiger growth period, then, was that
the southern Irish economy became even more dependent on services for
employment, while it became more dependent on manufacturing as a
source of growth. In 1990, services made up fifty-seven per cent of total
employment. By 1999, they accounted for sixty-four per cent. This also
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meant that employment was concentrated in a low-wage sector, although
certain of the new services included high-wage jobs. There was also a
steady transformation from full-time to part-time employment, as the
Irish labour market became increasingly flexible. Seven of every twenty
new jobs created in the 1990s were part-time. Where less than eight per
cent of jobs were part-time in 1990, seventeen per cent were part-time
by 2000. Other forms of casualisation of work, such as fixed-term,
temporary and ‘self-employed’ contracting, also increased rapidly. Wage
restraint and flexibility were enhanced as a feature of the southern Irish
economy by social partnership agreements, where labour moderated its
demands over wages and job security in return for concessions on income
taxes. Thus, rising employment in the 1990s came at the cost of Ireland
having one of the most flexible labour regimes in Europe, with low job
security, substantially more workers on low wages and fewer workers’
rights.10

While it took some years for growth to translate into jobs, it also
appeared during the early 1990s that growth was taking place without
much investment, from either indigenous or foreign sources (TNC-based
exports from Ireland grew much more rapidly than TNC investments).

Table 2.3 Employment (thousands of employees) and percentage
employment change during the 1990s

Services Industry Totala

1990 employment 643 321 1,133

Changes
1991 13 2 1
1992 15 –5 9
1993 18 –7 4
1994 18 20 36
1995 41 15 57
1996 46 5 45
1997 62 19 80
1998 72 58 130
1999 72 23 96
2000 60 25 80

2000 employment 1,064 476 1,671

Change, 1990–2000 421 155 538

aEmployment totals in industry and services do not add up to the totals for the economy
because of employment in agriculture, which is not included here.
Source: Central Statistics Office.
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The investment share of Irish national income, already low by EU standards,
plummeted during the first half of the 1990s. The investment rate (gross
capital formation divided by GDP) fell from about twenty per cent in
1990 to fourteen per cent in 1994, which was substantially below the
EU average of about twenty per cent. This was considered to be such a
problem that the National Economic and Social Council (NESC) carried
out a major study into ‘investmentless growth’ during the mid-1990s. It
was only after a lag of a few years that economic growth became associ-
ated with rising investment, which recovered during the second half of
the 1990s (see Table 2.4, below).

The indigenous economy: following the European path?

Has the rapid growth of the foreign sector spun off into indigenous
sectors? Some experts have argued that the 1990s were different from
earlier periods because TNC activities encouraged a greater expansion
of indigenous companies. O’Malley11 argued that a dynamic indigenous
manufacturing sector grew alongside the foreign sector. Others contend
that the TNC investments of the 1990s were more strongly linked to
indigenous industry than during previous expansions.12

Ó Riain13 makes a more indirect argument about the effects of the
foreign-owned sector on indigenous activity. He argues that there were
‘two globalisations’ in Ireland in the 1990s. One was the outward move-
ment of US capital through Ireland and into Europe. The other was the
development of a dynamic and globally oriented Irish indigenous sector,
led by Irish entrepreneurs who were ‘globalised’ by their connections
with TNCs in IT in places like California’s Silicon Valley. Ó Riain credits
this Irish success to the flexible developmental policies of the Irish state,
which combined a neo-liberal macroeconomic environment with every-
day micro-intervention to identify opportunities for local entrepreneurs.

Accounts of a recent indigenous revival are overstated, however. The
Irish state limited its pressure on TNCs to link locally because stronger
intervention would have undermined the basic attractiveness of Ireland
as a deregulated, hands-off state. In 1996, out of 2,667 indigenous firms
that employed ten or more people, only 174 were sub-suppliers to TNCs,
mostly providing routine supplies like packaging and printed materials.14

The proportion of raw materials that were purchased locally by TNCs
hardly rose at all during the 1990s, from 18.8 per cent in 1990 to 19.1
per cent in 1996. If we account for the fact that two-thirds of ‘local
purchases’ in the electronics sector actually consisted of one TNC sub-
sidiary buying from another,15 then TNCs were buying a substantially
smaller share of their material supplies from Irish firms as the Celtic
Tiger developed. While the absolute amount of material purchases by
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foreign firms certainly rose by an unknown amount during the 1990s,
creating some new opportunities for some Irish businesses, it is import-
ant not to overestimate the extent to which this happened.

Ó Riain’s second globalisation – indigenous spin-offs that were not
directly linked to the foreign sector – appears to be significant only in
software. The thousands of engineers and technicians who qualified in
Ireland but emigrated, and others who stayed in Ireland but left their
TNC employers, were a pool of potential entrepreneurs with knowledge
of the software industry and who were eager to set up as small employers.
They did so in record numbers during the 1990s. By the year 2000, the
media reported that Ireland was the second largest exporter of software,
behind the United States, having surpassed Israel and India. They stressed
the importance of the indigenous sector in this result. Half of the em-
ployment in software was in indigenous Irish firms. Nearly eighty per
cent of Irish software companies exported some of their product and
nearly half exported most of their product.16 Yet eighty-two per cent of
these firms had no alliances of any kind with TNCs.17

In reality, however, the indigenous software sector is very weak. The
industry is dominated by TNCs in every respect except employment. With
only half of software employees, TNCs account for eighty-seven per cent
of Irish software sales, ninety-two per cent of software exports and eighty-
nine per cent of software revenues. Microsoft alone accounted for forty
per cent of exports in 1995.18 Indigenous software firms are mostly very
small, with average employment less than fifteen. According to Ó Riain,
their low levels of investment in research and development are ‘worrying’
and expenditure on training actually fell during the 1990s. This indicates
that Irish software, like the rest of the economy, is essentially dualistic –
with highly developed TNC giants alongside a scattering of very small
and vulnerable domestic firms. The Irish software sector ‘cannot bear the
burden of the huge expectations which have been placed on [it]’.19

Overall, the sustainability of Irish indigenous industry had become
very questionable by the end of the 1990s. Indigenous exports and profit
performance remained weak. While the rise of TNC profits was spec-
tacular between 1990 and 1999, rising more than sixfold, indigenous
profits remained stable, even dipping at the end of the decade. Thus, the
indigenous share of profits fell from over fifty per cent in 1990 to less
than ten per cent in 1999.20 While foreign profits are undoubtedly in-
flated by TNC profit-shifting behaviour, this does not detract from the
fact that indigenous profits were not rising substantially during Ireland’s
most significant phase of rapid economic growth. This weakness was
also reflected in a sharp rise in the numbers of indigenous company
failures at the end of the decade.21

This duality between a rapidly growing foreign sector and a relatively
stagnant indigenous one is shown most clearly in productivity figures
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for the 1990s. Output in the three US-dominated sectors of computers,
electrical engineering and chemicals grew by 375 per cent during 1990–
99, while employment grew by only seventy-three per cent. Thus, output
per employee grew by 215 per cent, nearly nine per cent annually. Else-
where in the economy – mainly Irish-owned services, construction and
basic manufactures – output rose by just fifty-five per cent, while employ-
ment grew by forty per cent. Output per employee grew by about one
per cent annually, which is quite a low figure by international standards.
By 1999, the average worker in the foreign sector produced nearly eight
times more output by value than did the average worker in the rest of
the economy.22 Again, productivity figures in the TNC-dominated sectors
are so unreal that comparison with them cannot be taken to imply any-
thing about the productivity growth of indigenous sectors. On the other
hand, productivity growth of the indigenous sectors is low by any inter-
national standard and challenges the dominant assumption in Ireland
that the indigenous sector was a dynamic partner in the Celtic Tiger
growth experience of the 1990s.

Macroeconomic change: components of GDP

How have the dramatic changes of the 1990s affected the overall shape
of the southern Irish economy? One of the most dramatic changes during
the Celtic Tiger period was a change in the components of GDP/GNP.
Indeed, when conservative economists proclaim the success of Irish macro-
economic stability, they are essentially praising a model that has effected
a change in the composition of GDP that has entailed a declining pro-
portion going to forms of income and expenditure that benefit the wider
population, and a rising proportion being devoted to those that favour
private corporations and the rich.

In all the excitement about rapid economic growth, which was cer-
tainly spectacular in the latter half of the 1990s, commentators often
missed more fundamental changes that were taking place in the distri-
bution of the national product. GDP was growing rapidly, but certain
components of GDP were growing especially rapidly while other com-
ponents changed much more slowly. Moreover, the distinction between
what was growing very rapidly and what was growing much less rapidly
had a class character and a global character. That is, the components
that rose most rapidly favoured the richer segments of Irish and global
society alike, while the other components disproportionately affected
the wellbeing of the general Irish public.

The changing components of GDP (measured on an expenditure basis)
are given in Table 2.4. The most profound increase was in the export
surplus, which tripled its share of GDP over the course of the 1990s,
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from less than five per cent to over fourteen per cent. The export surplus
is practically equivalent to repatriated profits of the TNCs,23 so it is clear
that transnational capital was the primary recipient of the benefits of
Irish growth. The TNCs’ share of GDP rose dramatically, from less than
five per cent in 1990 to nearly fifteen per cent in 2000. In other words,
their share tripled, while in absolute terms TNC incomes grew many
times over.24 This should be hardly surprising if, as I have argued, the
overwhelming raison d’être of the Celtic Tiger from the global perspect-
ive was the creation of a regime that was amenable to the accumulation
of profits by US transnational capital.

In return for creating this amenable environment, there were distinct
advantages for the Irish state and for sections of the Irish public (to
which I will return shortly). But, leaving distributional income aspects
aside for the moment, what of the general Irish public?

The most striking thing about the changing distribution of southern
Irish GDP during the 1990s is the move away from consumption, both
private and public. Private consumption, which made up nearly two-
thirds of GDP in 1990, fell to less than half in 2000. Irish public con-
sumption, which, at sixteen per cent of GDP, was already at one of the
lowest levels in Europe in the early 1990s, fell even further, to twelve
per cent in 2000. As a whole, the share of GDP represented by public
and private consumption fell dramatically, from seventy-seven per cent
in 1990 to sixty-two per cent in 2000.25 I will consider the negative
consequences of these trends on social welfare below.

Table 2.4 Changing composition of GDP during the Celtic Tiger
period (%)

Year Private Public Investment Export
consumption consumption surplus

1990 61.3 15.3 18.7 4.7
1991 61.6 16.1 17.3 5.0
1992 60.0 16.1 16.3 7.5
1993 58.4 15.9 15.2 10.5
1994 58.2 15.7 16.3 9.8
1995 56.3 15.0 17.2 11.5
1996 55.4 14.3 18.6 11.6
1997 53.1 13.9 20.3 12.7
1998 52.6 13.4 22.4 11.6
1999 50.2 12.7 23.4 13.7
2000 49.4 12.2 23.8 14.3

Source: National Income and Expenditure (Cork: Central Statistics Office, various years).
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Finally, it is worth noting that there was a distinct and rapid recovery
of investment, the stagnation of which had exercised many experts during
the early part of the 1990s.

The TNC profits explosion, fiscal policy and inequality

These broad changes in the Irish economy during the 1990s are crucial,
because there is strong evidence that growth has been associated with
inequality under the Celtic Tiger. On the one hand, economic growth
encouraged a large rise in profits and unearned incomes, without a cor-
responding rise in wage levels, so that the class distribution of income
moved rapidly away from the working classes and the poor and towards
capital and high-income professionals. Rapidly rising outflows of profits
to TNCs, combined with inflows of profits and fees to the upper strata
of the Irish population, created a level of class inequality that was previ-
ously unknown in modern Ireland. Where factor shares of non-agricultural
income were relatively stable before 1987, with wages accounting for
seventy per cent and profits thirty per cent, they shifted drastically there-
after, until the profits share from non-agricultural activities was virtually
equal to the wage share in the year 2000.26

On the other hand, factor income inequality was accompanied by
increased disparities in incomes, including wages. The Irish labour market
became more segmented during the growth phase of the 1990s, with a
clear distinction between high-waged core jobs and low-waged peripheral
jobs. As labour market segmentation became more pronounced, income
distributions became more unequal. The available data show that both
wages and disposable incomes became more unequal after 1987. The
disposable incomes of the top forty per cent of households grew twice
as quickly as those of the bottom forty per cent between 1987 and 1994.
They continued to diverge thereafter. The share of the nation’s disposable
income of the bottom forty per cent of households fell from 16.2 per
cent in 1994 to 15.2 per cent in 1998, while the share of the bottom ten
per cent fell from 2.3 to 1.8 per cent.27

In terms of the ratio of the income share of the richest ten per cent to
the poorest ten per cent, Ireland was, in the mid-1990s, the most unequal
country in Europe and second only to the United States in the OECD.28

Barrett et al.29 show that the increase in earnings dispersion (ratio of the
top to the bottom decile) was greater in Ireland than anywhere else in
the OECD in 1994. Nolan and Hughes found that the proportion of
Irish workers on low pay in that same year was twice the EU average
and five times the Scandinavian average.30 The income data quoted above
indicate that this probably got worse rather than better in the last half
of the 1990s. Moreover, by some absolute as well as relative measures,
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poverty increased along with inequality. By the end of the century,
according to the United Nations’ Human Development Report, the Irish
poverty rate, as measured by its Human Poverty Index, was the highest
in the EU.31

This rising level of inequality and relative poverty during a period of
rapid growth was not effectively countered by state policies, as one can
clearly see in macroeconomic terms by the shares of GDP shifting to-
wards capital and away from public welfare. To what extent was this
failure due to policy? On the surface, the changing components of GDP
were a combination of two processes: a rapid increase of profit incomes
that accompanied the inflow of TNC activities in the 1990s, and a rapid
reduction in the share of public consumption/expenditure due to liberal-
ised fiscal policy (i.e., stable macroeconomic policies). The first process
is part and parcel of the Celtic Tiger, which is based on foreign activities
and foreign profits. It is therefore a systemic outcome of the kind of
development model that was chosen by Irish governments as far back as
the 1950s and which has been adhered to since.

The second process, however, may be thought of as a policy variable
within that developmental system. In other words, the government could
have held onto its public functions and even increased them as fiscal
revenues increased. Alternatively, fiscal liberalisation could be considered
to be part and parcel of the neo-liberal model that attracted the TNCs
in the first place. In reality, government fiscal liberalisation was probably
a combination of the two, that is, both a policy variable and a systemic
one. There were strong international pressures on the Irish government
to liberalise during the 1990s – a process that was mirrored throughout
the EU and, indeed, the rest of the world. But liberalisation was promoted
within the twenty-six counties with a relish that was unnecessary, either
for Ireland playing its ‘proper role’ in Europe or for maintaining the
expansionary phase of the Celtic Tiger. Successive administrations in
Dublin drew away from providing public services and public welfare in
the 1990s in favour of providing tax breaks that favoured the richer
segments of Irish society.

Indeed, the overriding ideological position of the 1990s in the Republic
of Ireland was that growth was the result of neo-liberal policies, includ-
ing privatisation and ‘responsible’ fiscal policies. Successive state budgets
after 1987 favoured tax cuts for the rich and failed to provide the neces-
sary spending to correct Ireland’s severe social problems.

According to Eurostat, Ireland in 1997 had the lowest levels in the
EU of both government revenues and government expenditures as a pro-
portion of GDP. Sweden raised the most revenues, at more than 60 per cent
of GDP, while the Irish state received revenues worth a mere 36 per cent of
GDP. Irish spending was even more conservative. It was the only state in
the EU whose public expenditures were less than forty per cent of GDP,
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at 35 per cent (compared with Sweden at 63 per cent and Denmark at
60 per cent). While these low figures partly result from the fact that Irish
GDP was growing rapidly, they nonetheless represent an extraordinarily
low level of state spending on basic social programmes. Despite its much
vaunted emphasis on educating IT professionals, Ireland had the second
lowest per capita expenditure in the EU on primary education, less than
forty per cent of the Danish level. And it had the fourth lowest level of
per capita spending on health, ahead of only Greece, Spain and Portugal,
and only about half the German level.

Due to such government policies, many social services ran down. A
populist social housing regime that had provided affordable and reasonable
accommodation for successive generations of low-income households
broke down. Irish citizens no longer have assured access to affordable
housing.32 In health, only three EU member states reduced spending as a
proportion of GDP between 1980 and 1996. Ireland’s reduction, twenty
per cent, was easily the largest of the three. Irish public health spending
per capita as a percentage of the EU average remained around seventy
per cent, despite Ireland’s rapid growth. During the 1990s, the number
of hospital beds in southern Ireland fell, even as demand for them rose,
leaving the country with the fewest hospital beds per capita in the EU.
Even after an increase in health spending in 1998, Ireland still ranked
twentieth in a survey of twenty-seven OECD countries, with much of
what the government called new ‘health’ spending actually going on
social services.33 Between 1970–75 and 1995–2000, Ireland’s global rank-
ing with respect to life expectancy at birth fell by seven places.34 In the
field of education, Ireland has performed poorly, in spite of the public
image that growth is due to a highly educated population. Almost twenty-
three per cent of the population are functionally illiterate, easily the highest
level in the EU. Yet, in the late 1990s, Ireland ranked last in the OECD
in terms of investment per pupil as a proportion of per capita GNP.35

One of the most notable economic features of the 1990s was a sus-
tained and rapid increase in fiscal revenues, despite the fact that Ireland
was the lowest tax raiser in the EU and despite a falling tax take as a
share of national income. This was primarily a result of the large numbers
of new employees in the economy after 1995 and of taxes on their incomes
and expenditures. Income taxes consistently made up about fifty-four
per cent of state revenues from 1995 to 2000, while taxes on expen-
ditures (which are notoriously regressive) rose from forty per cent of
revenues in 1995 to forty-two per cent in 2000. It is significant that
corporate taxes were not a major source of rising state revenues, despite
the fact that trading profits of companies tripled between 1995 and 2000!

Rapidly rising revenues gave the Irish state a historical opportunity
to begin making the transition from being one of the low-service econ-
omies of the EU to joining the continental social democratic countries
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that provide high levels of services and social welfare for their popu-
lations. Instead, Irish governments tightened their conservative fiscal
policy of spending restraint and ran higher and higher budget surpluses.
Where the southern Irish state ran a budgetary deficit of IR£460 million
in 1995, rising revenues and spending restraint enabled it to turn this
around to a huge budget surplus of IR£5.1 billion in 2000. In the period
between 1996 and 2000, the government ran budget surpluses totalling
more than IR£12 billion. During this period, governments made big
announcements about grandiose public programmes to fight poverty and
to build infrastructure. Yet their unwillingness or inability to spend money
meant that these programmes were, in the end, more words than deeds.

Instead of applying its resources to improving infrastructures and
public services, the Irish state introduced a series of ‘give-away budgets’,
which offered tax breaks. These budgets became an annual event in the
second half of the 1990s, with the Irish Finance Minister initiating a
series of high-profile tax cuts. This publicity was generally geared to
give the impression that the reductions in tax were of benefit to most
people living in the Irish Republic. Closer inspection, however, consist-
ently showed that the tax packages were heavily weighted towards high-
income earners and had marginal effects on the incomes of lower earners.
Over the four years from 1997 to 2000, low-income couples (those earn-
ing up to IR£12,500 a year) received tax breaks averaging about IR£250
a year, while high-income receivers (couples on IR£100,000 or more a
year) received income tax breaks of more than IR£1,600 per year.36

This crude measure of tax breaks, however, hides an even greater bias
towards inequality in the state’s recent budgetary policies. The Economic
and Social Research Institute (ESRI) in Dublin has a tax-benefit model
that estimates the distributional impact of Irish budgets on families in
different income deciles. The model compares actual budget outcomes
against a benchmark, where the percentage change in disposable income
would be similar across all income groups. This model found that every
budget from 1987 to 1998 was regressive, that is, favoured high-income
more than middle- and low-income earners. The 1999 budget was more
neutral and perhaps even slightly progressive. And then the budget for
the year 2000 was again highly regressive. The 2000 budget gave the
lowest decile of income earners a less than one per cent change in their
disposable incomes, but gave the top two deciles more than a four per
cent increase in disposable incomes.37

The evidence of the 1990s shows a clear trend towards inequality.
This trend is a feature of Irish economic development at all levels. At the
macro level, the aggregates of national income have shifted dramatically
towards increasing shares for the private sector and capital, while both
private and public consumption have decreased their share of national
income. At the same time, within these aggregates, there has been widening
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inequality among income earners, in terms of earnings dispersion and
household incomes. And, far from countering these trends, the state has
exacerbated them through its policies of encouraging wage restraint,
through its highly regressive tax policies and by its constraints on public
spending. As the state’s revenues increased in the mid-1990s, it had a
choice of continuing its fiscal conservatism or using the resources that it
gained from the Celtic Tiger for the purpose of raising public consump-
tion and, hopefully, general levels of wellbeing. It chose the former. And
when the state reduced taxes, it had the choice of concentrating tax breaks
at the lower end of the income spectrum, thus taking the side of equal-
isation of incomes, or of giving the largest tax breaks to the wealthiest,
thus increasing inequality. It chose the latter.

Conclusions: recharacterising the Irish state

The Celtic Tiger boom of the latter half of the 1990s appeared to be
coming to an end as the present decade began. In 2001, recession in the
United States caused cutbacks and closures of US-owned subsidiaries in
the Republic of Ireland, which had been the backbone of the boom. The
initial shock created moderate job losses and a strong contraction of
growth. It then began to work its way through the rest of the southern
Irish economy, particularly in the sectors of high job growth, such as
services and construction. Many official economists were optimistic
about the economy’s future, and assumed that the downturn was short
term and that the economy would return to a moderate equilibrium
growth path within a year or two.38

Regardless of the sustainability of even moderate growth in Ireland’s
economic model, which is so dominated by and dependent on TNC
activities, the experience of the Celtic Tiger presents us with an oppor-
tunity to assess whether such a neo-liberal economic model is desirable
on social grounds.

Such an assessment comes in two parts. First, there is the question of
whether such a foreign-dependent, and thus neo-liberal, model as Ireland’s
can provide the distribution of growth and the progressive social policies
that will enable growth to be translated into general social wellbeing.
Second, could the Irish state itself have exercised sufficient autonomy,
had it wanted to, to use the resources generated by growth for a more
equitable social outcome?

As the evidence of the 1990s shows, the Irish growth model is highly
dependent on foreign activities. Rapid economic growth created a
dualistic economy. Economic growth, investments, high profits, high-
technology products and higher wages were heavily concentrated in
the TNC sector. As a result, the continuation of growth required the
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maintenance and even the deepening of a regime that was attractive to
US capital. The most important characteristics of such a regime are low
corporate taxes, low restrictions on business, and especially on the flows
of money and commodities, and maximum integration into the EU
market, where most US exports were targeted. Such a liberalised regime
by definition requires the Republic of Ireland to follow the prescriptions
of radical globalisation, including privatisation, liberalisation, wage re-
straint, flexible labour and fiscal restraint. By adhering to such a regime,
the south of Ireland was reckoned in 2001 to be the ‘most globalised’
country in the OECD.39 Without doubt, fulfilling the conditions that
enabled growth by attracting TNCs in the 1990s placed severe con-
straints on the state’s ability to pursue policies that might reduce the
negative impact of growth on inequality, combat poverty and allow for
greater social provision.

Within these constraints, however, the Irish state had room to man-
oeuvre. The creation of conditions that favoured the continued entry of
and expansion of activities by the TNCs did not require either the severe
restrictions on public spending or the highly regressive tax reforms that
the state adhered to throughout the 1990s. The windfall of revenues
that came to the state in the second half of the 1990s represented a fund
that would have enabled it to ease the inequalities that resulted from the
Celtic Tiger, while beginning a transformation towards the high-service
and higher-welfare models of continental Europe. Instead, Ireland
remained, along with the United Kingdom and the United States, one of
the most shabby, low-welfare states of the OECD. As a result, Ireland,
despite, or perhaps because of, its economic growth, now finds itself at
or near the bottom of the OECD on measures of human welfare, such
as poverty rates, inequality, infrastructure and the provision of health
and general education. It is a sad legacy of what was, after all, meant to
be an economic miracle.
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3

Neither Boston nor Berlin:
class polarisation and neo-liberalism in

the Irish Republic

KIERAN ALLEN

The Celtic Tiger is dead. Between 1994 and 2000, real gross domestic
product (GDP) in the Republic of Ireland grew at an annual average
rate of nine per cent, taking per capita income from sixty-seven to eighty-
six per cent of the European Union (EU) average by 1999.1 In terms of
conventional economics, this would seem to constitute a miracle. Growth
rates for most industrial nations were sluggish in the 1990s and even the
boom in the United States did not match this. The Celtic Tiger stood out
as one of the fastest growing economies in the world. But the age of
miracles appears to be coming to an end. 2001 started out with phenom-
enal rates of growth but, on 7 November, the Governor of the Central
Bank of Ireland, Maurice O’Connell, proclaimed that ‘the era of the
Celtic Tiger is over’.2 The pronouncement followed a spate of redundan-
cies and factory closures. The government also warned that tax receipts
were dropping and it might need to borrow to meet its spending targets.
The housing market started to fall and even prestigious companies like
Aer Lingus found themselves in extreme difficulty.

The signs of a comparatively sharp downturn are plainly visible. The
dramatic announcement of the closure of the Gateway computer factory
in north Dublin in 2001, with the loss of 900 jobs, was an important
indicator of the turnaround. This was one of the flagship US companies
in the computer industry, and the one whose factory was chosen as the
location by President Clinton on his visit to Ireland in September 1998
to celebrate the commercial ties between Ireland and the United States.
Yet, barely a year later, it had fallen to the growing recession affecting
the information technology sector. Gateway was primarily of symbolic
importance but behind the symbols there has been a major restructuring
of the global high-tech sector.

Information and communications technologies account for 40 per cent
of total exports from the Irish Republic, having grown at an annual
average rate of twenty-three per cent between 1993 and 2000.3 This
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sector is dominated by large US firms. There has been a strong pattern
of agglomeration, whereby a cluster of rival US computer companies
moved to Ireland to take advantage of its particular cost advantages of
low tax rates, low wages and free access to EU markets.4 The Industrial
Development Authority (IDA) has claimed that twenty-six per cent of
all greenfield projects established by US firms in Europe were located
in Ireland.5 These are mainly in computers and, to a lesser extent, in
pharmaceuticals.

The Celtic Tiger differed from the Asian economies with which it has
often been compared in at least one important respect. According to
Bradley, the Irish state did not primarily select ‘segments of indigenous
industry with the objective of gaining in efficiency and capturing greater
export market share’ but rather it adopted ‘policies designed mainly to
encourage export-orientated foreign direct investment inflows’.6 The con-
sequence of this strategy was that the primary impetus for growth came
from a number of highly specialised sectors in which US capital was
dominant. By the turn of the century, Ireland had by far the highest level
of direct US investment per manufacturing worker of any country in
Europe, with the capital deployed per worker being a full seven times
higher than the EU average.7 The Celtic Tiger became an important bridge-
head for US investment to capture growing segments of the European
high-tech market. In the process, the Republic of Ireland became more
dependent on US investment than many countries in Latin America, which
has often been described as ‘America’s backyard’.

Yet, despite this growing dependence, there was little critical examin-
ation of the nature of the links with the United States. The dominance
of neo-liberalism in Irish economics meant that the US boom of the
1990s was accepted simply as given – and as implicitly proving the
benefits of deregulated markets. In reality, there were serious structural
weaknesses.

The US boom

The US boom of the 1990s was much more one-sided than that of the
1960s, because it was not sustained by a pattern of rising living
standards for the majority of the population. US corporations were more
successful than their rivals in reducing the real wages paid to employees.
The attack on living standards occurred in a variety of ways. One was
through the increasing tendency to ‘downsize’ and replace permanent
workers with ‘contingent workers’. The latter are temporary employees,
often hired on short-term contracts or through employment agencies.
Between 1978 and 1995, the top 100 US companies laid off, on a net
basis, no less than twenty-two per cent of their workforce.8 Employment
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through temp agencies grew by 116 per cent between 1988 and 1996.9

Another way in which living standards were attacked was through a
series of ‘give-backs’ – a euphemistic term for wage cuts – followed by
zero pay increases. Between 1985 and 1995, the average annual increase
in hourly wages in US manufacturing was the lowest among the econ-
omies of the Group of Eight (G8), averaging 0.15 per cent, compared
with 2.9 per cent in Japan and 2.85 per cent in Germany. By 1995, the
average hourly wage for manufacturing production workers was $17.19
in the United States, $23.66 in Japan and $31.85 in Germany.10 In brief,
the US boom coincided with an increased rate of exploitation. This was
well expressed by Stephen Roach, the chief economist at the Morgan
Stanley investment bank:

The American re-structuring model has three attributes: massive headcount
reduction, real wage compression and outsized currency depreciation that
took the value of the dollar down 50 percent from the early 1980s highs.
And the US system of flexible labour is the glue that holds the whole
thing together.11

Booms that depend upon an increased degree of exploitation face a
major problem. Firms can raise their profits for a period, but they en-
counter more difficulties selling their goods, because wages have been
depressed. This problem can be overcome as long as there are higher
levels of investment in capital goods or if the wealthier sections of society
engage in luxury spending. But if anything creates doubts about the
prospects for these high profits, there can be a very sudden downturn.
The result is often a pressure for ever increasing rates of return on invest-
ment to fuel the confidence of the wealthy. However, by creating near
full employment, the boom itself placed limits on how far US industrial-
ists could continue to restrain wages and by 1997 there were signs that
the median wage had begun to recover. The expectation of ever higher
profits eventually clashed with the demands of US workers to see some
recompense for past losses.

Conventional economists easily ignored this contradiction because the
US boom was also sustained by a tremendous infusion of foreign capital.
The net inflow of foreign capital increased from $59 billion in 1990 to
$264 billion in 1997, due to the stagnation of the European and Japanese
economies.12 This influx led to lower interest rates and, consequently, to
a highly stimulated stock exchange. After 1991, the share of the US
economy represented by FIRE – finance, insurance and real estate – over-
took that of the whole of manufacturing industry.13 The growth in the
financial sector led to even greater pressure for higher dividend pay-
ments, which in turn were used to buy new shares and other financial
derivatives. In the 1970s, dividend payments amounted to sixteen per
cent of profits but by 1996 they had risen to thirty-six per cent.14
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Companies also came to borrow more on the basis of their rising paper
values and for a period this fuelled the boom. However, when the realis-
ation eventually dawned that an escalation of share values did not represent
real savings, there was a sharp decline in US consumer confidence. In
brief, all the contradictions of the lop-sided boom came to the surface.
The US economy is now suffering the hangover effects as the fraudulent
culture of accounting which led to the Enron and WorldCom scandals
has been revealed.

The Irish miracle

The growing dependence of the Irish economy on the United States and
the underlying weakness of its boom were simply bracketed out of most
commentaries on the Celtic Tiger. A myth emerged that the Irish boom
would last well into the second decade of the twenty-first century. The
normally cautious Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) set
the standard for this consensus about growth. In its Medium Term Review
1999–2005 it claimed that there would be ‘an annual average growth
rate of 5.1 per cent between 2000 and 2005, falling to 4.3 per cent per
annum thereafter to 2010 and to something over 3 per cent in the period
2010–2015’.15 A previous medium-term review had even claimed that
‘over the next fifteen years Ireland may establish a standard of living
among the highest in Europe’.16 Paul Sweeney, the author of The Celtic
Tiger: Ireland’s Economic Miracle Explained, was even more confident
and claimed that:

The Irish miracle appears to have been built on a solid modern foun-
dation on which a lasting edifice can be built. The foundation is good
infrastructure, investment in the important capital – human beings – and
a healthy demographic structure.17

This optimism about the prospects for the Irish economy was always
highly ideological. In spite of their claim to be neutral and scientific,
economists are usually deeply committed to the free market system. They
dismiss any notion that capitalism may have inherent contradictions,
which lead inevitably to business cycles. Instead, they often focus on
extraneous or even psychological factors as the cause of recessions. Thus
the ‘oil crisis’ is held up as the standard explanation of the global down-
turn which began in 1973, while the terrorist attacks on the United
States on 11 September 2001 are supposedly the cause of a new down-
turn. (The notion that 11 September caused a global recession can be
disproved by even the most cursory glance at the records. For example,
on 25 August 2001, The Economist announced in its lead article, ‘Welcome
to the first global recession of the 21st century’.18) Concepts like ‘consumer
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confidence’ are also treated almost as psychological irreducibles that
intrude on the otherwise smooth workings of a system that brings supply
and demand into equilibrium. Of course, once you adopt this perspective
there is often a danger of ‘talking ourselves into a recession’ – hence the
pressure on conventional economists to see the brighter side of things.

The predictions of a long-term boom for the Irish economy have drawn
heavily on an argument about demographic factors. In 1997, National
City Brokers (NCB) published Population and Prosperity, which has
since become a groundbreaking text among stockbroker economists, who
have exuded extreme optimism about the future of the Celtic Tiger. The
authors of the report pointed to a number of unique features of Ireland’s
demographic structure that could help to sustain a boom. These were a
rising population, higher educational qualifications and, crucially, a
falling age dependency ratio. Their argument is worth quoting at length,
as it helped forge an important consensus in elite circles:

Demographic change has played a crucial role in the strong economic
performance of the past five years. The key features have been:

• The capacity of the economy for non-inflationary growth has increased
as the pace of labour supply accelerated to an annual two per cent on
the back of a rising population in the economically active age groups.

• The effectiveness of the workforce has been increased by higher edu-
cational attainment levels.

• Falling dependency because of the lower numbers in the younger age
groups has boosted wealth….

The heightened rate of economic growth in recent years thus has a sound
structural base and the demographic changes, which have their roots in
the baby boom of the 1970s, will continue to have a strong influence on
activity in the years ahead.19

On the basis of these demographic features, it was predicted that the
Republic of Ireland would continue to grow at a rate of six per cent
annually for the next five or ten years.20

This argument is extremely tenuous. The notion that labour supply
was the decisive factor in ‘non-inflationary growth’ was soon disproved
by the fact that the Celtic Tiger came to top the EU inflation league
soon after the NCB made its pronouncements. The increase in higher
educational qualifications has been a general feature in most industrial-
ised countries. The link between age dependency rates and the state of
the economy is crude in the extreme, or at the very least highly question-
able. There are other countries which have experienced more dramatic
falls in their age dependency ratios than Ireland but that have not been
rewarded with a boom. Turkey and Thailand, for example, have seen
their age dependency rate fall from 0.8 of the working population to 0.5
in the period 1980–99, whereas in Ireland it has fallen only from 0.7 to
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0.5. Similarly, the United States maintained a relatively static age
dependency ratio, of 0.5, in the same period but moved from recession
to sluggish growth to boom at different stages.21

Conventional economists often have real difficulty in understanding
the sheer chaos and disruption inherent in the free market system. Even
where disruptions are recognised, they are seen as aberrant features that
soon give way to equilibrium. The medium-term review of the ESRI
published in September 2001 provides an extraordinarily candid
acknowledgement of this. In their introduction, the authors note that
the ESRI envisaged two scenarios for the future – their ‘benchmark’
estimate, which projected smooth growth, and their ‘slowdown’ fore-
cast, which assumed a more malign scenario for the world economy.
When writing the report they assumed that the ‘benchmark’ estimate
was the more likely scenario but then, after 11 September, they switched
to assuming that ‘the slowdown scenario may be closer to reality’.22 Yet,
despite their sudden ad hoc adjustment, they still assumed that the over-
all growth of the Celtic Tiger would remain at 4.5 per cent per annum
for 2000–05, 4.7 per cent for the next five years and 2.8 per cent for the
following five. In other words, almost exactly the same figures for growth
that were quoted in the previous medium-term review are used, even
though cognisance was now apparently being taken of a global recession!

Less blinkered commentators on the Celtic Tiger make more realistic
assumptions about the outcomes for Irish capitalism. The loosening of
global controls on the movement of capital and the intense drive to
increase both the relative and the absolute surplus value from workers
make the system more chaotic and disruptive than ever. It is not necessary
to invert the optimism of conventional economists and give an un-
remittingly pessimistic account of the prognosis of the Irish economy. It
is simply important to discard ideological assurances about the benefits
of deregulated markets or quasi-nationalist notions about the uniqueness
of the Irish. The Irish economy may eventually benefit from a US recovery.
Or the disruptions caused by changes in the global economy, and the US
economy in particular, may bring a longer period of a downturn than
many had expected. The point is to recognise that there are no automatic
rewards given to those who follow the nostrums of neo-liberal econom-
ists and accept a ‘downward flexibility on wages’.23 The system is literally
out of control and hence inherently more unpredictable than before.

Boston or Berlin?

The growing difficulties with the US model cast a new light on the
‘Boston or Berlin?’ debate which emerged in the last phase of the Celtic
Tiger. The two cities have come to be employed as signifiers of a choice
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between two apparently different models of capitalism. On the one
hand, there was the supposedly dynamic, tax-cutting form of neo-liberal
capitalism of the United States, which had turned in a strong record of
growth in the 1990s. On the other, there was the more regulated, social
market in Europe, which allegedly sought to promote the values of social
justice and solidarity. Advocates of a social partnership approach preferred
the more regulated model which prevailed in Europe. This led the Irish
Congress of Trade Unions, the Irish Labour Party and left intellectuals
such as Fintan O’Toole to link up with the wider political establishment
and advocate a vote for the EU’s Nice Treaty. When the electorate rejected
the Nice Treaty the first time around, in 2001, it was assumed that they
were not fully informed about the workings of the EU and needed to
vote on the issue for a second time. The fact that the Nice Treaty helped
create the legal framework for a European Rapid Reaction Force or that
a growing number of EU governments were also pushing for more ‘flexible’
labour markets barely took the gloss off the supposedly more progressive
nature of Europe.

There is an important discourse prevalent in elite circles which links
Irish ‘social partnership’ with the European social model and even suggests
that the particular experience in Ireland may add to this model. The
official documentation of the EU makes considerable play about concepts
such as ‘social solidarity’ and removing forms of ‘social exclusion’.24

The various Irish social partnership agreements have taken up and
amplified these themes. One writer has claimed that the Irish model of
social partnership is an example of a ‘competitive corporatist’ strategy
which has much to offer Europe as a whole:

One of the futures that may prove appropriate for many European countries
is that of ‘competitive corporatist’ social pacts which seek consensual and,
in so far as is possible, an equitable adjustment of European welfare systems
and labour markets. The EU is seeking to play a role in this process by
encouraging a European employment pact and promoting further advances
in the European social dialogue. Although such pacts may be criticised as
‘national productivity coalitions’ in which the power of capital is in-
evitably strengthened, they are certainly more desirable than unilateral
neo-liberalism.25

Peter Cassells, the former General Secretary of the Irish Congress of
Trade Unions, made a similar point when he claimed that ‘from the way
we have balanced the European approach with the culture of American
inward European investment, it may be that Ireland could play a leading
role in modernising the European Social Model’.26 Europe, it appears, is
identified with positively charged key words such as ‘consensus’, ‘solidarity’
and ‘partnership’. Ireland has learnt the model well and is now in a
position to instruct its old teacher on how to ‘modernise’.
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The problem with this whole approach is that it focuses on secondary
features of regions of the global economy to claim the existence of radically
different models of capitalism. It fails to look at the underlying dynamic
of the wider system of late capitalism and, therefore, is unable to dis-
tinguish between different rhetorical forms used by political elites and
the actual projects they seek to promote. When these projects are examined,
it soon becomes clear that Boston and Berlin have far more in common
than is supposed to divide them. In brief, the notion that there is a
specifically ‘European model’ or ‘social partnership model’ which offers
a real alterative to neo-liberalism needs to be critically questioned.

Since the end of the golden age of capitalism in the early 1970s, the
economies of both the EU and the United States have faced declining
growth rates, as Table 3.1 indicates. They have also experienced more
frequent recessions, greater competition on a global arena and a decline
in the rate of profit from manufacturing. These changes necessitated
measures to raise the levels of profits through greater state support for
capital. After all, it is an axiomatic law of our present society that capital,
when faced with a decline in its rate of return, seeks to reduce unit costs
and receive larger amounts of ‘corporate welfare’ from the state.

The nature of the EU, however, meant that the political elite went
about achieving these objectives in a different way than their US counter-
parts. The strength of social democracy in Europe compared with that
in the United States meant that far greater emphasis was placed on co-
opting social partners and bringing them to see the necessity and
‘inevitability’ of new measures. This emphasis on social partnership is
virtually institutionalised in the EU, in the Protocol on Social Policy,
which has created the legal basis for the so-called ‘Social Dialogue’.
According to Keller and Storries:

[the] new, more formalised dialogue guarantees representation of the interests
of management and labour…. This means prioritising consultation, negoti-
ations and agreements by social partners instead of legislative enactments

Table 3.1 Declining economic dynamism: average annual percentage
change in gross domestic product

1960–73 1973–79 1979–90 1990–96

United States 4.0 2.6 2.4 2.1
Japan 9.2 3.5 3.9 1.6
Germany 4.3 2.4 2.1 1.7
G7 4.8 2.8 2.5 1.6

Source: R. Brenner, ‘The economics of global turbulence’, special issue of New Left
Review, May–June 1998, p. 235.
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proposed by the Commission and adopted by the Council without the
legal interference of private sector actors.27

The ethos of social partnership suggests that all sectors of society must
pull together to face the challenges posed by ‘globalisation’. To co-opt
subordinate social groupings, a distinct type of technical language is often
employed, which poses social change in terms of ‘inevitable transitions’
and as a process which does not involve unequal amounts of pain.

Another significant factor was that much of the strength of organised
workers within the EU has been concentrated in public enterprises. Europe
saw a major expansion in state ownership after 1945 and even by the
mid-1980s the French state owned thirteen of the twenty largest French
companies.28 One of the key objectives of the EU bureaucracy has been
to break up these concentrations of public ownership. Often this has
been expressed in terms of responding to consumer demands for greater
quality of service. But, as anyone who has had the misfortune to travel
on the British railway network lately can testify, there is no necessary
link between privatisation and consumer satisfaction. Rather, a consider-
able part of the political agenda has been to undermine traditional pockets
of trade union strength and pave the way to a greater ‘flexibility’ of
labour. Some of its commissioners have been quite open about the real
objectives of EU policy. Leon Brittan, for example, has stated that the
objective of EU competition policy has been ‘to help European capital-
ism become more healthy, vibrant and competitive and prevent its decline
into the cosy corporatism that so much of the European left used to
espouse’.29

Key instruments for achieving this objective have been the transition
to the single European market and the single currency. On one level,
these were designed to stimulate the emergence of stronger EU companies
that can compete more effectively on a global scale. But the moves to a
single market and currency have also been accompanied by a shift to a
greater adoption of neo-liberal economics. Far from the EU embodying
the values of social solidarity, therefore, it seeks to provide a framework
for national governments to carry through policies which transfer wealth
back to the already privileged. This can be seen in three main areas.

First, there has been pressure to privatise, or ‘liberalisation’ as it is
often called. Privatisation has become an openly stated objective of the
EU Commission. It used a round of the General Agreement on Trade in
Services (GATS) negotiations to promote a policy of privatisation around
the world.30 In slightly coy language, the EU Commission declared in
1995 that:

additional progress is necessary in reinforcing competition rules, reducing
State aid and reducing the role of the public sector. Privatisation, to the
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extent that Member states judge it compatible with their objectives, could
further the progress already made in this direction.31

Typically, the EU provides a framework behind which national govern-
ments can seek shelter from local public and trade union pressure when
pushing privatisation. By presenting the matter as one that is out of their
control and ‘inevitable’, the political elites within member states seek to
disempower ordinary people. Specifically, the EU has been the main agent
to have pressed for the deregulation of the airline industry, the removal
of the postal monopoly for cross-border post and for items weighing
over 350 g, the granting of third-party access to electricity markets and
the full-scale privatisation of the telecommunications industry.

Second, spending cuts have helped to undermine the welfare state.
The EU insisted that annual budget deficits be kept to within three per
cent of GDP and accumulated national debts should be no more than
sixty per cent of GDP. The effect of this measure has been to encourage
national governments to cut back on public spending. Sweden offers a
clear example of the effects of this approach. The welfare state in Sweden
continued to expand through the 1980s but then faced sharp cuts after
Sweden’s accession to the EU in 1995. One commentator described the
effects as follows:

social and public expenditure in Sweden has been reduced in recent years.
There have been cuts to benefits and eligibility rules have been tightened
up. Hospitals have had to declare staff redundancies and some services
for the elderly have been privatised. Charges for visits to the doctor and
for prescriptions have risen enormously.32

Third, the EU has developed an institutional structure which increas-
ingly removes decision making from democratic pressures. The large
bureaucracy in Brussels produces highly complex directives, which are
virtually closed to public scrutiny. Typically, new treaties contain huge
amalgams of clauses, which make public intervention in decision making
even more difficult. Thus, the Nice Treaty of 2001 includes a reference
to a chapter of rights, provision for the framework for an EU Rapid
Reaction Force and an objective in Article 133 which calls for ‘uniformity
in measures of liberalisation’. Even Jurgen Habermas, who is broadly
sympathetic to the EU project, has noted that:

the more policy matters are settled though intra-state negotiation, and the
more important these matters are, the more political decisions are with-
drawn from arenas of democratic opinion formation and will-formation.33

All of this means that the EU should not be seen as a bulwark against
the jungle capitalism of the United States. It has, rather, evolved a method
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of presenting itself as ‘more progressive’ in order to co-opt significant
sections of the leadership of labour organisations. However, despite in-
dulging in rhetoric about the importance of combating ‘social exclusion’,
the political project of the EU elite has been to strengthen the hand of
capital against labour. Noble talk about the value of social partnership
has coincided with the transfer of wealth to those who are already
privileged. Indeed, social partnership has been praised as an example of
the ‘competitive corporatism’ that Europe is assumed to need. The Celtic
Tiger shows that one can use the rhetoric about ‘social solidarity’ while
actually implementing policies which increase class polarisation.

The myth of social partnership

The phrase ‘social partnership’ has a distinctly pleasing ring to it. It
implies cooperation and sharing. It suggests that all sections of society
should pull together to look after the excluded. It promises a system
whereby dynamic economic growth can be reconciled with a policy that
advocates social justice and equity. These noble ideals are explicitly
articulated in the texts of the various corporatist arrangements that have
been devised in the Irish Republic over the last fifteen years. The first
partnership agreement, the Programme for National Recovery, com-
mitted participants to ‘seek to regenerate the economy and improve the
social equity of our society through their combined efforts’.34 A recent
agreement, the Programme for Prosperity and Fairness, states that ‘the
core objective of the Programme is to build a fair, inclusive society in
Ireland’.35 So laudable are these objectives that even critics who
acknowledge the growing inequality in the twenty-six counties still assert
that social partnership has ensured ‘that integration into the global econ-
omy has not decimated social rights’.36

However, the problem is that the rhetoric about social partnership
coincides with growing social inequality. Indeed, it could be argued that
it has been the very ideological success of the partnership model in co-opting
potential opposition from the unions and community organisations which
has facilitated the direct transfer of wealth from the majority of the
population into the hands of a small elite.

Social partnership began in 1987 and since the early 1990s it co-
incided with the boom years of the Irish economy. Over that period
living standards rose, but this is hardly remarkable. With near full
employment and growing labour shortages, the bargaining position of
workers had increased. This was supplemented by a huge increase in
personal borrowing due to low interest rates during the boom years. In
1992, personal sector credit represented forty-two per cent of personal
disposable income but by 2001 it had risen to seventy-one per cent.37
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The more interesting question concerns the role social partnership played
in facilitating or hindering workers getting a bigger share of the growing
economy. The clear evidence suggests that workers lost out relatively,
with wages falling as a proportion of the various incomes generated
within the southern Irish economy. Table 3.2 shows that there is a general
tendency in the EU for workers’ incomes to make up a decreasing share
of the total economy. However, the decline in the share going to wages
is much more dramatic in the country which claims to have the strongest
institutions of social partnership.

The foundation for social partnership has been restraint on wages.
Virtually every other area of the economy has been deregulated. There
are no controls over rents, the price of building land, house prices or the
level of profits. Only wages are controlled – apparently on a ‘voluntary
basis’. However, the dispute with the Association of Secondary Teachers
Ireland (ASTI) in 2000 has shown that, even when a union leaves the
partnership structures, the terms of these agreements are still enforced
on it. If one major item of the economy is regulated in a boom while the
other items are deregulated, it follows that there can only be a transfer
of wealth upwards.

Irish workers have also lost out relatively because they have been
poorly compensated for the increased productivity for which they have
been responsible. ‘Competitive corporatism’ has meant that a premium
has been placed on measures to encourage ‘flexibility’. One study of
workplace innovations in Ireland found that ninety per cent of the sur-
veyed establishments were using at least one high-performance work-
organisation technique.38 The Celtic Tiger has not witnessed a strong
surge in investment in fixed capital and therefore labour has made an
important contribution to rising productivity levels. In 1996, the EU
average for wage-adjusted labour productivity was 139,000 ECUs per
manufacturing worker. In the Republic of Ireland the figure was sub-
stantially higher, at 291,000 ECUs.39

Supporters of social partnership often concede that there has been a
rise in inequality but argue that at least existing structures have taken
care of the more ‘marginalised’. The main basis for this claim is that

Table 3.2 Adjusted wage share of the total economy in Ireland and
the EU (percentage of gross domestic product at factor cost)

1987 2000

Ireland 71.2 58.0
EU total 72.0 68.3

Source: European Commission, The European Economy, no. 70 (Brussels: EU Com-
mission, 2000).
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social partnership agreements have led to the maintenance of the real
value of unemployment benefits and assistance payments since 1997.
However, this is, again, to view issues in isolation. The period of social
partnership has, in fact, coincided with a wider change whereby the ratio
of social security spending to GDP fell markedly in Ireland. By 1996,
for example, the ratio of social security spending in Ireland converged
with that of the United States, seven percentage points below the European
average.40 Moreover, the small increase in benefits to the unemployed
stands in contrast to the tax benefits which higher earners have gained.
The Justice Commission of the Conference of Religious in Ireland (CORI)
has estimated that the government widened the gap between the incomes
of couples who were long-term unemployed and those of higher earners
by €159 a week between 1996 and 2000.41 The irony is that, despite a
period of unprecedented economic boom, the Irish Republic has slipped
down the United Nations’ Human Development Index, mainly because
it has the second highest level of poverty in the developed world.42

One of the reasons why social security spending in the Republic of
Ireland fell was because of the substantial decline in the number of people
out of work. The boom itself was a major factor but the Irish state also
spends more on active labour market programmes than many other
countries. Unlike the British model, which has relied on measures such as
the Job Seekers Allowance, it is sometimes assumed that the Irish schemes
do not contain any element of compulsion. Yet the level of monitoring of
the unemployed, the constant interviews and reviews that offer jobs or
places on ‘social inclusion’ schemes mean that a large degree of compul-
sion is involved. The Celtic Tiger was often built on a regime of low pay
and there has been a constant pressure on the unemployed to take up
poorly rewarded employment. The Republic of Ireland comes second only
to the United States in terms of the proportion of its workforce categor-
ised as low paid, with twenty-three per cent of the workforce earning less
than two-thirds of median earnings.43 The numbers of workers on fixed-
term contracts is below the EU average of thirteen per cent because of
the boom conditions but, nevertheless, by 2000 it had risen to nine per
cent.44 Pension coverage is falling in the private sector and this has left
many to rely on a very inadequate state pension. Far from social partner-
ship protecting ‘the weak’, either inside or outside the labour force, it
has ensured that they lost out significantly in the booming economy.

If one of the key foundations of social partnership has been wage
restraint, its other main pillar has been a consensus on cutting taxes.
Traditional forms of corporatism have often been linked to a Keynesian
strategy of management of the free market, with a concomitant rise in
state intervention and spending. The new ‘competitive corporatism’
which has been in operation in the Republic of Ireland has put this
process into reverse by creating a culture whereby tax cuts are increasingly
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seen as the reward for participation in the partnership process. Thus,
wage restraint is traded off against tax cuts and there are now even tax
allowances for making union contributions! However, here again, the
tax-cutting culture contains a powerful dynamic that exacerbates in-
equalities. This occurs for two main reasons.

First, the main beneficiaries of tax reductions are the wealthy. In 1987,
the top rate of tax on companies that were not engaged in exporting
manufactured goods stood at fifty per cent. By 2002, the rate had dropped
to 12.5 per cent – the lowest in Europe. Capital gains tax was cut from
forty per cent to twenty per cent. The social security contribution of
employers at current prices had dropped from 3.2 per cent of GDP in
1988 to 2.7 per cent in 1996, the second lowest in the EU.45 Those who
have been asked to show the least restraint on their earnings have, quite
simply, been awarded the greatest gains in terms of tax subsidies. This
iniquitous process is illustrated most dramatically in the case of the banks.
While the profits that the banks enjoy have grown astronomically, they
now pay a lower proportion of tax on these than most workers.

Second, the overall effect of this cutting of taxes is that state spending
is now the lowest by far in the EU. General government expenditure
amounted to only 33.2 per cent of GDP, compared with an EU average
of 46.2 per cent in 2000.46 This creates severe disadvantages for poorer
elements of southern Irish society, who are especially reliant upon public
services. Widespread criticism has emerged, for example, over the state
of the health service, which has produced growing pressure on people to
take out private medical insurance. The average time spent on a waiting
list is sixteen weeks for a medical cardholder but only eight weeks for
someone on private insurance.47 The main reason for this has been the
systematic policy of under-funding the health service until very recently.
Total health expenditure per head of population in the Irish Republic
amounted to only sixty-two per cent of the EU average in 1996.48

Social partnership has also brought about an extraordinary co-option
of oppositional elements within southern Irish society. Indeed, its very
efficacy arises from this facility. The mid-1990s, for example, were charac-
terised by mounting revelations about the intricate networks which linked
a small elite of business people and top politicians. It emerged that the
former Taoiseach, Charles Haughey, was paid IR£5,500 a week between
1988 and 1991 from a special fund, known as the Ansbacher accounts,
which were opened by top business people.49 A subsequent report on the
affair revealed that this fund was administered from an office in the
headquarters of Cement Roadstone Holdings company. Almost 200 lead-
ing business people were named as being involved in the account, which
was established for the purpose of tax evasion. Two government ministers,
Michael Lowry and Ray Burke, resigned after it emerged that they had
close financial links with business people who had a vested interest in
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their decisions. These revelations provoked considerable anger and dele-
gates at the conferences of two major unions, the Services, Industrial,
Professional and Technical Union (SIPTU) and the Irish Municipal Pro-
fessional and Civil Service Union (IMPACT), called for national protest
demonstrations by the unions. Yet the close relationship that had
developed between the political elite and the union leaders meant that
these calls were simply discarded.

One of the key items of the neo-liberal agenda has been the privatis-
ation of the state sector and the wider deregulation of the economy.
This is the agenda pushed by agencies such as the Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), which has noted that
economic liberalisation began later in Ireland than elsewhere but
gathered pace in the 1980s and 1990s. It claimed that, ‘by the end of
1997, Ireland was one of the less regulated OECD countries in terms of
barriers to entry and entrepeneurship, market openness and labour
markets’.50 In other words, support for deregulation grew precisely as
the social partnership process deepened. The OECD also noted that ‘policies
on privatisation have been developed in close consultation with trade
unions’.51 The acceptance of privatisation is often driven by a notion
that it will not follow the British example but rather there will be a
distinct Irish model of privatisation, based, of course, on social solid-
arity. Union leaders joined the National Competitiveness Council, which,
as the OECD points out, ‘has promoted increased competition in energy,
telecommunications, transport and many other areas of the economy’.52

While many British unions have expressed vigorous opposition to the
Private Finance Initiatives, the union leaders in the Republic of Ireland
have explicitly committed themselves to support for such schemes in the
social partnership agreements. Under a framework for public–private
partnership, the unions even agreed that some state employees would
transfer to private companies.53

Conclusions

The Celtic Tiger has been hailed as a model for developing countries
because of its success in attracting multinational corporations that have
engaged in an export programme. Social partnership was held to be an
essential accessory to this strategy. As long as Irish society was willing
to bow to the interests of capital, it was assumed that economic pros-
perity would continue for decades to come. The reality was that the
Celtic Tiger grew in the tailspin of the US boom. It functioned as the
bridgehead for US investment, which sought to capture a larger share of
the markets of its European rivals. Few conventional economists exam-
ined the contradiction of the US boom because of their own ideological
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support for neo-liberalism. Yet those contradictions are now emerging
with a vengeance – and were clearly in evidence even before the events
of 11 September 2001.

Social partnership was highly successful in co-opting potential sources
of opposition to the growing inequality in the Celtic Tiger. It was linked
with the wider European social model, which stresses social solidarity
and presents itself as an alternative to the jungle capitalism of the United
States. Yet the irony was that discourse about ‘social solidarity’ and
‘opposition to social exclusion’ was a more appropriate way of carrying
through a neo-liberal project in a country with strong unions.

That neo-liberal project is best exemplified in the saga of taxes on
wealth. For more than two decades, the top business people in Ireland
used reserves such as the Ansbacher accounts to send their money off-
shore in order to evade tax. It would appear that this scheme, which
was used by nearly 200 business people, was only one of about twenty
or thirty. A key section of the Irish elite engaged in a criminal conspiracy
to deprive the public sector of valuable resources that could have been
used to alleviate the suffering of the sick or to provide better education.
But, at some point, all criminals attempt to legitimise their activities and
recycle their money. The Mafia do it through laundering money into
respectable businesses. It appears, however, that the wealthy in the Irish
Republic have simply decided to buy the loyalties of the state’s political
elite, for they now legally enjoy some of the lowest rates of tax on profit
and wealth in the industrialised world. Instead of shifting their money
offshore, they have turned the whole island into an Atlantic tax haven.
And all of this occurred while Ireland was supposed to exemplify a form
of ‘social partnership’.

It seems reasonable to conclude that, far from offering a real alternative
to neo-liberalism, social partnership and the wider European social model
represent, in fact, political methods intended to advance the project of
privatisation, deregulation and redistribution in favour of the wealthy.
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4

Welcome to the Celtic Tiger:
racism, immigration and the state

STEVE LOYAL

The ‘Celtic Tiger’ has come to provide a convenient shorthand for Ireland’s
prosperous and rapidly growing economy. Like all metaphors, it oc-
cludes as much as it includes; as a way of representing, it is just as much
a way of misrepresenting. The implication of a prosperity in which ‘a
rising tide lifts all boats’ masks the growth of poverty and inequality
and generalises what is, in fact, only a restricted experience of newly
found wealth, within a broader context of class and gender stratification
and regional underdevelopment. It also masks growing racism within
Irish society.

The central aim of this chapter is to examine the current hegemonic
construction of Ireland as an open, cosmopolitan, multicultural, tourist-
friendly society. It will argue that underlying the celebrated liberal values
of freedom, choice and opportunity, which are supposedly intrinsic to
the cultural renewal ushered in by the ‘new Ireland’, is the harsh reality
of capitalist production, exclusionary nationalism and growing xeno-
phobia, in relation to both the state and the general populace. Far from
conforming to the Irish Tourist Board ideal of céad míle fáilte – one
hundred thousand welcomes – the Irish state, both before and, more
specifically, since the emergence of the boom economy, has consistently
treated non-national immigration as a political problem. This chapter
will map the ‘dark side’ of contemporary Irish society by examining
briefly the experiences of racism of two groups within the field of migra-
tion, namely asylum seekers and non-nationals with work permits.1

The implementation of stricter border controls and the current rise of
racism are not, however, unique to Irish society but mirror – albeit with-
in a different time scale – the earlier development of exclusionary policies
and racism in other parts of Europe during and after the mid-1970s. Yet
the exclusionary and racist processes within Irish society have assumed
a specific configuration unlike that in most other developed nation states.
The development of anti-immigrant policies and the increase in racism

eih ch-4.P65 26/3/03, 15:1074



Racism, immigration and the state 75

have challenged the belief that the colonialism and persistent emigration
experienced by the Irish population will automatically engender in them
sympathy towards others who are in poverty and are forced to emigrate.
Instead, a paranoid belief that Ireland is being overrun by immigrants
has become common currency.

The exclusionary processes characterising Irish society, I will argue,
may usefully be understood in terms of a tension between three dis-
cursive poles:

1 a logic of capital accumulation which points towards open borders
and the free flow of capital – this imperative has come to the fore-
ground as a consequence of the labour market dynamism of the
Celtic Tiger;

2 a narrative of ethnic and national identity inherited from the process
of state formation before and after independence;

3 within the field of international relations, a commitment to con-
stitutional liberalism and the rule of law – this expresses itself in
support for the United Nations and the 1951 Convention Relating
to the Status of Refugees.

Migration in Ireland

The two central pieces of legislation which currently shape Irish immi-
gration policy are the 1996 Refugee Act (which was not fully passed
until November 2000) and the Immigration Bill of 1999. These pieces
of legislation, however, have only a restricted application, since they
cover specific aspects of Irish immigration policy. In fact, the Irish state
still lacks an official overarching or coherent immigration policy com-
parable to that of other European countries. The two principal mechanisms
through which ‘third area nationals’2 can enter into Ireland are the asylum
system and the work permit system.3

Despite a history of restriction on immigration and the predominance
of outward migration, it would be mistaken to believe that contemporary
asylum seekers and economic migrants are disrupting the contours of an
otherwise unitary and homogeneous Irish society. Such notions of homo-
geneity invariably form a central part of nationalistic state discourses.4 The
presence of Travellers and Protestants and Black-Irish people bears witness
to the fact that Irish society, although relatively homogeneous in terms of
whiteness and Christianity, was always more diverse than it claimed to
be.5 Moreover, a limited, but culturally significant, degree of Jewish immi-
gration at the turn of the century, in addition to the arrival after the
1950s of a number of ‘programme refugees’, including Hungarians,
Chileans, Vietnamese and Bosnians, means that the experience and impact
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on society of asylum seekers and work permit holders was not unprece-
dented.6 Although there was and there still is no systematic method of
recording racism, many of these groups experienced racism, particularly
the Travellers and Jews.7

Asylum seekers in Ireland

Immigration into Ireland refers to the arrival not only of people from
Africa and Asia, who are predominantly ‘people of colour’, but also of
people from Romania and Poland, as well as from Australia, Canada
and the United States. The semantic correlation of non-Irish immigrants
with black asylum seekers or refugees is an ideological effect of social
relations of domination, specifically those of state and media discourses.
Between 1995 and 2000, asylum seekers constituted less than ten per
cent of all immigrants who entered Ireland.8 Asylum seekers, in addition
to being classified according to country of origin or nationality, can be
subdivided further in terms of ethnicity, tribal group, caste, gender, age
and social class, such that they are far from constituting a homogeneous
group. Although exact figures are difficult to calculate, the main countries
of origin of asylum seekers seem to be Nigeria, Romania, Moldova and
the Democratic Republic of Congo. In 1992, Ireland received only thirty-
nine applications for asylum. By 1996, this figure had risen to 1,179; it
had risen to 7,724 in 1999 and to 10,325 in 2001 (Figure 4.1). In total,
there were approximately 40,000 applications for asylum in Ireland
between 1992 and 2001.

As we noted above, such a rise in the number of asylum applications
was not peculiar to Ireland but reflected wider trends throughout western
Europe, although a significant time lag must be taken into consideration.
In absolute terms, Ireland in 2000 received the lowest number of asylum
seekers within the European Union (EU), with only 2.4 per cent of the
total number of applications. However, while the absolute figures may
be low, Ireland does have the fifth highest number of asylum seekers per
capita.9 Inevitably, the emergence of the Celtic Tiger partly explains the
increase in the number of asylum applications in Ireland but other factors
are also relevant.10

In Ireland, there is a dual-track system for determining refugee status:
the normal determination procedure, which is based on the 1951 Con-
vention Relating to the Status of Refugees, and what is known as the
‘manifestly unfounded’ procedure. Both procedures embody aspects of
institutional racism, that is, patterns of social exclusion persist in the
assumptions and principles of the organisations and institutions and
how they operate. Since the dominant ethnic group has all the insti-
tutions of the state in its control – from the education system to the
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media and the legal system – and decides how and to whom these resources
will be allocated, it also controls issues tied to ethnicity and power.

Such institutional racism is clearly evident in the asylum interview.
As a result of institutional bias, not all asylum applications receive a fair
and complete hearing. The aim of the interview is to establish the veracity
and feasibility of the applicant’s claim. In an interview, it is the investi-
gator, as Bourdieu argues, who starts the ‘game’ and sets up its rules by
assigning to ‘the interview its objective and use’. This ‘asymmetry is
reinforced by a social asymmetry since the investigator occupies a higher
place in the social hierarchy of different types of capital’, including, in
this case, cultural and linguistic capital.11 The asylum interview not only
entails a large power difference between the interviewer and interviewee,
in both social and linguistic terms, but also is driven by the principle of
establishing contradictions and minor inconsistencies in the asylum
seeker’s account, rather than the principle of the ‘benefit of the doubt’.
The investigator, through the exercise of symbolic violence, therefore
wields considerable power in deciding whether the asylum seeker’s account
‘counts’. Moreover, in contrast to most other EU states, where officers
examining asylum seekers have a legal background or university degree,
there is no statutory provision relating to the training and skills of these
officers. In Ireland, many immigration officers are retired gardaí or former
civil servants. In the absence of full training, many of the assessors involved
in the determination of asylum claims have little knowledge, under-
standing or experience in either the field of asylum claims generally or
matters pertaining to refugee status, including the human rights situation
in the applicant’s country of origin.12 Instead of considering each appli-
cation for asylum individually and in depth, asylum seekers are
collectively framed by both state institutions and the media as a threat,

Figure 4.1 Annual numbers of asylum applications in Ireland, 1992–
2001. (Source: Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform.)
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within a discourse of illegal immigration. In fact, the term ‘illegal asylum
seeker’, as used by the media and increasingly by politicians, is a non
sequitur, since all individuals, under international law, are legally entitled
to apply for asylum.

The second, ‘manifestly unfounded’ procedure referred to above was
introduced by the Irish government in order to speed up the asylum
processing system and to make it more efficient, given the backlog of
12,600 of cases. This dual-track system dates back to developments with
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in 1983,
when it was acknowledged that certain categories of claimant could be
processed using accelerated determination procedures. Cases to which
such provisions could apply were those ‘that were so obviously without
foundation as not to merit full examination at every level of the
procedure’. A ‘manifestly unfounded’ claim was one that was ‘clearly
fraudulent’, that is, it was a claim which did not warrant being put
through accepted United Nations Convention procedures. Since 1999,
this procedure has been increasingly used to deal with asylum claims. In
1999, 133 claims out of a total of 7,724 claims were perceived to be
manifestly unfounded (1.7 per cent); by 2000, this had increased to
2,263 out of a total of 10,938 claims (18.8 per cent). According to a
report by the Irish Refugee Council, such procedures are being used on
exceptionally broad grounds, with little basis in natural or constitutional
justice or international human rights law.13 Asylum applications are un-
fairly processed both through the normal procedure and, increasingly,
through ‘manifestly unfounded’ procedures. Both procedures reproduce
forms of institutional racism in their dealings with asylum applications.

Moreover, mirroring the restrictive practices which developed in
Europe in the mid-1990s, the number of asylum seekers granted refugee
status relative to the number of applications in Ireland has remained
consistently low, as the government’s interpretations of what constitutes
asylum continually narrows.14 In 1999, 166 asylum seekers out of 7,724
applicants were granted refugee status at first instance; by the end of
2001, 456 applicants out of 10,325 were granted refugee status. In both
absolute and comparative terms, such a recognition rate remains very
low, even though this number increased after the appeals stage.15

In Ireland, asylum seekers are not permitted, before the final determin-
ation of their case, to leave the state or to seek or enter into employment
nor to carry on any business or to trade.16 Those asylum seekers who
entered Ireland before April 2000 are usually in receipt of full Supple-
mentary Welfare Assistance payments and rent supplementation if they
secure private rented accommodation. However, by contrast, asylum
seekers who arrived after April 2000 are provided for through a system
of dispersal and direct provision. Under this system, asylum seekers are
involuntarily housed around the country in hostels, prefabricated buildings

eih ch-4.P65 26/3/03, 15:1078



Racism, immigration and the state 79

and mobile homes. In contrast to earlier asylum seekers, they receive
only €19 per week per adult and €9.50 per week per child, in addition
to the provision of fixed meals and basic accommodation.

At the beginning of 2002, there were approximately 5,000 asylum
seekers dispersed in eighty-one centres in twenty-four counties.17 Asylum
seekers on direct provision represent the poorest of the poor. With an
income which is below twenty per cent of the national household aver-
age income, they live in cramped conditions, sometimes with three or
four individuals or a family sharing one room, and those living in remote
areas in Ireland often have little social and cultural support.18 However,
a large number of dispersed asylum seekers have disappeared from the
asylum system. Many are believed to have returned to Dublin and many
to be working in the black economy. Overall, notwithstanding the social
and juridical division between those arriving before and after the intro-
duction of dispersal and direct provision, asylum seekers have the least
entitlement and access to social and material resources of all the groups
who live in Irish society. They are the most disempowered group, since
they lack the right to work and their access to education and training is
severely limited. Their presence marks the nadir of the putative values
of the Celtic Tiger: they are marginalised, excluded, poor and, in many
respects, they lack freedom.

Economic migration

The second major institutional mechanism for immigration is the work
permit/work visa route. As a result of acute labour shortages in the Celtic
Tiger economy, work permits and visas began to be issued increasingly often
to non-EU migrants.19 Given the rate of labour market expansion, the
government estimated that some 200,000 new workers would be needed
by 2006 as part of its National Development Plan. It was envisaged that
about half these workers would be returning Irish migrants, one-quarter
would be from the European Economic Area (EEA)20 and the remainder
would be non-EU workers.21

Evidence of such labour shortages was underlined in the Small Firms
Association employment survey of 2000. This stated that, of the sixty-
nine per cent of companies which had vacancies, ninety-one per cent
were unable to fill them. A large source of demand came from unskilled
sectors, such as hotels and catering, and other low-grade services, with
forty-four per cent of employers in these areas claiming that they could
not recruit, primarily as a result of the low rate of pay.22 As the Tánaiste
(deputy prime minister), Mary Harney, warned, a failure to address the
labour shortage could undermine the Irish Republic’s economic growth,
since wage rates and the availability of skilled workers remain central
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concerns for multinational companies in relation to investment decisions.23

As a result, work permits, renewable on a yearly basis, were issued to
meet labour demands. However, such permits were tied to specific jobs
and employers had to demonstrate that it had not been possible to fill
the vacancy with indigenous labour or with EEA workers. The holders
of work permits were allowed to be joined by family members after one
year. In 1993, 1,103 work permits were issued. By the end of the year
2000, this figure had risen to 18,017, and by the end of 2001 it stood at
36,431. Significantly, there were three times as many applications for
work permits by non-EU nationals as there were claims for asylum.

In 2001, the majority of the 36,431 permits issued were given to
individuals from Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, the Philippines, South Africa
and Romania.24 Most of the countries of origin of the holders of work
permits contained white populations, in contrast to the countries of origin
of asylum seekers. The Department of Employment and Industry seems
implicitly to have targeted specific countries for the recruitment of
employees, through work fairs, advertising and so on. Thus, the first
international jobs fair conducted by Foras Áiseanna Saothair (FÁS), in
April 2000, was held in Newfoundland and was swiftly followed by
others in London, Berlin, Cologne, Hanover, Manchester, Prague, Birming-
ham, Cape Town and Johannesburg.25 In 2001, there were also visits to
Poland, France, Croatia, Estonia, Australia, New Zealand, Russia, India
and, again, Canada and South Africa.26 As a result of this recruitment
drive, the majority of permits went to non-African, non-Asian countries
(with the exceptions of South Africa and India). These nation states are
generally populated by white Christians, who are, from the state’s point
of view, more easily ‘assimilatable’ into Irish society.27 This systematic
racialisation of work permits by the state can be seen in terms of a straight-
forward attempt to regulate internal ethnic and religious diversity.28

As a result of continuing labour shortages, business organisations and
government bodies such as the National Competitiveness Council and
FÁS called for the creation of a fast-track work authorisation visa
system. These fast-track visas were introduced specifically to facilitate
the recruitment of workers in specialist categories: professionals in infor-
mation technology and construction, as well as nurses. Work visas are
more flexible than work permits in that they allow the recipient to move
jobs within a specified sector. Moreover, visas are easier to obtain, since
the employer does not have to petition the bureaucratic Department of
Enterprise, Trade and Employment for a work permit.29 Under the pro-
posal, immigrants could get a work visa from an Irish embassy or
consulate abroad, simply by producing a valid job offer from an Irish
employer. Unlike work permits, visas are renewable on a two-year basis
and allow family reunion in Ireland after three months, depending on
the migrant’s financial assets. The result is a two-tiered work regime with
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different rights for highly skilled visa immigrants, on the one hand, and
lower-skilled work permit immigrants, on the other. The top five countries
in receipt of the 3,870 work permits issued in the eight months up to the
end of August 2001 were the Philippines, India, Russia, Slovakia and
Yugoslavia. In contrast, the top five countries for work visas, of which
396 were issued, were South Africa, Australia, the United States, Canada
and New Zealand. Significantly, no North African nations appeared in
these figures.

Capitalist economic expansion has led to the formation of a dual
labour market structure in Ireland’s Celtic Tiger, which juxtaposes secure,
permanent, highly skilled and well paid jobs, on the one hand, with
unskilled, low-paid, insecure jobs, on the other. Specifically, the expan-
sion of highly skilled, well paid computer and information technology
work can be contrasted with the expansion in the unskilled services sector.
The latter has generally been characterised by difficult, unpleasant and
low-paid work. The marked increase in need for office cleaners, dish-
washers and fast-food operatives, agricultural workers, factory workers,
nurses, builders and waiters and waitresses has meant an increase in
vacancies in these areas. Seventy-five per cent of all applicants for work
permits in 2000 were for unskilled work,30 with over one-fifth of these
permits being for catering jobs.31 Such unskilled positions lack a career
path and are characterised by wages that fall well below the national
average. Whereas, in the past, women and young people had filled these
positions, migrant workers, some working in the black economy or
illegally, were increasingly taking their places. The economic boom not
only led to more women entering employment and thereby creating work
for foreign childminders but, in addition, saw the aspirations of indigen-
ous workers rise, so that it became increasingly difficult to fill ‘3-D’ jobs
(jobs that are dirty, difficult and dangerous).32

Another area in the skilled sector in which demand for workers has
remained high, especially given its unsuitability for mechanisation, is
the health service. The health sector has been estimated to be short of
over 1,800 nurses.33 As a result, a conscious attempt was made by the
government to recruit nurses from the Philippines and it was this which
partly prompted the introduction of the visa system. The Philippines has
been exporting over 3,000 nurses a year.34 In 2000, a staff nurse in Manila
could earn approximately $200 per month, compared with approximately
€2,000 a month in Ireland.35

Given the precarious, non-unionised and often illegal status of those
employed in the unskilled sector, again reflecting a wider European
pattern, exploitation in these areas has been rife.36 Immigrant workers
constitute cheap, flexible labour and, because they lack some important
social and political rights, also in many cases lack certain economic
rights. In 2001, for example, the Labour Inspectorate in the Department
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of Enterprise, Trade and Employment examined 108 cases of possible
breaches of employment law involving foreign workers.37 These investi-
gations into employment violations included a variety of offences: the
employment of migrant workers with unequal pay and conditions in
comparison with Irish or EEA staff; failure by employers to pay workers
prearranged wage rates; workers being paid below the minimum wage
and being subject to excessive working hours; illegal pay deductions,
with recruitment costs to be borne by the prospective employee; and the
non-payment of overtime or holiday pay.38

The increase in the number of work permits being granted also saw
the growth of racism in the workplace.39 However, since many foreign
workers were not aware of their legal rights or were afraid that they
would be deported or that their work permits would not be renewed,
few spoke out against abuse and exploitation – a problem that was often
exacerbated by linguistic barriers. Such pervasive exploitation is a conse-
quence of Irish government policy, which has focused on migrant workers
largely in terms of economic criteria. Thus, rather than examining the
consequences of increased immigration in terms of access to housing,
education, health services, transport, social welfare, and civil and political
rights, government policy focuses exclusively on the numbers of workers
needed to meet the demands of the economy. The increase in work per-
mits has been one method for reducing wage pressure and so clearly
benefits business. However, this narrow economic concern has always
been mediated by a restricted notion of Irish nationhood, in which the
Irish government expects non-EEA workers to return (voluntarily or other-
wise) to their country of origin once their labour is no longer needed.
Such a standpoint echoes the restrictive policy of other European nation
states and effectively denies the reality of long-term trends in immigration.

Despite the differences between those given work permits – described
as ‘bonded labour’ – and those holding visas, both lack social and political
rights, including access to free education, medical care and social welfare
entitlements. Neither group benefits from any holistic integration strategy
or even from access to language classes. As a result, asylum seekers and
some economic migrants have a great deal in common. They are generally
at the bottom end of the socio-economic ladder, share similar racialised
disadvantages in terms of housing and educational opportunities, experi-
ence low standards of living, poverty and social exclusion, and are equally
targets of informal and institutional racism, discrimination and hostility.

Classification and the state

Through legislation and social policy, most European states attempt to
define and sanction acceptable types of social behaviour and activity. As
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the dominant force in the field of power, which controls the nation and
citizenship through legislation, the state actively encourages some forms
of social life while downplaying and repressing others. This ability to
regulate social life depends in part upon the capacity to sustain and
impose categories of thought through which institutions and individuals
make sense of the world. This potential to impose what Bourdieu calls
a ‘vision of divisions’ is the ‘power of making social divisions and hence
the political power par excellence’.40

An important aspect of this vision of divisions is the way in which
individuals are encouraged to identify themselves predominantly in
narrow national terms. Processes of nation state formation invariably
invoke homogeneous narratives of ethnicity and national identity.41 In
Ireland, this narrative was originally predicated upon the idea of a white
Celtic people, defined in opposition to British colonisers. Irishness in
this sense leaves no room for non-white, non-Celtic people or for those
who cannot participate in its collective historical experience.42 National
identity is defined by exclusions, which mark its limit. This ideal and
undifferentiated ‘imagined community’, which has been reconfigured in
the Celtic Tiger, elides difference and often draws attention away from
the material experiences of domination and subordination which are
intrinsic to bourgeois society.

The administrative categories and classifications used by the state play
an important role in defining broader discourses of identification and
exclusion. Both dominant and marginalised groups come to define
themselves and each other through such categorisations. In ‘imagining’ a
national community in terms of such categories, the state orchestrates a
wider conscience collective, which is both descriptive and normative while
reflecting and prioritising the values of the dominant class and ethnicity.
This conscience collective is a continual object of struggle, since real-life
experiences contradict, on a daily basis, the imaginary of national myth.43

The hegemonic sense of Irish identity established during the 1920s
and 1930s has been severely challenged by the rise of the Celtic Tiger.
The two main pillars and regulators of Irish identity and conservatism
since the foundation of the state – the Catholic Church and Fianna Fáil44 –
have both been partly undermined by economic growth and various
media discourses referring to clerical and political scandal.45 In addition,
the assumption of shared values and experience so central to the Celtic
imaginary has been challenged by the recent increase in foreign immigra-
tion. Migrants often expose the social and political fault lines of religion,
ethnicity, class, gender and culture, which lie beneath the veneer of any
‘imagined community’, and Ireland is no exception.

The new articulation of nationalism with racism can be understood
in terms of this new tension between the re-imagined Irish community
of the 1990s, to which corresponds a narrowly conceived sense of ethnic
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citizenship, on the one hand, and the reality of increasing social diversity
characterising the Ireland of the Celtic Tiger, on the other. It is in this
context that we can read the subtext of government policy, both in the
ongoing maintenance of a restrictive and exclusionary definition of Irish-
ness as white and Catholic, and also in the overt immigration policies,
which are straightforwardly aimed at deterring the entry of non-nationals.
The articulation of nationalism with racism also explains the reluctance
to advance the structural integration of immigrants in social, political,
cultural and economic terms. Here, the process of state categorisation is
also important. Through administrative categorisation as ‘significant
others’, those with power and authority (in this case the state) are in a
position to impose their definition of an individual and situation, and
thus to mould those people’s subsequent careers in terms of their identity.
As a result, individuals may adjust their identity correspondingly over
time. The disempowered often come to see themselves through the eyes
of the dominant, as self-images merge with public images:

Dominated agents, who assess the value of their position and their charac-
teristics by applying a system of schemes of perception and appreciation
… tend to attribute to themselves what the distribution attributes to them …
adjusting their expectations to their chances, defining themselves as the
established order defines them.46

Rather than providing all residents with the same civil and political
rights, bureaucratic classification schemes engender systematic patterns
of discrimination. The legal and administrative categories of ‘asylum
seeker’, ‘refugee’ and ‘economic migrant’ are important in that they
confer different rights and entitlements. These categorisations have been
used by state service providers during the period of the Celtic Tiger as a
basis for judgements about individual entitlements to social, political and
economic support. In many respects, this discourse of entitlement echoes
older distinctions between the ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ poor. Thus,
both government and media make much of the putative difference be-
tween ‘genuine’ refugees (deserving), of whom there are few, and ‘bogus’
refugees (undeserving), of whom there are too many. Government state-
ments frequently refer to the way that ‘our’ welfare regime is attracting
‘economic migrants’. For instance, in 1999, John O’Donohue, the Minister
for Justice, Equality and Law Reform, in a speech to the Irish Business
and Employers Confederation, argued:

In the early years of this decade and prior to that, our relatively high
unemployment rates and low social welfare payments ensured that illegal
immigrants invoking the asylum convention targeted the more prosperous
countries – even small ones like Denmark and Finland. Let us be clear
about it. Our current economic boom is making us a target.47
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Such speeches often tell us more about the categorisers and how they
perceive themselves than they do about the classified. The implication
here is that an overly generous and prosperous Ireland, the land of a
hundred thousand welcomes, is being systematically abused by un-
scrupulous asylum seekers. Similarly, a recent statement by a Fianna Fáil
TD, Noel O’Flynn, reinforced such a negative view of asylum seekers:

We’re against the spongers, the freeloaders, the people screwing the system.
Too many are coming to Ireland and too many to Cork in my view … I’m
saying we will have to close the doors. The majority of them are here for
economic reasons and they are thumbing their noses up at Irish hospitality
and demanding everything under the guise of the Geneva Convention while
the taxpayer is paying for it all.48

Instead of provoking outrage, such populist rhetoric – which speaks
directly to the collective unconscious – earned O’Flynn increased popu-
larity in his Cork North Central constituency, where he topped the pole
in the recent general election. Further, this statement was never retracted
by O’Flynn, nor were formal sanctions brought against him by the Taoi-
seach. Such indifference to racist political narrative is part of a broader
picture of government inaction. Despite the newly accumulated wealth
and the move towards cultural renewal which have come to symbolise
contemporary Ireland, the government has failed to take any systematic
stance against racism. A failed awareness campaign has been matched by
the failure to establish an independent body to monitor racism, or to
introduce legislation to protect individuals from racist crimes, or to intro-
duce comprehensive anti-racism instruction as part of education and
public service training.

Historically, Ireland has experienced both colonialism and economic
hardship. Many Irish citizens travelled to the United States and worked
illegally while their regularisation was formally sought.49 Given the signifi-
cance of these events, it may have been expected that the Irish government
would show sympathy to others who have suffered hardship. However,
instead of treating immigrants, including asylum seekers and economic
migrants, within a generous humanitarian framework which recognises
the global nature of both political persecution and poverty, foreign immi-
grants coming to Ireland have been judged solely according to an economic
cost–benefit criterion. As Sayad notes, from the point of view of the
state and the economy, immigration and the immigrant have no meaning
and raison d’être unless they ‘bring in’ more than they ‘cost’.50 The question
facing policy makers is how to maximise the ‘profits’ (primarily econ-
omic) while minimising the ‘costs’ (economic, but also social, cultural
and national). However, as Sayad rightly points out, the very accounting
conventions which determine what is ‘cost’ and what is ‘benefit’ are
loaded and systematically underplay the positive gains associated with
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immigration. For instance, these conventions emphasise the monetary
transfers associated with welfare payments but rarely quantify the impact
of savings transfers into the economy from abroad. More generally, they
obscure the point that immigrants actually create more jobs than they
take and are likely to pay more in taxes than they receive in welfare.51

Racism in Ireland

It is in relation to these state practices that we need to understand racism.
Racism can be broadly defined as any belief or practice which attributes
negative characteristics to any group or persons either intentionally or
unintentionally, on the basis of their supposed ‘race’ or ethnicity, within
the context of differential relations of power.52 Despite Ireland’s image
as a welcoming, hospitable nation and its unparalleled economic boom,
many members of black and ethnic minority groups have experienced
racism since arriving in Ireland. In a recent Amnesty International survey,
seventy-nine per cent of individuals from black or ethnic minority groups
living in Ireland claimed they had experienced some form of racism or
discrimination.53 Moreover, many of these racist attacks were not one-
off or incidental occurrences. When asked how often they had received
insulting comments, 36.2 per cent of respondents stated that this had
occurred ‘frequently’ and 32.3 per cent said that it had occurred
‘occasionally’. The overwhelming majority of these racist incidents took
place in public spaces. Over forty-four per cent of the experiences of
racist abuse took place on the street, twenty-four per cent in shops and
twenty-three per cent in pubs. For black and ethnic minorities, such
abuse was a feature of everyday life and occurred in a multiplicity of
social situations: in pubs, from neighbours, in banks, on buses and taxis,
with regard to housing, at school and even at the cinema. Notwith-
standing the fact that these statistics are geographically and contextually
dependent, the high proportion of racist incidents experienced at the
hands of the gardaí (twenty-five per cent) and employers (twenty per
cent) is a particular cause for concern, since both groups hold a significant
degree of power within Irish society. Such statistics underline the fact
that, despite economic growth and cultural and political liberalisation,
racism is steadily becoming an endemic feature of Irish society.

The economic boom has had massive social, political and cultural
repercussions for Irish society, including the realignment of notions of
ethnicity and class. With the creation of almost half a million new jobs
since 1990, and the reversal of historical patterns of emigration, the
Celtic Tiger signifies an emphatic shift in the context for the reception
and integration of would-be immigrants. At the same time, however,
there has been a dramatic increase in wealth inequality and a similar
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expansion at the lower end of the labour market in low-paid, insecure
and part-time service jobs, often in the informal economy. As a result,
poverty levels have increased dramatically. The growing gap between
rich and poor has also been reflected in other social processes, for in-
stance the emergence of a two-tier health system and growing numbers
of homeless people. Government policy with respect to taxation and the
wage restraint agreements negotiated under the rubric of ‘Partnership
2000’ have seen corporate profits rise while the poorest have slipped
further behind.54 It is important, therefore, to acknowledge, in oppo-
sition to the liberal view of a society composed of sovereign individuals,
a more radical view which emphasises the importance of racialisation
within a context of broader cultural and economic differences in power
and social domination.55

The recent development of contemporary Irish society is inherently
paradoxical. At the same time as producing unprecedented wealth, it
has created poverty and social exclusion. It is largely, although not exclu-
sively, by reference to this paradox that we can attempt to understand
the growth of racism in Ireland. Although racism may take the form of
a relatively coherent theory, it can also appear in the form of a less
coherent assembly of stereotypes, images and attributions, and as an
explanation that is constructed and employed by individuals to negotiate
their everyday lives. As Miles notes, racism can be characterised as prac-
tically adequate, in the sense that it refracts, in thought, certain observed
regularities in the social world and constructs a causal interpretation
which is presented as consistent with those regularities.56 Such images
and stereotypes rarely emerge spontaneously and often arise from state
and media discourses, given their monopoly over the powers of govern-
ance, diffusion and representation. Thus, refugees in Ireland, and Europe
generally, are often represented as being responsible for a number of
social and economic problems (which usually existed well before their
arrival), such as housing shortages, unemployment and the general lack
of adequate statutory provisions. For many disempowered sections of
the population, racist discourses often constitute a description of, and
explanation for, the world they experience on a day-to-day basis. Racist
discourse is an ideological account of the social world which recognises
and offers an explanation for the housing crisis, for the lack of jobs, for
the continuance of poverty – experiences which many marginalised
groups face. As a correlate of racialisation, racism therefore serves to
make a causal link between observed, material differences in Irish society
and signified phenotypical and cultural differences of black and ethnic
minorities. It helps to make sense of the economic and social changes
accompanying poverty, urban decline and social exclusion, as they are
experienced by sections of the working class within the context of a
booming Celtic Tiger economy.
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In a study carried out by Amnesty International in 2002, forty-four
per cent of respondents believed that asylum seekers were depriving in-
digenous Irish people of local authority housing, ninety-five per cent
believed that some asylum seekers were in Ireland illegally and fifteen
per cent believed that asylum seekers could obtain grants to buy cars,
while ten per cent believed that they were given free mobile phones.57

In research carried out by the Irish Refugee Council, many asylum
seekers referred to the hostility they encountered from other excluded
and marginalised groups.58 It was felt that such indigenous excluded
groups often perceived asylum seekers and refugees as welfare scroungers,
or as preventing them from receiving certain scarce social resources:

I think Irish people ... are racist people but I think the racist people are
from Ireland’s cities, the people who are getting Social Welfare. I really
think that educated people are not racist ... even if in their roots they
have some racism they learn to control it or they learn what it is to be
racist.59

In inner city areas these people are thinking that refugees and asylum
seekers are their competitors, or in competition with them.60

Such explicit, potentially violent hostility concurs with ‘popular’
definitions of racism as well as those definitions used by the media and
government. However, such a view occludes the more silent but equally
pernicious forms of institutional racism which also operate through state
organisations. And, of course, asylum seekers are more likely to encounter
such overt racial hostility from inner-city working-class communities
because of their similar social and geographical position.

Yet, it is important not to oversimplify or homogenise the causes of
racism in Irish society. Processes of racialisation and racism are hetero-
geneous, contradictory and uneven, and cannot simply be reduced to a
consequence of the practices of state, media and capital. The argument
that is proposed here is merely that these practices have been particularly
important in understanding some forms of racism which have emerged
in modern Irish society. Other sites where racism operates and is repro-
duced also need to be acknowledged. These include playgrounds, streets,
classrooms, hospitals and the workplace. As Rattansi argues, such sites
often embody racialised power relations which are tied to various power/
knowledge configurations.61 However, in contrast to many postmodern
approaches – which, often reflecting the position of their advocates in
social space, tend to concentrate on the concepts of difference and ‘other’
to explain nationalism and racism – the importance of the state and the
economy should not be downplayed.62 Such postmodern standpoints
often disarticulate the social and economic conditions of the emergence
of forms of signification and racialisation. As Hall notes, however:
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the question is not whether men-in-general make perceptual distinctions
between groups with different racial or ethnic characteristics, but rather,
what are the specific conditions which make this form of distinction
socially pertinent, historically active.63

Signification of ‘otherness’, as a basis for racialisation and racism, can
have effect and meaning only within determinate economic and political
relations of social domination. Language as a practice, as Wittgenstein
rightly notes, is always embedded in other, broader practices or forms of
life.64

Conclusions

It was argued earlier that it is impossible to understand racism in con-
temporary Ireland without making some reference to the Celtic Tiger.
On an ideological level, the Celtic Tiger has come not only to character-
ise Ireland’s unprecedented economic boom and a new-found confidence
in the arts but also to represent an endorsement of liberal values, includ-
ing cosmopolitanism and multiculturalism, as well as a commodified
international image of tourist friendliness, hospitality and openness. The
underlying reality, however, remains starkly different. Rapid economic
growth has created a structural tension between the logic of capital ac-
cumulation and that of political nationalism. The ‘imagined community’
which emerged during the early years of the Republic embodied a highly
restricted notion of citizenship and ethnicity which, despite undergoing
significant modification during the economic boom, have remained
essentially exclusionary. Since the foundation of the state, Irishness and
citizenship have been correlated with whiteness and Catholicism, both
of which implicitly acted as the measure against which difference was
constructed.65 However, this restricted, hegemonic view of ‘Irishness’ is
now coming into conflict with the labour market imperatives of the
increasingly globalised Tiger economy. Hence, there is a need for immi-
grant labour, yet at the same time a racialisation of that labour. The free
movement of people has not matched the free and accelerating move-
ment of goods and capital across national borders. Despite the acute
labour needs of the Irish economy, the Irish government has remained
stringent with regard to the entry of non-nationals, as is witnessed by
the low number of asylum seekers who have actually been granted
refugee status and the racialisation of those given work permits. To this
tension between historic nationalism and the contemporary economic
revival can be added the issue of Irish constitutional liberalism. As a
small state with a history of neutrality and a commitment to democracy
and to the international rule of law, and coloured by its own experience
of colonial oppression, Ireland has always voiced strong support for the
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United Nations, and, specifically, the 1951 Convention Relating to the
Status of Refugees, although this support was often more in terms of
image than substance. Since the emergence of the Celtic Tiger, the Irish
state has increasingly interpreted international protocols and legislation
relating to migration in an illiberal spirit. In addition, it has failed to
adopt a number of international laws relating to human rights and
racism. This liberal internationalism further complicates the political
response to what is, for Ireland, the new problem of immigration.66 Here
we see the overdetermination67 of a structural contradiction between,
on the one hand, nationalism – closed, Janus-faced, insular, selective,
discriminating and particular – and, on the other, capitalism – open,
expansionary, indiscriminate, global and universal.

In order to have any purchase in this context, antiracist struggles will
have to be carried out at a number of different levels. Exclusionary forms
of nationalism cannot be simply replaced by anodyne notions of multi-
culturalism or by calls for more inclusive forms of national identity,
which leave unequal forms of power in place. Nor can material shifts
towards economic equality through the challenging of private property
be secured without major ideological shifts which relate to classification,
social recognition and the valorisation of difference. These remain the
fundamental challenges for Irish society as the Celtic Tiger, coming under
increasing pressure, continues to throw up new social and economic
problems.

I would like to thank Alice Feldman, Stephen Quilley, Louise Campbell and
Colin Coulter for their very helpful comments on this chapter.
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5

Irish women and
the Celtic Tiger economy

SINÉAD KENNEDY

The term ‘Celtic Tiger’ has connotations that extend well beyond the
realm of the purely economic. It has, for instance, become a metaphor
for a new national consensus that constantly reminds us how ‘we have
never had it so good’. This chapter takes issue with this consensus and
argues instead that, while the recent boom in the Irish Republic has
produced enormous wealth for a small minority, the majority of Irish
people have benefited little from this apparent economic miracle. In fact,
there has been a direct transfer in wealth from the poorest sections in
society to the richest. The chapter will offer a critical examination of
the realities of the Celtic Tiger for Irish women.

The changing position of women in Irish society is one of the most
overlooked aspects of Ireland’s recent economic prosperity. In this context,
there is a consensus among political commentators and academics that
the shift towards a more liberal and secular Ireland is the inevitable result
of the process of modernisation or a result of the liberalisation inspired
by the European Union (EU). The premise of this chapter is that the changes
that have occurred in Irish society over the past ten years can be better
understood if they are viewed in terms of the shifts in patterns of economic
production. Changes in capitalism have resulted in a transformation of
family structure, sex and sexuality and, ultimately, the lives of Irish women.
One of the defining features of the Celtic Tiger era has been the sheer
number of women with children who are returning to the workforce. Since
the early 1990s, women have been entering the workforce in large numbers
but this radical shift in labour market dynamics has received little more
than a passing comment in the growing literature on Ireland’s recent appar-
ent economic success.1 Furthermore, feminist analysis frequently attempts
to create a seamless connection between women regardless of their class
position. All too often there is an assumption, albeit frequently an uncon-
scious one, that ‘we are all in this together’. This perspective ignores, of
course, the fact that class position mediates one’s experience of oppression.
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The feminisation of the workforce

Ireland’s membership of the EU, infrastructural development and a de-
creased economic dependence on the United Kingdom had transformed
the Irish economy by the late 1970s. Irish women grew up expecting
and demanding a life outside the home, wanting to be more than wives
and mothers. Between 1971 and 1983, the number of women in the
workforce grew by thirty-four per cent. The number of married women
in the workforce increased by 425 per cent over the same period. More
remarkable are the changes that we have seen over the past decade, in
the era of the Celtic Tiger. The majority of new female employment is in
the service sector, many in jobs that used to be relatively well paid, high-
status male jobs, such as in computers and banking, but which have
been deskilled and demoted in the job hierarchy. By 1996, there were
488,000 women working in Ireland, an increase of 212,000 since 1971,
compared with an increase in male employment of just 23,000 for the same
period.2 Between 1991 and 1996, female employment grew by 102,000,
equalling the growth of the previous twenty years. A further 128,000
women entered the workforce between 1996 and 2000.3 One of the
principal reasons for this shift was that women no longer saw marriage
or having children as a reason to leave the workforce. Participation in
the labour force is highest among women aged between twenty-five and
forty-four, running at around ninety per cent and equalling the EU
average.4 The overall level of female participation in the workforce had
risen from thirty-nine per cent in 1994 to over fifty per cent in 2002,
equalling the EU average.5

This feminisation of the formal workforce has been a contradictory
experience for the majority of women. While women have entered
employment in growing numbers, they continue to earn less than men,
and sometimes less than men who are doing the same job. Women’s low
pay is related to their concentration in occupational groups which are
predominantly female, understood as low skilled and poorly paid.6 The
differential is even greater among the lowest-paid women. Research con-
ducted by the Irish Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU) in 1993 found
that low pay in Ireland was most common in areas of traditional female
employment, such as textiles, clothing and cleaning and at the lower
grades of the civil service.7 Four years later, in 1997, despite an un-
precedented economic boom and successive national wage agreements,
the average weekly earnings of women employed in the industrial sector,
while increasing, were still just sixty-five per cent of men’s. For women
who were employed in white-collar employment and senior manage-
ment, it rose to eighty-three per cent.8

This clear wage differential between men and women can, in part, be
explained by the number of hours worked. There is an increasing trend
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among women to work part-time and part-time employment in Ireland
is a primarily female activity. In 1994, eighteen per cent of women worked
part-time; by 2000, that figure had increased to twenty-nine per cent.9

This increase in part-time employment has been one of the ways that
women have attempted to get around the inadequate provision of child-
care. The 1996 Living in Ireland Survey showed that seventy-three per
cent of those who were in part-time employment were women and that
women with children under ten years of age made up forty-one per cent
of part-time female workers.10 The majority of these part-time jobs are
regular rather than occasional and can, thus, arguably be seen as part of
the restructuring of the labour force and capitalism’s increasing need for
a flexible and cheap workforce.

Irish women’s participation in the labour force is still below the EU
average, especially if we consider parental rather than marital status.11

Ireland has the lowest level of labour market participation in Europe
among women with children under five years of age. In the Irish
Republic, as well as in Italy and Greece, less than fifty per cent of women
with young children work outside the home. Yet, in Denmark, for example,
eighty per cent of women with children of preschool age work.12

Provisions for early childhood education and publicly funded childcare
services are lower in Ireland than the rest of Europe. Just one per cent of
three-year-olds in Ireland have access to preschool education, compared
with forty-five per cent in the United Kingdom, sixty per cent in Germany
and ninety-eight per cent in Denmark.13 Irish parents spend a higher
proportion of their earnings on childcare than their European counter-
parts, with at least twenty per cent of maternal earnings going towards
paying for it. The lack of state-sponsored childcare and its privatised
provision discriminate against working-class mothers and force them out
of the workforce.14

Unsurprisingly, childcare has become an important issue among women
in Ireland, yet successive governments have failed to create an adequate
solution or even to address the question. The average cost of a Dublin
full-time crèche place in December 2000 was €500 per month. This had
risen to €1,200 per month by June 2002. Over thirty per cent of
nurseries operate from converted houses and only thirteen per cent use
purpose-built facilities.15 The Expert Working Group on Childcare, which
commissioned the National Childcare Strategy report, argued the case
for tax relief for childcare providers who upgrade their facilities and
personal tax relief for parents. The issue has created a dilemma for policy
makers trying to juggle a desire for more women to enter the labour
force, in order to redress labour shortages, and a desire to reduce public
spending and maintain a low-tax regime for the wealthy.16 Unfortu-
nately, the trade union movement, while continuing to lobby for better
childcare facilities, has capitulated to this tax credit solution. Needless
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to say, this is not an adequate resolution. The care of children should
not be subject to the demands of the marketplace. Furthermore, tax relief
is a solution that benefits the rich. Two high earners will get more tax
relief, especially if they are in higher tax bracket, than a low-paid single
parent.

The principal effect of the feminisation of the workforce has been to
increase the already stark class divisions among women. Between 1997
and 1998, over fifty per cent of all workers (fifty-six per cent of women
and fifty-one per cent of men) earned less than IR£13,500, or two-thirds
of the average wage. At the other end of the spectrum, fifteen per cent
earned in excess of IR£40,000, or more than twice the average wage.
While two-thirds of the latter were men, it is clear that there is a layer
of women who are doing considerably better than the average man or
woman.17 According to the 1996 Labour Force Survey, fifty-three per
cent of those in professional or technical occupations are women. In the
survey’s sectional categories, sixty-five per cent of those in the pro-
fessional services sector and sixty-two per cent of those in the personal
services sector are women.18 Women at the higher end of the scale do
suffer from discrimination but not all women’s work is low paid.19 How-
ever, the point that is often missed is that these figures highlight a sharp
class divide. While all women suffer serious difficulties fulfilling child-
care and work commitments, not all women experience these difficulties
equally. A checkout operator in Dunnes Stores cannot afford to pay for
domestic backup, whereas a well paid professional woman can afford a
full-time nanny or au pair.

The gap between rich and poor continued to increase during the years
of the economic boom and, despite government protestations to the con-
trary, there has been little attempt to distribute the benefits of the Celtic
Tiger equally. The Justice Commission of the Conference of Religious in
Ireland (CORI) estimates that the average income gap between rich and
poor in Ireland for 2001 was a staggering £IR191 per week, the largest
difference in the entire EU. This disparity is particularly evident when
one examines the situation of women and children during the Celtic
Tiger years. A study by Nolan and Watson found that the risk of poverty
for women living alone was twenty-four per cent.20 The risk of women
being low paid, while being equal to that of men when below the age of
twenty-five, becomes much greater between the ages of thirty-five and
forty-four.21 Even more worrying is the fact that for female lone parents,
who are heads of households, the risk increases to 31.7 per cent.22 The
single-parent organisation Cherish, in its 2002 pre-budget submission,
recommended a weekly payment of €253.96 for single parents with one
or two children in order for them to avoid serious and persistent poverty.23

Child Benefit, which is paid to all parents with children, regardless of
financial position, increased to €117.60 in 2002 for each of a family’s
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first two children. Child Dependant Allowance, which is targeted at
children in poor households, had not increased since 1996 and remained
in 2002 a paltry €16.76 per week and will make no significant difference
for families living in poverty according to the Irish National Organis-
ation of the Unemployed.24 Therefore, a class analysis concerning the
position of women in society cannot just be about creating a league table
of poverty: it must involve a strategy to end class society and the in-
equalities – not least those of gender and sexuality – which it produces.

An Irish solution to an Irish problem

An examination of abortion law in Ireland illustrates the difficulties
facing many women today and the class forces that operate in Irish
society. Abortion is illegal in almost all circumstances in Ireland, but it
is very much a reality for Irish women.25 Between 1967 and 1998, almost
95,000 women who had abortions in Britain gave Irish addresses.26 In
their comprehensive study of Irish abortion, Mahon, Conlon and Dillon,
on the basis of available statistics,27 estimated that the Irish abortion
rate was 5.6 abortions per year per 1,000 women of childbearing age
(fifteen to forty-four years) (this figure had risen to 7.2 in 1999).28 British
statistics show that the numbers of Irish women having abortions has
steadily increased and that, in 2000, 6,381 women who had abortions
in Britain indicated that they were resident in the Irish Republic; this is
approximately eighteen women every day.

It is widely accepted that many women resident in the Irish Republic
who travel to Britain to have an abortion do not give their real address.
It is impossible, therefore, to be precise about the number of Irish women
who have terminations every year, except to say that the figure is far
higher than official data would indicate. British statistics also indicate
that eighty per cent of Irish women have their pregnancies terminated in
the first twelve weeks, although the percentage of Irish-resident women
having later abortions is higher than that of British-resident women.29

The fact that Irish women have later abortions than their British counter-
parts may indicate that many women encounter difficulties in accessing
information. Furthermore, the need to raise funds necessary to pay the
cost of travelling to Britain and obtaining accommodation there, as well
as paying for the abortion itself, is likely to cause significant difficulties
for less well-off women.

The Mahon report is the best available qualitative study of the reasons
why Irish women decide to terminate their pregnancies, comprising as it
does data collated from interviews with eighty-eight Irish-resident women
availing themselves of abortion services in British clinics.30 The reasons
given by the women for choosing a termination were varied and included
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job- and education-related concerns, fear of the effects of the stigma of
lone parenthood, financial difficulties, concern for existing children and
the desire to exercise their right to control their fertility. There is no
evidence that the lack of legal abortion in Ireland has had any effect on
the Irish abortion rate, although the expense entailed in travelling to
Britain and the cost of paying for the abortion itself may cause diffi-
culties, particularly for less well-off women and other vulnerable groups.
In some instances, this may mean that Irish women cannot travel to
Britain, but more often this means that they have abortions later than
they would wish. The Women on Waves Project and the visit of the
Dutch ship Aurora to Dublin in June 2001 saw over 200 women seeking
abortion services. Clearly, requiring women to travel abroad to obtain
abortions has resulted in extreme hardships for a significant number of
Irish women.31

In November 1992, the Irish electorate voted in favour of proposals
to liberalise the law relating to abortion information and the freedom to
travel abroad to obtain an abortion, and voted to reject a proposal that
would have restricted the constitutional right to life of pregnant women
identified by the Supreme Court in the X case, the details of which will
be outlined later in this chapter. More recently, in March 2002, a govern-
ment led by Fianna Fáil once again attempted to restrict risk of suicide
as grounds for obtaining a termination in Ireland.32

It is difficult to establish the views of Irish people on abortion, as, for
example, in both 1992 and 2002, some of the electorate who voted
against the government’s proposal to exclude suicidal risk as a ground
for the termination of pregnancy did so because they thought the pro-
posal would undermine women’s right to life, whereas others did so
because they felt it did not give sufficient protection to the foetus.
Furthermore, some people may have voted in favour of the proposals
because they (mistakenly) assumed it would provide increased protection
for Irish women. However, the net effect of the vote in 1992 was to
support proposals to liberalise the law relating to abortion information
and travel and, in both 1992 and 2002, the electorate rejected proposals
that would have restricted the constitutional right to life of a pregnant
woman identified by the Supreme Court in the X case. It is worth
remembering that, despite protestations from anti-abortion campaigners
about the democratic right of the people to vote to outlaw abortion,
Irish people have never been give the right to vote for the liberalisation
of abortion law. Yet when, in 1992 and 2002, they have been given the
opportunity to vote on the issue at all, they have refused to restrict
abortion rights.

Surveys asking people whether they support the holding of a refer-
endum on abortion are meaningless unless it is indicated what the
motivation is for the referendum. Surveys consisting of questions as to
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whether or not they favour a particular legislative or constitutional pro-
posal are of limited value unless respondents understand the proposal.
For example, just after the announcement, in October 2001, of the 2002
referendum on further restrictions to access to abortion, Ireland on
Sunday carried out a survey. It showed that fifty-three per cent of people
supported the referendum proposal, thirty-five per cent opposed it and
twelve per cent did not have an opinion. Conversely, forty-nine per cent
of people favoured liberalising Irish abortion law, with only thirty-one
per cent wishing to make abortion legally more difficult to obtain. This
evidently reflected a lack of understanding of the nature of the government’s
proposals. In-depth surveys may provide a more definitive illustration
of public opinion. A survey carried out by Landsdowne Market Research
Limited for Abortion Reform in March 2001 is a good example.33 In
that survey, 1,200 persons over the age of fifteen were asked to give
their opinions on three options (which were fully explained) put forward
by the All-Party Oireachtas Committee. The survey found that only six-
teen per cent of respondents thought that abortion should be illegal in
all instances. Fifty-two per cent indicated that abortion should be per-
mitted where a woman’s life is physically at risk; forty-seven per cent
thought that abortion should be available in cases of rape or incest;
forty-one per cent thought that abortion should be permissible when
continuation of pregnancy would cause irreparable damage to the
woman’s health; thirty-seven per cent thought that a woman at risk of
suicide should be permitted to terminate her pregnancy; twenty-three
per cent thought that it should be permissible in cases of foetal abnor-
mality incompatible with life; nineteen per cent thought that abortion
should be available on request. What the Abortion Reform poll illustrated
is that people have a wide variety of opinions on abortion and that a
significant percentage of the public favours greater rather than less access
to abortion in Ireland.

No political party, including the Irish Labour Party, has been willing
to introduce the legislation that would implement the judgement in the
X case and allow suicidal risk as grounds for abortion. The only political
consensus that exists on the issue is to do nothing and, meanwhile,
eighteen women on average are forced every day to travel to Britain to
have abortions. The cowardice of traditional left parties, which are un-
willing to stand up to the dictates of the Catholic Church, goes back to
the 1940s and 1950s. Many Labour TDs were more worried about what
the Church would say than about their female voters. Furthermore, there
has always been a reticence, even within the pro-choice movement in
Ireland, about openly arguing the position of a woman’s right to choose,
primarily out of a fear that it will alienate the middle ground, but also
from an approach that sees change as a gradual process of persuasion
and mitigation.
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The X case

On 6 February 1992, the then Attorney General, Harry Whelehan, obtained
an interim injunction restraining a fourteen-year-old girl, pregnant as a
result of rape and reportedly suicidal, from obtaining an abortion in
Britain. The injunction was confirmed by the High Court eleven days
later, when Justice Declan Costello ruled that the girl and her parents
were prohibited from leaving Ireland ‘for a period of nine months from
the date thereof’.34 The story of the ‘internment’ of a fourteen-year-old
rape victim was leaked to the media and across the country there was an
explosion of anger.

Dublin’s traffic police had to escort march after march down O’Connell
St. Thousands took part in a silent, candlelit march to Leinster House,
the parliament buildings, and festooned the railings with white ribbons
on behalf of the girl and her family. A group of several hundred stood
outside the gates of the parliamentary debating chamber, chanting the
telephone number of an abortion information line in between cries of
‘Not the Church, Not the State. Women must decide their fate’…. In
Waterford in the south, thirty-seven girls at the Sacred Heart of Mary’s
Convent walked out of class to join fellow students from the city’s Mercy
Convent in a demonstration. They said they had ‘made their stance for
freedom of choice’ because of their profound sympathy for the girl. Their
disobedience led to mass suspension.35

The case became known as the X case and would prove to be a turning
point in Irish society.36 The protests shook the political establishment to
its core and forced a dramatic U-turn by the judiciary. The case was
appealed to the Supreme Court and the injunction was overturned. The
court stated that, because Ms X was suicidal, not only did she have the
right to travel to Britain for an abortion but she also had the right to an
abortion in Ireland, an unusual interpretation, by any standards, of the
‘pro-life’ clause inserted into the Irish Constitution in 1983. An examin-
ation of the events of February/March 1992 show that the judgement
had at least as much to do with the fear of further mass mobilisations
on the streets as it had with abstract legal logic.

Political commentators usually underestimate the significance of mass
mobilisations such as those provoked by the X case. This is mostly
because there tends to be a general reluctance to believe that change can
come from below, when ordinary people storm onto the stage of history.
Commentators tend to be more comfortable with the notion that changes
come slowly from on high, from the actions of enlightened men. Yet, as
Kieran Allen argues:

slow molecular changes in quantitative relations can at some point trans-
form into decisive qualitative changes…. These struggles sometimes stop
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short and often simply force our rulers to reorder the manner of their
rule, but they are nonetheless the decisive conjunctures on which historical
changes pivot.37

The years following the X case prove this point to be true. In 1993, the
sale of condoms in vending machines was legalised and homosexuality
decriminalised. In 1995, Irish people voted to legalise divorce and the
changed atmosphere in Ireland following the X case gave people who
had been victims of clerical sexual abuse the confidence to speak out.

However, one should also be careful of overestimating the changes
that have occurred in Ireland in the past decade or so. It became popular
in the late 1990s, particularly in the pages of the Irish Times, to speak
of the completion of the liberal agenda. Nonetheless, a broader ideo-
logical offensive against the power and influence of the Catholic Church
has not emerged – schools and hospitals, for example, remain under the
control of the Church. Middle-class women can afford to travel to Britain
for abortions but their working-class counterparts, at best, struggle to
get the money together or, at worse, are forced to continue with preg-
nancies against their will. The struggle that emerged in the context of
the X case was sudden and dramatic but it was not sustained because
those catapulted into power after it failed to push through reforms. The
X case allowed people to see abortion not as an abstract moral issue but
rather as a real concern, with serious implications for the type of society
people want to live in. What is clear is that rights have to be fought for
and won and a liberal abortion regime will emerge in Ireland only when
a mass movement emerges that is willing to fight for and defend those
rights.

Backlash

The changes in the lives of Irish women during the era of the Celtic
Tiger have been varied and profound, as we have seen, and the myth of
equality – that women have achieved it all – dominates Irish society. We
are constantly told in the pages of newspapers and glossy magazines
that women everywhere are enjoying the fruits of liberation. Women
outperform men in school and university, dominate the business world,
feel good about sex and refuse to accept discrimination or abuse. Women
have excelled to such extents that it is now men, we are told, who are
discriminated against in society. A variant of this argument can be found
in the writings of John Waters, who regularly devotes his Irish Times
column to polemics against the horrors of what he calls a ‘feminazi’
conspiracy that pervades all aspects of Irish society. Waters, who is also
the consultant editor of the political magazine Magill, uses his influential
position in the media simultaneously to bemoan his status as a male in
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feminist-dominated Ireland and to exalt his heroic status as the one lone
voice daring to speak out.

Few people in Irish society have the access to the media, to promote
their views, which Waters enjoys; he seems to participate in most major
political media programmes in Ireland.38 He is particularly passionate
about the mainstream media’s unjust representation of the issue of
domestic violence:

The domestic violence issue is one of the key areas of propaganda-creation
in the now relentless attack on the character of men and fathers.… I
would hope that men would begin to take a look at the society they are
alleged to dominate, and ask themselves: where is the evidence of such
domination in a society which demonises and denigrates them at every
turn, which conspires to steal their children at the whim of mothers and
institutions.39

He chides the Irish government for having succumbed to ‘nearly thirty
years of relentless campaigning by misandrist forces … having developed
a multimillion pound industry out of the demonisation of the adult male’.40

Waters returns to this theme again and again, usually quoting the
British Home Office Survey. Waters claims that the core finding was
that an identical proportion (4.2 per cent) of women and men had been
assaulted by a current or former partner in the previous year and argues
that this shows that domestic violence is roughly a similar phenomenon
among men and women. The study he refers to did find that the same
proportion of women and men reported a physical assault by a current
or former partner in the previous year (1998). However, the study also
found that women were twice as likely as men to have been injured by
a partner in the last year and three times as likely to have suffered
frightening threats. They were also more likely to have been assaulted
three or more times. Not only are women more likely to have been injured
in assaults but also they are far more likely to be ‘living in fear of their
partners’. These findings Waters has conveniently ignored. Men who
suffered from domestic violence were typically working part-time or
suffering from a long-term illness or disability. Regardless of sex or age,
men and women living in poverty were most likely to suffer violence.

Moreover, it is essential that, when statistics on domestic violence are
quoted, the nature of the research and in particular the methods used
are closely scrutinised. To argue from the results of a particular survey
that women and men are equal perpetrators of violence is to ignore the
fact that all the other evidence indicates that men are overwhelmingly
the instigators of violence in intimate relationships.

Domestic violence has only recently even been defined as a crime in
the Republic of Ireland. Marital rape, for example, has been directly
covered by sexual assault legislation in Ireland only since the 1990 Criminal
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Law (Rape) Amendment Act. At the time of writing, only three cases of
marital rape had come before an Irish court, and only one conviction
had been secured. Research has shown that rape, sexual assault and
sexual coercion are often used by abusive men as part of a pattern of
violent and coercive behaviour intended to control their partners. Almost
one in five Irish women have experienced some form of violence in their
relationships with men. Of these, just over twenty per cent experienced
sexual assault.41 For women in violent relationships, forced pregnancy,
pregnancy as a result of rape and actual or threatened use of violence
during pregnancy are common strategies employed by abusers.42 In a
major literature review on the subject of violence against women and
reproductive health, Lori Heise et al. cite several studies (from 1994 to
1998), spanning more than fifteen countries, which clearly document
sexual coercion as a major component of domestic violence. In the studies
cited, women frequently reported being ‘physically forced to have sex
and/or engage in sex they found degrading or humiliating’. Large numbers
of women also reported ‘defensive acquiescence’, whereby they agreed to
sex with a violent partner ‘out of fear of the consequences of refusal, such
as physical abuse, loss of economic support or accusations of infidelity’.43

Waters’ other target is the judicial system, which, he argues, is preju-
diced against men in child custody cases. He argues that when custody is
contested, judges are more likely to rule in favour of the mother than the
father, because of the feminist agenda that dominates the Irish law courts.
Due to the nature of the family court, statistical data are difficult to
acquire. Waters may well be right but his conclusions are wrong. The
fact that members of the judiciary are more likely to grant custody to the
mother has more to do with the conception of women and the family in
Irish society than it has to do with a feminist conspiracy. Instead of attack-
ing an archaic system that sees women as the primary source of childcare,
a system that benefits neither men nor women, Waters blames women,
who, he argues, deliberately prevent men from having access to their
children. His argument stems from a failure to understand the function
of the family in society and the essential role it plays within capitalism in
the creation of a future source of labour and a unit of consumption.

Waters’ argument has found an echo among men, especially working-
class men, who experience injustice at the hands of family courts. On
the surface, the family does not have an obvious economic role. While
the conventional couple is usually presented in terms of individual
romantic love, this should not obscure the family’s economic function
as a source of care and education for a future workforce in a crisis-
ridden, profit-oriented system. Historically, it was women who were
associated both with childcare and domestic labour and, while changes
in capitalism have seen women enter the labour force, they still bear
the primary responsibility for housework and childcare. The judiciary is
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notorious for being out of touch with how people live their lives and is
dominated by middle-class men, the majority of whom have nannies or
partners who bear the primary responsibility for childcare. It is hardly
surprising, then, that judges tend to assume that childcare is a pre-
dominantly female responsibility.

The family can operate a contradictory role: as well as being a place
of comfort, it can also be the source of horrendous violence, and so it is
inevitable that men also suffer. If one considers the central role that the
family has played in Irish society, it is no surprise that Ireland has one of
the highest rates of child sexual abuse, higher than in either Europe as a
whole or North America. The Sexual Abuse and Violence in Ireland
Report, commissioned by the Dublin Rape Crisis Centre, showed that
forty-two per cent of women and twenty-eight per cent of men in Ireland
had been subjected to sexual abuse in their lifetime.44 These figures are
unusually high. Similar studies in Europe show that seventeen per cent
of European women have experienced sexual abuse as children. In
Ireland, that figure is thirty per cent.45 Among men, five per cent in
Europe and seven per cent in North America have experienced abuse as
children. In Ireland, however, twenty-four per cent of men were sexually
abused as children. The majority of abuse occurs within the family or
by an individual close to the family unit, such as a teacher or a priest.

The report also found that forty-seven per cent of those interviewed
said that they had never told anyone about the abuse. Just one per cent
of men and eight per cent of women had disclosed the abuse to the
gardaí. This is not surprising if one considers the finding by Sue Lees,
reported in her book Carnal Knowledge, that, increasingly, rapists are
known to their victims and are former boyfriends and husbands. During
a trial, sexual history is frequently called into account and raped women
are often not believed in court. Lees monitored a series of rape trials in
Britain over a two-week period and found that grounds for disbelieving
a woman included: ‘Whether she had suffered from depression, taken
Prozac, been in care, been abused, had an abortion, allegedly had more
than one relationship or invited home someone she had just met’.46 More
disturbing is the recent trend towards the commodification of sexual
violence, particularly towards women. Sexual violence is becoming
something that is no longer deplored by society but something that can
be commodified to sell everything, from sports bras to popular music.47

Conclusions

Irish women have seen their lives transformed in recent years. This trans-
formation has been a result of the interaction of changes in women’s
relationship to production. Women workers, such as nurses and teachers,
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have been among the first to demand their share of the Celtic Tiger.
However, the feminisation of the workforce has also been a contra-
dictory experience for most women. On the one hand, becoming
economically independent has led to women having more choices about
what they do with their lives. On the other hand, the ‘double burden’
faced by women because of their role in the family means that the lives
of women workers are incredibly difficult, as they try to reconcile work
and family life. Attitudes to female sexuality, in particular, have changed
but not always favourably. Ireland now has a burgeoning sex industry.
The country that banned Ulysses as a pornographic text for much of the
twentieth century now has shelves full of pornography,48 Irish versions
of ‘New Lad’ magazines, a growing prostitution industry and a selection
of lap-dancing clubs.

However, as we live in an increasingly globalised world, it is important
to situate the experiences of Irish women in an international context.
The changes and challenges faced by Irish women workers are similar to
those being experienced by women across the world. The global develop-
ment of capitalism over the past twenty years has depended almost
everywhere on large numbers of women entering the formal workforce.
Women’s oppression has its roots in the contradiction between social
production and privatised reproduction. Childcare remains the responsi-
bility of the individual family and, overwhelmingly, of the female parent.
Even most non-parental carers are women. While there are many alter-
natives to this in an advanced capitalist society, the logic of economics
raises its head and the privatised family, with the woman at the centre,
continues to provide the majority of care-giving under capitalism. The
family reproduces the next generation of workers, ensures that there is
a constant replenishment of labour power, which is cared for, educated
and socialised to enter the marketplace.

A small number of women across the world have been able to sidestep
the worst oppression and have made it into the parliaments and the
boardrooms. Yet the exploitation and oppression of the majority of
women and men is necessary for the survival of global capitalism. If the
Celtic Tiger cannot deliver the needs of the majority of women – and
men – it is clear that capitalism never will. Perhaps, therefore, the only
real alternative for women across the world is the emerging anti-
capitalist movement, which challenges the fundamental inequalities in
society and champions a world that is about people, not profit.
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6

Globalised Ireland, or, contemporary
transformations of national identity?

G. HONOR FAGAN

The influential US magazine Foreign Policy issued a ‘Globalization Index’
in 2001, which, to the surprise of many, found the Republic of Ireland
to be at the top of the list.1 The indicators used to construct the index
included information technology, finance, trade, travel, ‘politics’ and
personal communications, all designed to evaluate the degree of global
integration. We learn that ‘Ireland’s strong pro-business policies’ have
made the country (or more precisely the Irish market) ‘a hugely attractive
location for foreign investors’.2 To make itself even more attractive, ‘the
country has cut corporate tax rates (already among Europe’s lowest)’.3

There is even better news on the financial front: while in 1996 financial
inflows and outflows totalled a meagre 1.6 per cent of the national econ-
omy, by 2000 portfolio flows in Ireland were the largest in the world, in
terms of gross domestic product (GDP). Those running investment funds,
corporate finance, international banking and insurance companies could,
with Foreign Policy, say to themselves, ‘Don’t Worry, Be Happy’.4 That
Ireland (or at least the twenty-six counties) is doing well in terms of the
index constructed by the global managers of economic internationalis-
ation seems beyond doubt.

What is perhaps more interesting from our point of view, and leads
nicely into the arguments of this chapter, is the way the globalisation
index deals with (or rather does not deal with) culture. In an obscure
appendix on how the index is calculated, we are told that the various
indicators referred to above ‘only scratch the surface of globalisation’s
complexity. Many other aspects of global integration – including culture –
defy measurement’.5 Perhaps culture cannot be measured in the same
way as GDP but it is arguably a central element in the globalisation
process and thus a vital element in any critical analysis of its impact. In
future, it will not be good enough simply to leave out culture when
dealing with globalisation or constructing indices. From an Irish ‘grass
roots’ perspective, globalisation may not look as rosy as it does to the
international financial sectors and their political supporters in Ireland.

eih ch-6.P65 26/3/03, 15:13110



Globalised Ireland? 111

The global

Studies originally heralded the globalisation of communications, capital
and culture, more or less in that order, and the argument was made that
these forces were, in effect, decomposing the nation state and the distinc-
tiveness of individual societies.6 This argument was followed immediately
by critiques of the notion of an all-encompassing globalisation process,
and the work in this mode emphasised uneven, complex and contingent
aspects of globalisation.7 This chapter seeks to position itself outside
either of these established approaches to the study of globalisation.
Whereas, in general, the trend has been to show how global processes
affect the production of single events or social change at the local or
national level, I propose to reverse the trend by approaching an explan-
ation of the global with specific reference to the national or local.
Basically, I wish to ask the question ‘What can a study of Ireland do for
our understanding of the phenomenon called globalisation?’ rather than
‘How can globalisation theory explain contemporary Ireland?’ In
examining the specificity of Irish international and national dynamics,
and the linkages between cultural and economic processes at play in
‘developing’ or ‘imagining’ Ireland, we can see tendencies and counter-
tendencies towards a globalising dynamic.

This chapter addresses the complex articulation between the cultural
and the economic in the discursive construction of Ireland in the era of
globalisation. The basic argument is that, if we are to understand how
Ireland has ‘produced’ itself in its current form, within and around the
dynamics of the global forces of capitalism, then we need to examine
the phenomenon of ‘Ireland’ through the analytical framework of cultural
political economy. This should throw light on globalisation tendencies
and counter-tendencies from a specific location and, likewise, show how
culture implicates itself daily in the cultural political processes that have
produced ‘Ireland’.

The most common reading of Ireland and its current state of develop-
ment is as a country that has done well in the era of globalisation, much
as it had earlier done very badly in the era of imperialism. Has there
really been such a turnaround? What dynamics does this debate uncover
that the emerging ‘global studies’ approach might need to take on board?
This chapter moves towards an answer in three parts: first, it examines
the problematic ‘placing’ of Ireland in the world; second, it traces its
constant (re)invention from a cultural political economy approach; and,
finally, it turns to its moving parts on the global scene – its exiles and
diasporas. I hope to contribute to an ‘Irish’ perspective on globalisation,
but one that avoids the difficulties associated with taking a banal either
nationalist or post-nationalist approach.
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Placing

We can usually, fairly unproblematically, ‘place’ a given country in the
global order in terms of its economic, political or strategic importance.
Yet, with Ireland, there is little agreement on ‘placing’. Recently, a historian
of the Americas, James Dunkerely,8 sought to place Ireland ‘across the
Atlantic’, as it were. Dunkerely follows the tradition of ‘Atlanticism’9

but is more sceptical of ‘globalism’. However, he argues for ‘the idea that
Ireland is really an American country located in the wrong continent’.10

It was the Great Famine of the mid-nineteenth century and subsequent
mass migrations which, supposedly, converted Ireland from an Atlantic
country to an American one. This shift in cultural geography was sustained,
according to Dunkerely, by a ‘superabundance of myth’11 but was also
validated by the one million Irish people who became US citizens in the
second half of the nineteenth century. From this perspective, it is easy to
leap to another end of century and an economistic reading which would
‘place’ Ireland as an ‘outpost’ of Silicon Valley. O’Hearn argues, for
example, that US computer and pharmaceutical companies have set the
tone for the ‘Celtic Tiger’, which has transformed the economic, social
and cultural make-up of the country.12 Whether the economic growth of
the ‘Celtic Tiger’ is perceived to have set the scene for the cultural trans-
formation of Ireland, or conversely whether cultural development is
thought to have set the scene for economic growth, we have here an
argument that Ireland can be historically and economically placed as
‘American’. Recent Irish political and social reaction to the ‘terrorist’
threat to the United States, on the part of conservative and radical poli-
ticians alike, seems to confirm the view of many in Ireland who see
themselves as an extension, or even a part, of ‘America’.

However, the ‘American’ perspective seems to ignore the facts of British
colonial rule in Ireland and what many authors argue is a neo-colonial
pattern of development in the years since independence, itself, of course,
geographically incomplete. Not so long ago the question ‘Is Ireland a
third world country?’13 did elicit a mainly affirmative, albeit qualified,
response. The colonial legacy is seen as enduring and all attempts to
‘revise’ Irish history beyond the nationalist myths are rejected out of
hand. Thus, for example, Robbie McVeigh argues that this move to
‘decolonise’ (or ‘postcolonise’) Irish history is ‘factually incorrect and
intellectually dishonest’ and we are enjoined ‘to address the colonial
legacy directly in order to transcend its negative and corrupting conse-
quences’.14 This point may be taken simply as a truism but it does point
to an apparent blind spot of the new ‘postcolonial’ pro-globalisation
perspectives. Ireland’s colonial legacy is also taken up in the literary post-
colonial studies, in a more subtle way.15 The point is that the colonial
legacy is inescapable in any long view of Irish history and it has had a
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range of complex effects on politics, on society and, of course, on the
cultural make-up of Ireland as we know it.

Returning to the question of placing Ireland, at the economic level
the Republic is certainly not simply a ‘third world’ (itself an anachronistic
term) country. The Republic of Ireland is today one of the top performers
in the European Union – the once poor and ‘underdeveloped’ western
periphery has given way to the thriving economy and cultural revival of
the 1990s, albeit with all the inequalities and problematic long-term
prospects all apparently thriving economies have. In terms of the debate
over whether Ireland is a ‘first world’ country of a US variety or a ‘third
world’ country, I do not think we need to adjudicate between these
admittedly rather starkly painted alternatives. However, I do wish to
use this debate as a marker for the analysis that follows.

First, though, I wish to argue for a slightly different approach to
‘global studies’ than the one that dominates in the literature. It would
seem that, from Malcolm Waters16 onwards, global studies, as a subject,
have become parcelled out into discrete economic, political, social and
cultural domains, or levels. While mindful that this may simply be a
research or presentation strategy, I would be wary of going back to the
old Marxist topographical analogy of ‘levels’. Society is simply not a
building with a structure and a ‘superstructure’, or roof. This type of
structural determinism has long since received a decent burial and we
would not really benefit from its resurrection within the new global
studies. This approach is at its best when it analyses processes and flows,
not bound by any determinisms and also self-consciously eschewing
disciplinary boundaries. If the ‘global studies’ approach is to become a
new paradigm in the fullest sense of the word, it will need to shake off
the last vestiges of disciplinary ‘ownership’. In terms of economics, there
are indeed signs that Ireland is a ‘satellite’ of the United States, given its
dependency on US companies. In terms of politics, there are indications
of the same, as Irish leaders rush to support the United States in its
campaign for world domination. Likewise, cultural considerations feed
into both economics and politics and have to be taken into account in
‘placing’ Ireland. Hence my suggestion is to merge the political economy
and cultural studies approaches into a new cultural political economy
paradigm.

We can take up the recent call by Ngai-Ling Sum17 to create a ‘cultural
political economy’, which is at once sensitive to cultural or discursive
dynamics and the role of economic and political factors. Nigel Thrift
has also referred suggestively to the ‘cultural circuits of capital’.18 Think-
ing about ‘culture’ in Ireland (the ‘Irish pub’, Irish films, U2, Riverdance,
etc.) and the new capitalism (software companies, the e-economy) has
made me even more conscious of the need to build an integrated cultural
political economy approach. A ‘cultural’ element is clearly an integral
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part of the Celtic Tiger and the ‘political economy’ element certainly has
a strong ‘cultural’ component. From the critique of political economy
(not its existing disciplinary forms) and from reflexive cultural studies
(not an unthinking application) we may derive a critical optic which is
adequate for the study of the complex reality we call ‘Ireland’ today. All
I would add would be the need for a strongly historical approach, only
sketched in here, given constraints of length, which would be necessary
to make any sense of the current situation. This is, of course, a highly
contested historical terrain and my rendering is not the only possible
one.

Inventing

The cultural critic Declan Kiberd once wrote that ‘If Ireland had never
existed, the English would have invented it…’.19 One could add,
conversely, that because England existed, Ireland was forced to ‘reinvent’
itself, much as what the west knows as the ‘Orient’ and ‘Islam’ is
inseparable from western discourses. It is common now to understand
that nationalism is, indeed, an ‘invented tradition’20 or an ‘imagined com-
munity’.21 However, it would seem that in the ‘era of globalisation’, this
approach has even greater validity for Ireland in particular. What passes
for Irish ‘culture’ today – the musical dance show Riverdance, the ‘super-
group’ U2 or the ubiquitous global ‘Irish pub’ – does not spring from the
eternal wells of the Irish soul. Rather, these phenomena are, to a large
extent, manufactured by the global cultural industry. They reflect fully
all of the hybridity, syncretism and even, arguably, the ‘postmodernism’
typical of the cultural political economy of globalisation. If globalisation
can be said to have produced a ‘world showcase of cultures’,22 then on
this stage Ireland has achieved a paradigmatic position. Ireland today, or
at least Dublin, is witnessing a culture-led process of regeneration and
insertion into globalisation in terms more favourable than could be
expected from its economic weight.

Historically, Ireland gained its partial independence from Britain in
1921 but it was not until the Wall Street Crash of 1929 and the Great
Depression of the 1930s that a consistent path of inward-oriented growth
began. While De Valera’s notions might today smack of right-wing
romantic isolationism, his industrialisation policies did lay the basis for
a more independent development strategy in Ireland. This process of
conservative modernisation can be compared to the ‘passive revolution’
Antonio Gramsci analysed in Italy: a case of ‘molecular changes which
in fact progressively modify the pre-existing composition of forces and
hence become the matrix of new change’.23 That new process of change
occurred in the late 1950s, as protectionism gave way to free trade and
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inward-oriented growth turned into outward-oriented growth. As T. K.
Whitaker, the architect of the post-1958 turn towards foreign loans and
investments, put it at the time, ‘there is really no choice for a country
wishing to keep pace materially with the rest of Europe’.24 So, Ireland
joined the European Economic Community in 1973 and the removal of
protectionism proceeded at full pace.

When Ireland ‘joined’ Europe in 1973, it was very much as a poor
relation and major beneficiary of all the ‘structural funds’ made available
for ‘less developed’ regions. It seemed that Ireland was exchanging self-
reliance for dependency in a wilful shift away from the independence
movement ethos. As Denis O’Hearn put it, a ‘country which had virtu-
ally clothed and shod itself in 1960 imported more than seventy-one per
cent of its clothing in 1980’.25 This shift away from indigenous industry
towards transnational investment operated across the board. It coincided
with a period in which US transnational corporations (TNCs) were seek-
ing profitable, high-tech locations, particularly ones that would offer
them access to the lucrative European market. The outward-oriented
growth strategy led to mass unemployment as national industries collapsed,
but by the 1990s a new era of prosperity seemed to begin. Officially, the
boom began in 1994, when, in an obscure European investment assess-
ment bulletin, the US investment bank Morgan Stanley asked, perhaps
tongue in cheek, whether there was a new Celtic Tiger about to join the
family of East Asian tiger economies.

So, the Celtic Tiger emerged just when ‘globalisation’ was beginning
to make itself felt in earnest. This does not mean that globalisation pro-
duced the Celtic Tiger, whose origins lay, as we saw in the bare outline
above, in a series of economic transformations going back to the 1920s.
And while the Irish boom may be real enough, it has its limits: growth
rates are half those experienced in East Asia during the growth phase,
and its sustainability is seriously in question, given the limited base of
the growth sector. Dependency on the whims and market susceptibility
of the transnational sector (essentially the computing and pharmaceutical
sectors) is even greater than in the 1970s, insofar as in the mid-1990s
this sector accounted for three-quarters of value added in manufacturing.
A handful of computer companies, such as the giant processor manu-
facturer Intel, literally hold the key to sustained growth rates in Ireland.
As the United States began to move into a slowdown by the end of 2001,
if not a full-blown recession, the Celtic Tiger was beginning to look
distinctly more fragile than it did a couple of years previously. Indeed, by
late 2001 the Irish growth rate was officially described as ‘flat’.

Going back to Ireland as a ‘US’ country versus Ireland as a ‘third
world’ country, what can we now say? Ireland does seem to be very
much a ‘US’ country, given its reliance on American investment and its
often unthinking support for the United States in all matters. Yet, Ireland
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can still arguably be seen as a ‘third world’ country in terms of its con-
ditions of structural dependency on the central locus of power in the era
of globalisation. In the world of globalisation, there are ‘globalisers’ and
‘globalised’, and Ireland fits the latter category in political economy
terms. However, Ireland is perhaps more accurately described in terms
of hybridity, meaning a condition of mixed temporalities within a process
of uneven development. Thus, to a large extent, cutting-edge technology
coexists with traditional social relations. Luke Gibbons wrote a while
back that: ‘The IDA [Irish Development Authority, which helped bring
in foreign investment] image of Ireland as the silicon valley of Europe
may not be so far removed after all from the valley of the squinting
windows’,26 the latter being an image of traditional rural Ireland. This
image of uneven but combined development may serve as a useful and
evocative backdrop for our analysis of the cultural political economy of
contemporary Ireland.

Observers of the contemporary cultural scene in Ireland are impressed
by its dynamism. Conservative politician Gemma Hussey, in her book
Ireland Today, refers to a ‘new exuberance of self-expression which the
country has never seen before’ and notes the ‘new Irish appetite for ex-
pression of its own identity’.27 We get a picture of a pristine and whole
national identity proudly reasserting itself. Insularity is left behind as
Ireland enters the world scene but remains ‘in touch’ with its traditions.
Hussey remarks how ‘Traditional music has been revived in its many
forms, and enthrals tourists as much as Irish people, who are themselves,
amazed by its richness’.28 From the touching tones of the travelogue, we
receive an image of ‘tradition’ largely uncontaminated by unpleasant associ-
ations with a colonial past or a fierce anti-imperialist struggle. Faced with
the ‘inexorable weakening of the Irish language’, which Hussey seems
to see as the main repository of ‘tradition’, Ireland has been able to
avoid ‘the pressure of Anglo-American media’29 and construct for itself
the eminently valuable commodity known as contemporary Irish culture.

From the left of the political spectrum we get a not dissimilar reading
of Irish cultural political economy. Thus Denis O’Hearn, in his book
Inside the Celtic Tiger, refers to ‘Ireland’s cultural revival throughout
the Western world [which] was evidenced in the popularity of the musical
Riverdance’30 and also makes an explicit link between ‘an apparently
vibrant economy and a confident culture’.31 As with Hussey, the parameters
of the nation state are taken for granted and one could be forgiven for
thinking that globalisation was not part of the picture at all. Where the
left analysis differs from the conservative one is only in its causation,
because its economism leads it more or less to ‘read off’ the cultural
transformations from the economic ones. Yet, ultimately, we get no ex-
planation as to why Ireland has been part of ‘a Pan-Celtic Revival in the
years leading up to the millennium’ and living in ‘what amounts to little
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less than another Cultural Renaissance’,32 as one radical cultural critic
put it. If we are not to fall back on mystical notions of ‘national culture’,
we must begin with the cultural political economy of globalisation in
seeking an explanation.

I find it helpful to start my alternative reading with a travel story of
my own. If you were to visit Ireland you might wish to travel with
‘Ireland’s cheap fares airline’, Ryanair. If you made a telephone booking
you would be politely put on hold and left listening to the rousing theme
music from Riverdance, as much flamenco and Broadway as ‘traditional’
Irish music. From this postmodern pastiche or melange your thoughts
might turn to the company itself. Ryanair is typical of the new ‘hollowed
out’ company, whose brash chief executive, Michael O’Leary, actually is
the company, and epitomises the new confident Irish entrepreneurial
classes. It contrasts with the bureaucratic, more formal national carrier
Aer Lingus, which still lingers in the statist era and claims massive com-
pensation for its alleged losses following the events of 11 September
2001. But you travel Ryanair and arrive in Dublin, along with thousands
of European weekend tourists keen to sample the delights of the
‘fashionable’ Temple Bar area. As you get to passport control there is a
billboard with a leprechaun (a traditional icon of Irish folklore) and a
caption that reads ‘If you think this is an icon of traditional Ireland you
are away with the fairies’. A small symbol in the corner of the billboard
indicates this is an advertisement for ICON, which is the marketing
company for the ‘traditional’ global Irish cream liqueur Bailey’s. Can
we really talk about Irish traditions anymore?

It seems clear to me that globalisation has radically redefined what
we know as ‘tradition’. But then tradition was always invented. It was
invented in the Ireland of the 1920s, the 1960s and the 1990s. In the
1920s, as Declan Kiberd puts it, the country engaged in ‘the reconstruc-
tion of a national identity, beginning from the first principles all over
again’.33 De Valera and the founders of the Irish state were in the business
of constructing a modernity based on ‘tradition’. To refer to ‘tradition’
or cultural ‘authenticity’ today makes little sense when we realise how
pragmatic an affair the construction of a national identity is. In the
1960s, there was a reconstruction based on transnational values, first
‘American’ and later ‘European’. Then, in the 1990s, there was another
reconstruction of Irish ‘identity’, within global parameters. The spectacle
of Riverdance, the music of the Chieftains and the ‘new’ Irish films cannot
be understood as national cultural forms. They may be partly constituted
locally but it is with reference to a global cultural market: they are local
cultural keys turning global locks.

I can only conclude by rejecting any essentialist notion of ‘Irishness’
that is fixed from time immemorial. Neither Irish culture nor identity
can be seen as self-contained, immutable or closed. A new state of flux,
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typical of postcolonialism and globalisation, opens up a new era of more
fluid and uncertain constructions of cultural identity. This is also manifest
at the political level, where the future of the island is, as always, uncertain.
There is hardly a comfortable situation of cultural diversity being con-
structed where gender, ethnicity and religious conflicts become safely
defused. Ireland’s culture is currently showing a more threatening side.
Racism around the issue of immigration and refugees highlights some of
the more worrying sides of the uncertainty we now face. This is hardly
the positive scenario of Gemma Hussey, for whom insularity has been
replaced by ‘the confidence of an outward-looking young generation’.34

Moving

The cultural critic Terry Eagleton once wrote that while, on the one
hand, Ireland signifies ‘roots, belonging, tradition’, it also spells at the
same time ‘exile, diffusion, globality, diaspora …’.35 We could posit that
Ireland was always, or at least already, part of the story of globalisation,
which would mean pushing back its conventional temporal origins. Being
‘Irish’ was always associated with movement, even while being at ‘home’.
Irish migration and the substantial Irish diaspora across different parts
of the globe meant that ‘Irishness’ was, in a very real sense, a globalised
identity. That was the case at the last turn of century, but now, in the
‘era of globalisation’, migration is not so prevalent or economically neces-
sary. It is perhaps ironic, then, that today ‘Irishness’ is finding confident
home-grown roots and ‘home’ has a certain stability to it. Irish Presi-
dents recently (Robinson and McAleese) have foregrounded the wish to
bring the diaspora ‘home’, culturally and politically, if not physically.
The confidence of ‘Irishness’ on the island of Ireland today has even led
to intense hostility to today’s migrants created by ‘globalisation’ – the
asylum seekers and refugees.

Movement in the nineteenth century meant dislocation, rupture and
trauma in Ireland. It was associated with the Famine, the British landlord
and unemployment. Emigration was, indeed, the national trauma.
Today, movement means travel or working abroad or ‘coming home’.
The Irish media portray Ireland’s citizens as the ‘young Europeans’, com-
puter literate, confident, citizens of the world. Migration, then, cannot
have a simple meaning as a symptom of globalisation. It can signify
expulsion or, as in Ireland today, success. The diaspora was once an
integral element of Irish identity. Today, there is a move to ‘bring it
home’ but home is not what it used to be. The Ireland of today has seen
the full effect of the deterritorialisation of culture. Observer Fintan O’Toole
notes that ‘US culture is itself in part an Irish invention’ and that ‘Irish
culture is inconceivable without America’.36 Fluidity and hybridity have
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always been part of the Irish condition but today this occurs under the
inescapable aegis of the United States, not some fuzzy, indistinct ‘era of
globalisation’.

Ireland was always part of broader flows of people and ideas, it was
always ‘globalised’ and it was always a floating signifier. National
‘tradition’ was located as much in the diaspora as at ‘home’. And ‘home’
today, as the accelerated movement of globalisation takes effect, is re-
instated in the ‘global Irish family’ our politicians call the diaspora.
National ‘identity’ is translated and appropriated by the new ‘global
culture’. When U2 refer to the Famine they do so in a way which makes
it part of the new global history in the making. What might make an
interesting analogy to extend this analysis would be John Urry’s concept
of sites of ‘pure mobility’.37 For Urry, society is today replaced by
mobility, with such icons as the airport becoming truly ‘non-places’.
What if Ireland were to be conceived as a place of ‘pure mobility’,
dominated by movement and fluidity? Although only an analogy, and
one that cannot be stretched too far, it may help to understand why
Ireland is significant for an understanding of globalisation, too often
read from the perspective of stable, settled and dominant world powers.

Conclusions

It would seem that the cultural political economy of Ireland might take
us beyond the stark ‘American’ and ‘third world’ options for placing
Ireland. Nor can we retreat to an essentialist notion of ‘Irishness’ existing
since time immemorial. The cultural political economy of Ireland has
never been self-contained, immutable or closed. The era of globalisation,
coinciding in Ireland with that of a postcolonialism, which put the British
shadow firmly behind, has created the new context for Irish develop-
ment. And yet Ireland was always part of a world of flows, never static,
never fixed. The elements of uncertainty and undecidability, which many
see as pertaining to globalisation and/or postmodernity, have always
been Ireland’s lot. We cannot, in Ireland, produce ‘a finished image of
finished reality’38 because it has always been in flux. To engage with
such a society, a writer such as Roddy Doyle is necessarily ‘constrained
to open meaning up rather than close it down’,39 as one cultural critic
put it. The social and political scientist can hardly do otherwise.

At a recent International Studies Association conference, one con-
tributor examined globalisation and the ‘preservation of local identity’
in Ireland.40 Ireland was portrayed as one of those states that have ‘taken
advantage of the new opportunities afforded by contemporary globalis-
ation’41 and the conclusion was that ‘The Irish have culturally escaped
from a parochial sense of nationalism and become a proud member of
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the international community’.42 While certainly capturing something of
what is happening in Ireland today, I think it is clear, in the light of my
analysis above, why this approach is insufficient. It seems to ‘buy in’
totally to the ideology of globalisation: if we ‘take advantage’ of it we
can escape ‘parochial nationalism’. It was this patronising politics I
sought to contest in declaring at the start that this chapter was neither
nationalist nor postnationalist. Many social groups in Ireland, but many
women especially, have always contested the smug conservative self-
serving myths of Irish nationalism. Postnationalist accounts that imply
that we have moved into a sea of tranquillity, where all conflict will be
peacefully resolved in Brussels or Washington, are also problematic. The
world is more complex than the ‘Jihad versus McWorld’43 dichotomy, in
Ireland as elsewhere, as any critical and reflexive understanding of the
current world crisis would show.

An earlier version of this chapter appeared as ‘Culture and globalization,
placing Ireland’, Annals, no. 581 (May 2002), pp. 133–43.
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7

Millenarianism and utopianism in the
new Ireland: the tragedy (and comedy)

of accelerated modernisation

KIERAN KEOHANE and CARMEN KUHLING

There is a mode of vital experience – experience of space and time, of the
self and others, of life’s possibilities and perils – that is shared by men
and women all over the world today. I will call this body of experience
‘modernity’. To be modern is to find ourselves in an environment that
promises us adventure, power, joy, growth, transformation of ourselves
and the world – and, at the same time, that threatens to destroy everything
we have, everything we know, everything we are. Modern environments
and experiences cut across all boundaries of geography and ethnicity, of
class and nationality, of religion and ideology: in this sense modernity
can be said to unite all mankind. But it is a paradoxical unity, a unity of
disunity: it pours us all into a maelstrom of perpetual disintegration and
renewal, of struggle and contradiction, of ambiguity and anguish. To be
modern is to be part of a universe in which, as Marx said, ‘all that is
solid melts into air’.1

Thus begins one of the most influential books of the last quarter century,
Marshall Berman’s All That is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of
Modernity. Developing Berman’s theme, other authors have described
the contemporary zeitgeist as ‘late-modern’,2 emphasising the intractability
of modernity’s ambivalence and paradox, or ‘postmodern’,3 pointing to
the intensification of the experiences of social fragmentation and indi-
viduation, the continuation of modernity, but without the utopian hopes
and dreams that made the experience bearable. Beck, Giddens and Lash4

use the concept of ‘reflexive modernisation’ to describe an acceleration
of the processes of transformation in contemporary society, intensifying
and accentuating the experiences Berman describes in a second wave of
modernity, driven by the generation of risk and the unforeseeable conse-
quences of technological development. In addition, all of these authors,
as well as Bauman, Beck, Giddens and Jameson,5 have used the term
‘globalisation’ to reiterate the transnational, world-scale nature of these
collective social historical experiences, experiences that are ‘shared by
men and women all over the world today’.
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We in Ireland are also caught up in these world historical processes
of modernisation and experiences of modernity, all be it modulated and
mediated by our own histories, our own insertion into the global political
economy, and our own particular experiences as members of different
socio-economic classes, religious and political persuasions, as men and
women, as urban and rural dwellers, as native born and as newcomers,
as Travellers and minorities. Furthermore, the unprecedented economic
boom of the mid-1990s, the period of the so-called ‘Celtic Tiger’, short-
lived, uneven in its effects, unstable and insecure, has amplified and
exacerbated the experiences of accelerated modernisation. We are caught
up in a world historical process. We are forced ‘on pain of extinction’ to
adapt to the new mode of civilisation.6 As Walter Benjamin puts it, the
tragedy of development is that ‘we are propelled along the road to
catastrophe’. We cannot foresee this, Benjamin says – we can only see
retrospectively the damage already done as we are thrown backwards
into the future: ‘The Angel of History stares in horror at a pile of debris
heaping up before him as he is propelled backwards by a storm blowing
out of heaven. This storm is what we call Progress.’7

The Faustian tragedy of development

One of the most perceptive accounts of the deep origins of the experience
of modernity is the epic Faust, by the German poet/philosopher Goethe.
Berman shows how Goethe’s tragic story of Faust is the prototypical
formulation of the paradoxes of modernity and modernisation, which,
although written in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, is
still pertinent to Irish experiences today. In Goethe’s epic, when the Devil
first tries to tempt Faust, he finds that Faust’s wants are not the usual
fare of money, power and sexual conquest that the Devil deals in. Sure,
I would like these, Faust says, but these are merely means to greater
ends, means to satiate desires that are higher, deeper and infinitely more
expansive. What I want, Faust says, is to experience the outer limits of
the realisation of human potential. He says to the Devil:

Do you not hear? I have no thought of joy!
The reeling whirl I seek, the most painful excess
Enamoured hate and quickening distress

… My mind
Shall not henceforth be closed to any pain, and what is portioned out to
all mankind,
I shall enjoy deep within myself, contain within my spirit summit and
abyss, pile on my breast their agony and bliss, and let my own self grow
into theirs unfettered
’Til as they are, I too, at last, am shattered.
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Like Goethe’s Faust, many of the actors in the contemporary Irish
tragedy of development are driven by noble aspirations and high ideals.
Our Faustian desire for development is not just for wealth but for the
freedom from want that wealth can bring about: freedom from ignorance
and also from innocence; freedom of expression and riches of knowledge;
cultural and emotional development; a quest for transformative experience,
of ourselves, of others, of the world. This utopian dream is ambivalent
and paradoxical: it is both emancipatory and megalomaniacal, for, as
Marx says, we become like ‘the sorcerer who is no longer able to control
the powers of the netherworld whom he has called up by his spells’.8

Although modernisation is foisted upon us from outside by the experi-
ence of imperialism and colonisation, and in a postcolonial era through
exogenous forces of globalisation, we should not delude ourselves, as
we so often do, that we are innocent victims of history. We are like
Faust: the desire for development is our own desire, and that desire is
for full and unlimited development, wherever it may lead us, even up to
and including our self-destruction. Part of the tragedy of development
in the magical/terrible Faustian world of contemporary Ireland is that
the casualties of accelerated modernisation are swept away by a tide of
events that they themselves have helped to set in motion. As Berman
says, ‘The deepest horrors of Faustian development spring from its most
honourable aims and its most authentic achievements’.9

Goethe’s Faust symbolises the aspirations of modern people for full
and unlimited development and their often terrible and beautiful unfore-
seeable consequences. Homer Simpson sells his soul for a doughnut to
the Devil in the form of Ned Flanders, and Irish people are at times
happy to trade everything, if not for a doughnut then for designer clothes
and a dormer bungalow with an unobstructed view. Our public repre-
sentatives seem like so many cartoons: former Prime Minister Charlie
Haughey, who liked to ape the lifestyle of a debauched minor aristocrat – a
mansion, a yacht, horses, sex, drink and extravagant clothing; former
government minister Michael Lowry, the price of whose corruption was
no more than an extension to his house. But collectively, historically,
modern people strike a better bargain with the Devil.

Faust sells his soul for knowledge and power, and this is what his
Devil, Mephistopheles, grants him, but the catch is – the Devil, as always,
is in the detail! – that he can never trade them back. Faust becomes
damned to perpetual striving. He can never again say, ‘Ah, linger still!
Thou art so fair’ or, as we might say in our own vernacular idiom, ‘That’s
grand now. That’ll do fine!’ The desires of modern people are insatiable
and, as Durkheim shows, ‘insatiability is a sign of morbidity’.10 Unlimited
horizons and insatiable desires are the conditions of egoism, delusions
of omnipotence, psychosis and anomie.11 The ability to limit ourselves,
to govern our individual and collective desires, collides with the Faustian
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spirit of the Celtic Tiger, whose appetites and desires can know no limit.
As Berman so eloquently demonstrates through his interpretation of
Goethe’s Faust, modernisation comes at a price: the thorough penetration
of the commodity form (Marx), the dominance of instrumental ration-
ality (Weber), the ascendance of individualism and egoism (Durkheim).
Ironically, the Faustian bargain that we made to extricate ourselves from
the state of nature throws us back into that same state. The Devil wins;
we end up in Hell. We are condemned to ‘a perpetual and restless pursuit
of power after power, ceasing only in death’.12 Power, which began as a
means to an end, is now an end in itself, the only end. Weber’s critique
of the irrationalism of rationalised acquisition,13 and Marx’s critique of
capitalism’s reduction of all value to a ‘cash nexus’, the ‘bottom line’,14

is that these are forms of modern nihilism, the catastrophe at the end of
the road to development.

In Berman’s account, the paradox of modernity is represented as the
ambiguous spirit of the Devil. On one hand, Mephistopheles is the per-
sonification of evil: his name spells corruption, destruction, death and
decay – Lord of Flies, Prince of Darkness, Father of Lies, with associ-
ations of insatiability, lust, envy, pride, gluttony, sloth, avarice, wrath,
the seven deadly sins of excess and boundlessness which the children of
the Celtic Tiger commit freely and gladly. On the other hand, the Devil
is the Fallen Angel, Lucifer, the Bearer of Light, the Morning Star, who
does the work of God and has a positive role in creation by paving the
way for more creation and redemption through his destruction and corrup-
tion. This ancient paradox that lies at the heart of Christian cosmology
is fundamental to understanding the zeitgeist of contemporary Ireland.

Ireland’s ‘Great Hunger’ for development

We can see this deep paradox of modern Irish life in Patrick Kavanagh’s
poem ‘The Great Hunger’.15 What is ‘great’ (positive) about the Great
Hunger is that, in Lacanian terms, it is the original collective traumatic
experience, the constitutive Lack that makes us what we are.16 The Famine
(in Irish an Gorta, meaning ‘hurt’, ‘injury’, ‘wound’) is the collective
historical mortal wound that killed ‘traditional Ireland’, and at the same
time an Gorta Mór – the great wound – is the primal scene of pain,
horror and torment that gives birth to ‘modern Ireland’. It is the con-
stitutive moment, the point that collects us as a society: it is the death of
the collective mythic father and mother, the ancestors from whom we
are all descended. It creates and recalls generations of emigration; it
collects the diaspora. It is the great agony that underpins modern Irish
religiosity and legitimates the moral authority of the Catholic Church.
It collects the various strands of national consciousness, from the lost
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motherland of romantic sentimentality, to the betrayal of reason that
animates rational Home Rule,17 to the murderous genocide that must be
avenged that has inspired militant Republicanism. The Great Hunger
lies at the heart of modern Ireland. The ambivalence which contemporary
Irish people feel towards the Great Famine is apparent in President Mary
Robinson’s 150th anniversary Famine commemoration as celebration:
the recollection of the Famine became the affirmative moment of historical
continuity and the primal scene of the new birth, a second birth of modern
Ireland, the birth of the Celtic Tiger.

Kavanagh’s ‘The Great Hunger’, written one hundred years after the
Famine and fifty years before the birth of the Celtic Tiger, pokes at and
reopens this constitutive primal wound by showing how the ‘Great Hunger’
takes on different forms in changing historical contexts. The Great Hunger
is usually taken to refer to the Famine of the 1840s, but for Kavanagh
the famine is a scarcity of spirituality in the ‘modern Ireland’ of the
1940s. As Kavanagh sees it, the promise of modernity has been broken
and instead of being a bright morning, modern Ireland is dark and dreary.
He depicts the terrible world after independence but when the progress
promised by independence had already become antiquated and ossified.
Kavanagh depicts an Ireland that is spiritually stifling, intellectually dead
and emotionally crippled; a world of hunger and scarcity – not just of
material poverty in an underdeveloped political economy where people
spent a lifetime not living but merely existing, scratching a living from
peasant holdings – but of spiritual poverty in an underdeveloped lib-
idinal economy, of emotional and sexual underdevelopment. ‘Life dried
in the veins of these women and men’, Kavanagh says. ‘There is no
future but time stretched for the mowing of hay.’ In this static world, a
man’s act means ‘nothing, not a damn thing’. Ireland is a closed, narrow
parochial world of ignorance and prejudice, where ‘the chapel pressed
its low ceiling’ over the bent backs of a servile congregation.

For Kavanagh, the dreamer, the Great Hunger is the expression in his
time and place of the modern Irish Faustian desire for change, progress
and development. As soon as this process is set in motion and people
begin to emerge from the shackles of a world that has become anti-
quated, the stage is set for an explosive confrontation between modern
desires and sensibilities and the old, antiquated and outmoded world.
Bearers of avant-garde cultures in backward societies, as Kavanagh was,
experience the Faustian split with particular intensity. Their inner
anguish has often inspired revolutionary visions, actions and creations,
and no doubt this is the fissure that has produced talents ranging from
Joyce to U2, from Flan O’Brien to Brian Friel. That Westlife or Meave
Binchey should be seen to be the bearers of this torch should be a cause
for concern, as it may herald that what was fraught, and fecund, in Irish
culture is becoming scarred over, dead and insensitive.
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But as people are torn and tear themselves free from traditional worlds,
they are also free to fall in love with them again. The new virility, liveliness,
awakening that accompanies the lifting of traditional morality, sexual
freedom, hedonism rather than denial of the body and the mortification
of the flesh, provoke ambivalence. We are thrilled by the new eroticism
evident for the first time in the reawakened, reworked and reinvigorated
traditional content of Riverdance but we are uneasy of Flatly’s excess,
and as it suits us we disavow him as an American. When freed from
tradition we gain the ability to see good in it – integrity, solidity, stability,
continuity, groundedness. This nostalgia for a lost world is very obvi-
ously the basis of the emigrants’ desire and romantic yearning but it is
also the basis of the modern continentals’ interest in rural Ireland. The
modern metropolitans would, as it were, trade in their cosmopolitan
worldliness for a quiet retreat in the west of Ireland, where they fantasise
that the authentic, the pure, somehow still resides: English New Age
Travellers in West Cork and East Clare, spiritual refugees from post-
industrial society; cynical, disillusioned Germans who come to Ireland
in search of authenticity but who are let down by the modernity of the
natives they hoped would be naive, and are now too long gone from
German industry to get back into the business; Dubliners who become
chronic ‘weekenders’, in Galway, Westport, Clifden, pushing westwards
until they fall into the Atlantic or, exhausted from the eight-hour drive,
collapse in the door of the suburban house in the private development
of exclusive holiday homes that they have relocated from Dublin to Achill
island. In this movement, Marx says, peasants are ‘rescued from the
idiocy of rural life’ and metropolitans force villagers ‘to adopt what it
calls civilisation into their midst’.18

Asymmetrical love affairs between worldly metropolitans and innocent
(or at least who are imagined to be innocent) country folk frequently
end in disillusionment and tragedy. During the 1970s and 1980s, the
tiny village of Doolin on the west coast of Clare became the object of
desire for modern urban Irish people and continentals, who imagined
that they saw in its pubs, its musicians and ‘local characters’ something
essential, authentic that, if they could get close to it and possess it, might
save them from transcendental homelessness, the spiritual vacuousness,
cultural amnesia and loss of particularity characteristic of modern life.
Within a short time, the car park at Gussie O’Connor’s pub was crowded
with Dublin- and European-registered cars, and fifteen- and twenty-roomed
bed and breakfasts, Tourist Board approved, hot and cold TV en suite,
all mod. cons., bourgeoned like mushrooms on horse manure as investors
and locals cashed in on the interest. The biggest mod. con. turned out to
be the complete destruction of the original cherished object. Doolin was
emptied out of any particular local content, characters elevated to minor
celebrities, only to be discarded as fashions changed and small farmers
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transformed themselves into petty-bourgeois hoteliers, speculators and
property developers. After the brief but intense fling, Doolin is left today
a tawdry, desolate, debauched cultural wasteland. ‘The good is gone out
of it’, people say, a pithy figure of speech that applies to so much in
Ireland today. The epitaph to life ruined by modern black magic is
graffiti on the toilet door of a Doolin pub: ‘Musicians turn publicans
into millionaires, and publicans turn musicians into alcoholics.’

Goethe’s Faust has three incarnations, the Dreamer, the Lover and
the Developer. Kavanagh represents the Faustian incarnation of the
Dreamer. He expresses the hunger and dreams for development, afflu-
ence, and the power and freedom that accompany them that lie in the
hearts of modern Irish people, desires that are intolerable to repress, but
when released are insatiable and impossible to fulfil and end in death
and catastrophe. The nativists who search for the vestiges of traditional
Ireland – the imaginary ‘Real Ireland’19 – represent Faust’s incarnation
as the Lover, who romanticises and yearns for a lost innocence. But the
Real Ireland of the postcard is the Lacanian ‘Real’: the void in the symbolic
order of modern Ireland, into which the lover projects his own romantic
fantasy, and through pursuing the fantasy of the Real, succeeds only in
destroying the imagined thing he thought he loved.

Irish incarnations of the Developer are similarly fraught with tragedy.
Goethe’s Faust becomes the Developer when he turns his attentions away
from romance, the pursuit of pleasure and experience, to the transform-
ation of the material world, and he systematically sets about building an
enormous commercial enterprise. He pursues his own desires for wealth,
power and fame, but this has the consequence of transforming – for
better and for worse – the lives of others around him. Some are bulldozed
out of the way but many others become employees and collaborators
and find vitality and meaning through their activity. Idleness is trans-
formed into thriving enterprise, waste ground bristles with new houses
and communities, and bustles with business. Contemporary Ireland is
swarming with Developers, and we celebrate and idealise dream develop-
ment projects like Dublin’s Temple Bar as material evidence of the Faustian
self-transformation of our society and portents of what we may do in
the future.

Such a Faustian Irish Developer is Brendan O’Regan. Beginning as a
caterer to transatlantic flights refuelling at Foynes in the 1950s, O’Regan
established the world’s first duty-free airport shop. Later, at Shannon,
he developed the world’s first tax-free export processing zone, an
initiative that has since become not only the cornerstone of Ireland’s
economic development strategy over the past fifty years but also a model
for economic modernisation and development throughout the world. In
addition, O’Regan initiated the restoration of Bunratty and other castles
and national historical and heritage sites. A key adviser to Sean Lemass,
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the Prime Minister who oversaw the end of protectionism and the open-
ing of the Irish economy in the 1960s, O’Regan has been a leader driving
industrial and tourism development in Ireland for half a century. At least
two generations and several hundreds of thousands of Irish people directly
and indirectly owe their present affluence and prosperity to his vision
and energy. In addition to his role in economic modernisation, in the
1980s, at the height of the conflict in Northern Ireland, O’Regan
founded Co-operation North to foster cross-border community relations.
O’Regan’s life’s work is that of a true Faustian Developer: his goal has
been not simply profit as personal gain, but, in so doing, to transform
and to improve the world for a broader public, to whom he remains
largely unknown.

But Irish developers and their schemes are mostly pseudo-Faustian
opportunists and speculators, exploiting the moment for a strictly per-
sonal profit, rather than, as Faust is, committed to a lifelong quest to
transform the world and everyone in it and to build a future for all.
Johnny Ronan, the brash young would-be Faust driving the Spencer
Dock project in Dublin, is a typical Irish developer: the son of a farmer
who moved to the city, whose vision of the city remains that of a farmer
in its sense of space.20 His Spencer Dock proposal is for a vast ‘ground-
scraper’, taken from a catalogue of global ‘anywhere architecture’, masked
with the façade of a conference centre by a celebrity architect, concerned
solely with exploiting to an absolute maximum the rentable square footage
of office space: the same instrumental-rational calculus that a modern
Irish pig-farmer would bring to the layout of farrowing pins for breeding
sows. An older, mature Faust is represented by a builder whose con-
struction company has become practically synonymous with suburban
housing development in Ireland, a giant man, whose huge hands and
lined face tell of a youth of physical labour as he built his empire up
through lean years. This Colossus sat through a meeting of architects,
planners and citizens convened by Cork City Hall to share views on the
future development of their city. Dreams and schemes and talk of the
future ground to a halt when the developer interjected, stating:

Whatever about what the city needs, I’ll tell you what people want. They
want a three-bedroomed semi-detached house on a nice estate in the
suburbs, with a patch of grass front and back. That’s what they want,
and that’s what I’ll give them.

Irish pseudo-Faustian Developers aspire to being high-flying global vision-
aries, but their visions are still bounded by the farmyard gate and the
parish pump.

The globalisation of Irish culture by Irish cultural developers and
entrepreneurs all too often produces cultural homogenisation that reduces
Irish culture and identity to a repetitive, simplistic formula easily consumed
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on the global market. Oscar Wilde famously said, ‘We are all in the
gutter, but some of us are gazing at the stars’, by which he means that
what distinguishes visionary leaders from the ordinary masses is idealism.
The Irish pseudo-Faustian Developer is the inverse of this and represents
the disparagement of idealism and the cynical debasement of action to
the lowest common denominator. A prominent Irish culture industry
Developer, Louis Walsh, exemplifies the thorough penetration of the
commodity form that globalisation entails, and the concurrent emptying
out of any creative impulse from visionary ideals. Walsh, originally from
rural Mayo, moved to Dublin, began his career as a booking agent for
show-bands on the circuit of dancehalls in Irish provincial towns, and
in the 1990s developed the boy-bands Boyzone and Westlife. Walsh’s
vision is unabashedly cynical: ‘Catching sight of East 17 and Take That,
he made the obvious observation, “They’re getting away with it. Why
can’t we?” The next step was Boyzone’. His products are substitutes for
the global culture industry, in the same way as Supermacs (founded by
a schoolteacher from a small town in county Galway) copies the formula
to substitute for McDonald’s. Boyzone, Walsh says, ‘are past their “sell-
by” date’, but ‘Samantha Mumba could be the next Jennifer Lopez,
Omera Mumba is the Irish Michael Jackson.’ In the pipeline are two
new tasteless and fattening fast-culture products: a new Irish ‘rock band’
‘in the style of Duran Duran and Spandau Ballet’, and Bellefire, whom
Walsh describes as ‘Corrs lite’. Like Ronan, and a cohort of pseudo-
Faustian business heroes of the Celtic Tiger, true to Wilde’s definition of
the cynic as ‘one who knows the price of everything, but the value of
nothing’, Walsh says: ‘I’m not interested in what people think. I just do
what I do and it’s very successful.’21

The Irish apocalypse and intimations of redemption

In the premodern cosmology of traditional Irish Catholicism, the interior
that matters is the interior of the soul. In modern Irish consumerism, it
is the interior of the house. Walter Benjamin says, ‘The bourgeois interior
is a dialectical image in which the reality of industrial capitalism is repre-
sented visibly.’22 For Benjamin, the combination of clutter and fastidiousness
characteristic of the turn-of-the-century living room was symptomatic
of the crisis of overproduction at the heart of modern society, reproduced
in the microcosm of the interior as a hysterical cycle of production and
consumption. The bourgeois interior is ‘apocalyptic’, Benjamin says. The
‘apocalypse’ means to ‘open the curtains’, to ‘reveal’ the end of things,
the final judgement.23 Hence the Apocalypse is the Book of Revelation.
By this analogy, Benjamin means that written in the interior of the
modern home is a cryptic eschatology and teleology of modernity. By a
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cultural analysis that Benjamin likens to detective work, a ‘hermeneutics
of the profane’ and ‘a physiognomy of the interior’, we can find ‘traces’,
clues that foretell the end of modern forms of life. By the eschatological
and teleological ‘ends’ of modern life, Benjamin means the goals it strives
towards, which, when achieved or fully realised, mark the End: Hell
and damnation, but also the possibility of salvation and rebirth. The
damnation(s) foretold for modernity which Benjamin has in mind here
are various forms of nihilism – the reduction of all value to cash (Marx),
the iron cage of rationalised acquisitiveness, wherein the pursuit of wealth,
stripped of higher religious goals and resting on mechanical foundations,
becomes a form of mechanised petrification (Weber), the egotistic anti-
social cult of the individual (Durkheim). If we take the Irish interior as
such a microcosm of dialectical images that reveals the nihilistic pathol-
ogies of the broader social metempsychosis, what clues can we find that,
in their ends (their goals), reveal the ends of contemporary forms of
Irish life, and the end of Irish history?

James Joyce’s interiors in Dubliners, especially and typically in the
stories ‘The Sisters’, ‘The Boarding House’, ‘Clay’ and ‘The Dead’, are
microcosmic representations of paralysis, darkness and death, the closed
inner worlds characteristic of Dublin crushed and squeezed by the British
Empire, the Holy Catholic Church, nationalism and commercialism.24

More recently, the London-Irish playwright Martin McDonagh has
provided a paradigmatic representation of the interior of the Irish house
as a dialectical image indexing the pathologies of contemporary Ireland.
The Lonesome West 25 is set in a contemporary kitchen in Connemara,
the locus classicus of the Irish spirit in the symbolic order and imagin-
ative structure of Irish culture and identity. Connemara is the heartland
of traditional Ireland, as it is where the Irish survived, having been cleared
and beaten westwards by successive colonial plantations – ‘to Hell or to
Connaught’; a heartland romantically imagined by Irish revivalists and
global primitivists, but in reality a vast refugee settlement, filthy, hungry,
teeming, demoralised, seething with resentment and violence. This is the
kitchen of contemporary culture represented by McDonagh. The mise-
en-scène consists of condensed hybrid fusions of forms of life from
dialectically opposed worlds: traditional and modern, global and local.
Two bachelor brothers, brutish Coleman, who has murdered his father,
and avaricious Valeen, who blackmails Coleman to sign over his inherit-
ance, occupy the house. The light is dim, although there is a profusion
of electrical outlets and power-points, their orange ‘live’ lights glowing
with potent malevolence.26 Modernisation has been through here and
has left its mark, but the old hobgoblins are still alive, too. Although
meanly furnished, it is untidy; the most prominent objects amid the
clutter are old religious icons juxtaposed uneasily with new and spotless
appliances; these objects – religious and commodity fetishes – and the
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antithetical forms of life that they represent – traditional religious and
secular modern – are locked in conflict in the Irish interior.

The material and libidinal economy of the household circulates be-
tween the claustrophobia of community, family, Catholic sexual morality
and modern materialism, commodity fetishism – the brothers’ neurotic
fixations on a fashionable shirt and a hair-do, plastic holy statuettes,
new kitchen appliances. The drama unfolds as an endless and pointless
exchange: of insults between the two equally frustrated and impotent
bachelor brothers, who homophobically call each other ‘virgin gay-boys’;
of vol-au-vents pilfered from wakes, weddings and local community
functions, traded for potato crisps and poitín,27 the commerce between
the global and the local represented in their barest meanness and excess.
The tragedy is that action is frozen; colliding forms of life are locked in
static conflict, generating murder and suicide. There is no transcendence,
no redemption, no third moment of dialectical reconciliation, no move-
ment or progress in any direction except eternal recurrence, circularity,
spiralling downwards into petty recrimination, pointless violence and
meaningless catastrophe. This conflict/stasis of The Lonesome West is a
metaphor for the interminable cycle of violence and recrimination in
Irish history in general, and Northern Ireland in particular. Mirroring
the Northern Irish Peace Process, in which politics is the continuation of
war by other means,28 at the end Coleman and Valeen go off to the pub
for a drink together but, as they go, they are already gathering ammu-
nition for the renewal of hostilities and the continuation of their conflict.

McDonagh’s The Beauty Queen of Leenane29 represents the same
theme of dialectical conflict degenerated to static eternal recurrence in
Irish culture and identity. Again the time/space of the play is an un-
defined ‘contemporary’ interior, but frozen in an ever present past. The
old mother sits in a rocking chair, passively absorbing television. The
rocking chair is emblematic of Ireland’s paradoxical experience of
accelerated modernisation and stasis – in motion, but going nowhere.
The formulaic drama of soap opera flickers on the television, reminding
us that the stasis of reflexive modernisation is a global problem, albeit
accentuated in this local setting. She is just waiting for the news, she
says, but it never comes. Time passes but there is nothing new in Leenane.
The interior of the house in Leenane represents continuity despite apparent
transformation. The walls are adorned with icons in niches, both sacred
and profane. There are statuettes of the Virgin and a framed portrait of
JFK and Bobby, the Irish American Holy Family. A flashy radio-tape
deck plays a mix of schmaltzy modern Irish traditional muzak. The tele-
vision soaps are Australian. The mother’s daughter/carer/bonded labourer
is depressive: on the threshold of old maidenhood, with frustrated dreams
of marriage and escape. An electrical conduit runs around the walls,
terminating in power-points with glowing ‘live’ lights. This is an old
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Irish home, a traditional house rewired. But modernity is an overlay,
tacked on, not fully integrated. A chip-pan stands on the electric cooker.
Their diet is Irish fast food, a sickening mixture of fats and sugar – tea
and fancy biscuits, chips, Complan, causing clogged arteries, obesity,
sluggishness, deadening the life process. The house reeks of the mother’s
urine. She deliberately neglects her infection to annoy her daughter by
reminding her of infirmity, decrepitude and death. Her cruelty is recipro-
cated: boiling fat from the chip-pan is used to torture and eventually
murder the domineering mother. But even matricide is not enough to
break the torturous stasis. Escape to Boston is the Beauty Queen of
Leenane’s psychotic delusion, and she eventually takes her mother’s place
rocking in the chair in front of the television.

That the ‘D’unbeliveables’ comedy duo of Pat Short and John Kenny30

produced McDonagh’s The Lonesome West is perfectly apt, as
McDonagh’s work is black tragicomedy, and their own comedy plays
on the grotesque, tragic and darkly comic forms that are produced by
cultural collisions: vanishing giants and trolls from our collective
cultural childhood; the fanatically parochial GAA coach;31 the sadistic
and fatherly schoolmaster; the ‘gombeen man’32 – the megalomaniacal,
obsequious ‘cute hoor’ local county councillor with his eye on the Dáil
seat. But the utopian gesture of D’unbelievables is that these social types,
who represent the shades of the past that still haunt contemporary Irish
culture, are also hilarious caricatures, exaggerated to absurdity. The
target of comedy, Samuel Johnson says, is ‘the bad humour of the Father
that keeps us in a state of bondage’, that makes us slaves to the con-
ventions of his house.33 D’unbelievables target such ‘Fathers’ – priests,
teachers, guards, councillors and minor ‘offeecials’ of all sorts, the ‘little
men’ who constitute authoritarian and oppressive forms of Irish life.
Freud says that comedy targets:

people and objects that lay claim to authority and respect and are in
some sense sublime. The degradation of the sublime allows one to have
an idea of it as though it were something commonplace, in whose
presence I need not pull myself together, but may, to use the military
formula, ‘stand easy’.34

The double action of comedy, according to Freud, is that it frees us from
the tyranny of the Father, but without ‘killing the Father’. Through comedy
we renegotiate our relations with cultural authorities; we try to come to
new terms with our inherited traditions. D’unbelievables’ comedy enables
us to free ourselves from the life worlds where priests, schoolmasters
and minor ‘offeecials’ wield power and simultaneously allows us fondly
to remember those worlds as real and meaningful. The interiors and
dream sequences constructed by D’unbelievables – ideal homes and fantasy
dream sequences used in television advertisements for the National Lottery;
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satellite dishes made out of wheelbarrows propped outside red-brick,
palisaded, galvanised-roofed monster houses; De Valera-esque comely
maidens chasing through meadows with a hurley in a surreal fantasy of
a feminised, eroticised GAA meets Riverdance scenario – comes very
close to capturing the bizarre imaginative structure of the current Irish
phantasmagoria: elements drawn incongruously from the symbolic registers
of the traditional and the modern, the local and the global, dialectical
images juxtaposed in an extravagant pastiche of hyper-real, postmodern
contemporary Ireland.

Kenny and Short say that their comedy is inspired by the forms of life
they are familiar with in Ireland’s ‘in-between’ towns (Kenny and Short
are from middling-sized towns in Limerick and Tipperary, between the
city and the country, the global and the local), the places all over Ireland
living through the experience of accelerated social change as well as the
persistence of older forms of life; the same theatres of acceleration, stasis
and cultural collisions where other young people, unable to laugh, or to
laugh any longer, choose instead to cry and to die.35 D’unbelievables test
their new material in theatres in county towns, Tralee, Kilmallock, Tuam,
before staging them in Dublin, saying that if they find resonance with
audiences there, then they know it will work in Dublin. In other words,
the secret of D’unbeliveables’ comedy is not that a city audience laughs
at a caricature of a rural ‘other’, as North American and continental
comedy plays with the radical alterity of the bumpkin, the peasant or
the hillbilly. In Irish comedy, the rural other is close to us and familiar:
we are laughing at, and with, an aspect of ourselves. A large proportion
of the population in Dublin is from the rural hinterland, and those who
are not are intimately, nostalgically connected with it, as the symbolic
order and imaginative structure of contemporary Ireland are still very
much rural.

Comedy has two distinct moments: a critical disruptive moment that
frees its audience from the tyranny of the dominant culture, lets us see
the absurdity of the in-between culture that is our habitus; and it also
has an affirmative moment that, as it estranges us from our habitus,
simultaneously reconciles us with that world as familiar and continuous.
In Ireland we need both, and the comedic art of Kenny and Short throws
open the grotesque horrors of accelerated modernisation in contem-
porary Ireland, and simultaneously gives us the gift of laughter that
shows colliding worlds – traditional and modern, global and local, past
and future – in moments of fleeting reconciliation. Kenny and Short
show us that what is unbelievable about contemporary Ireland is that
people manage to live enjoyably in the liminal spaces typical of a strange
and paradoxical world in which Irish people presently find themselves.
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Conclusions

As we have shown above, the experience of modernity and modern-
isation in contemporary Ireland is illustrative of the end of history as
interpreted by the Hegelian/Marxist dialectic, and its decomposition into
eternal recurrence and stasis, a Nietzschean/Weberian end of Irish history.
But, Beck asks, what of other possibilities? What has becomes of politics
– ‘the art of making oneself at home in the maelstrom, as Marshall
Berman put it so nicely?’36

The development of contemporary Irish society is characterised by
increasing fragmentation and individuation, but these processes them-
selves are historical and social (that is to say collective) experiences,
experiences that cut across differences of class, gender, ideology, region
and so on. Individuation and fragmentation of collective identities are
perceived from within the interpretive horizons of particular life worlds
to be unique and irreducible and entirely different from others’ experi-
ences. But that perception is itself a social phenomenon, and one with
profoundly political implications to boot. It was Margaret Thatcher who
said, ‘There is no such thing as society. There are individual men and
women, and there are families.’ One of the great dangers facing those of
us who are interested in a politics that would make us more at home in
the maelstrom of accelerated modernisation, that would, as Marx says,
help us to ‘make our own history with will and consciousness’ rather
than simply have it happen upon us, is that the scepticism towards unify-
ing projects and the emphasis on the particularity of identity eschew the
notion of collective experiences, the interdependency of identities, the
reciprocity of their material and symbolic exchanges, and even of society
as such. Against this, we hold to the notion that there are experiences
that are highly generalised and dispersed and that are shared – perhaps
not by everybody, and certainly not experienced in precisely the same
way by everyone – but generalised nonetheless.

Globalisation is experienced very differently in New York and
Ballyhaunis, but if we want to speak meaningfully of the ways in which
culture and forms of life in Ireland are asymmetrically interdependent
with political economic and cultural processes in the United States, then
notions of collective historical experiences of modernisation at a global
level remain essential and indispensable. The effects of ‘instrumental
rationalisation’ (the organising principle of discursive practices of individu-
ation and totalisation now operating at a global level) in contemporary
Ireland, for example, are experienced very differently if you are a 200-
acre dairy farmer applying for a European Union milk quota, or a single
mother from Ballyfermot applying for Supplementary Welfare Allow-
ance, or a Romanian Gypsy applying for asylum. These experiences are
starkly differentiated by class, gender, ethnicity, language, culture and
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so on – even the outcome of the cases may be completely different; one
successful, one endlessly frustrated, one routinely rejected – or, indeed,
perhaps not. But what collects them? On what basis could we say that
they have something in common? They are all processed by an impersonal
legal-rational, rule-governed administrative apparatus called modern
bureaucracy. Despite the fragmentation of identity and the individuation
of experience in contemporary Ireland, Weber gives us a bead on and an
understanding of an experience that is common to the differentiated
identities that constitute modern Irish society.

While recognising the fragmented identities and differentiated experi-
ences of contemporary Irish life, we must retain the ability to perceive
and potentially to recover the basis of unity in the diversity. Christians
used to believe that the basis of unity in human diversity was the soul.
Marxists used to believe that the basis of unity in diversity was our
capacity to produce and our relations to the means of production. Liberals
used to believe that the basis for unity was our capacity for reason. Irish
and other nationalists used to believe that the basis for unity lay in our
shared ethnicity, and so on, in the same vein for feminists and a host of
others. And many continue to hold these beliefs as self-evident truths.
Against this orthodoxy, and against the position of other contemporary
theorists, including Chomsky and Habermas, who ground society in the
deep structures of communication, the most advanced schools of philos-
ophy today hold that there is no preordained or fundamental ground of
social unity. But that is not to say that there is (or are) no unity (or
unities). Rather, the point is that whatever unities exist in any society at
a particular historical time are solidarities: social and political collective
identities whose ideologies are linked together, articulated with one an-
other in ways that are contingent and transitory.

The absence of a ground of the social means that whatever form of social
articulation exists is going to be the result of a laborious process of politi-
cal construction which creates new habits, new forms of thought, new
forms of relation between people. It means the creation of a political
tradition.37

The painstaking work of bringing together different ideologies and
discourses of identity from a great diversity of points on the social fabric
of contemporary Ireland is called ‘hegemony’. To engage in hegemonic
articulatory practices, to attempt to constitute a solidarity that would
formulate values, norms and principles to guide collective action in a
time of hyper-individuation and the fragmentation of a political imagin-
ary, to create a new political tradition in Ireland after ‘the end of Irish
history’, is to presuppose the possibility of forming a ‘we’. To invoke
such a collective subject of contemporary Ireland rhetorically, before that
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subject has appeared on the historical stage, is to make such a strategic
utopian political assumption. And to provide a critical hermeneutic analysis
of the forms of Irish culture under conditions of accelerated modern-
isation is to contribute towards setting that stage.
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Fear and loathing in lost ages:
journeys through postmodern Dublin

DAVID SLATTERY

I met them at the half-built arrivals area in Dublin airport. I was delighted
that they all arrived together, though coming from different parts of the
world. My sense of good fortune, rarely attached to contemporary Dublin
transport, quickly evaporated when we got outside to find that a lightning
strike among the taxi drivers, caused by the liberalisation of licences,
had made a quick escape from the airport seem impossible. However, I
found a ‘new plate’ and bribed him to take us into the city to the General
Post Office (GPO), where, allegedly, it all started in 1916.

In the back of a wheelchair-accessible van, recently acquired from a
driver unable to face the rigours of the new free market of the Celtic
Tiger, we sped towards the GPO accompanied by a narrative from our
driver on how ‘fucking fantastic’ everything was since the Celtic Tiger
arrived in Dublin. On enquiring after our business, I assured him that
my guests and I were in earnest pursuit of the craic.

There was Doctor Gunther Brenner, formerly of the Institute for the
Study of Folklore at Heidelberg University. He left the Institute suddenly
some six years ago and no one has had the nerve to enquire why. I
believe he has spent some time in an asylum near Cologne and now
writes a weekly column for a local newspaper. He was concerned with
anonymity, arguing that not just uninformed informers should have their
identities preserved, so I agreed to call him Hans. Hans had been in
Ireland in the 1970s, touring the west with a German céilí band, and
considered himself to be well informed on traditional Irish culture. I
had met Hans at a conference in Cambridge the previous summer and
he had begged me for an excuse to visit the ‘sexiest destination in Europe’.
Hans’s views can be regarded with suspicion, if at all representative, as
he is now outside the academy.

There was Doctor Claude de Ville from the Department of Sociology
outside Lyon. I will just call him Claude, as he had no patience with
disguise. Claude is a distant relation of Durkheim and for that reason
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his opinions are given more credit than they deserve. He resisted visiting
Ireland for many years and, on this occasion, believed that he was sacri-
ficing himself to the cause of science or, indeed, nonsense. Claude had
allowed himself to be talked into the visit and considered it something
of a privilege to be entirely ignorant of Dublin.

For gender balance there was Claude’s girlfriend, Doctor Sarah Break-
weather, who was a temporary lecturer in cultural studies in a North
American university. Sarah was writing a book on travel and gender
and was a regular visitor to Ireland, strictly post Peace Process. She was
looking for an academic post in Europe, to be nearer Claude, and was
specifically using this trip to check out the intellectual potential of
Dublin. I had explained to her before her arrival that Dublin was only
‘a stone’s throw’ from Paris, with its Joyce, Beckett and cuisine de France.

As Barbara O’Connor1 reminds us, we Irish cannot help but be nice
to foreigners and go out of our way to help them. Therefore, I was
compelled to provide a traveller by the name of Harvey Keitel from
Bristol, no relation to the actor, I was assured, with a lift into the city in
our taxi. Harvey, in character, had a cameo role to play in our drama
and was in Dublin to join, in Bobs in Temple Bar, a group on a stag
weekend which had left England two days before.

In the taxi, I informed my collaborators of my plans to document our
collective experience of postmodern Dublin and outlined my considered
approach. I explained that I wished to write on the effects of globalis-
ation on the city in such a manner that I might avoid the usual attitudes
and platitudes: a jaded irony; a disaffected nostalgia inversely related to
the extent of the experience of modernity; a Marxist superiority. To
achieve this I had to develop an entirely original theoretical approach.
Having been interrupted by Hans to tell me that, after much experi-
mentation on his part, no such novelty was available, I continued in the
same vein. I told my guests that attempts to understand postmodern
culture tend to be Marxist in some respect, in that they invoke some
notion of false consciousness and inauthenticity. Furthermore, I link life
in Dublin to transformations in forms of consciousness rather than trans-
formations in capital, which is very different from other understandings
of the Celtic Tiger. Postmodern renderings of Dublin invoke a nostalgia
for the ‘modern Dublin’ reputedly best exemplified in Joyce’s Ulysses
and redeploy that nostalgia into the listless contemporary.

This phenomenon is best seen in the traditional pub, which invokes a
lost home industry manifest in sewing machines, sewing tables, mangles
and other mechanical instruments of dubious efficacy. The modern pub
reputedly was a place of rest from the daily imposition of work or, indeed,
during long epochs of repression and unemployment, a place to eek out
a few pints against a backdrop of mandatory idleness. The contemporary
pub deploys implements from a false historical industrious consciousness
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as the props of leisure to remind one of the industry of the past. While
relaxing in the postmodern Dublin pub, we are made nostalgic for an
allegedly simpler past. But this is to suppose that the postmodern pub is
a site for relaxation. It does not facilitate relaxation. Instead, it promotes
an anxiety about the present in the form of a constant engagement with
the past. How can we coherently embrace postmodernity and live com-
fortably in the inalienable midst of globalisation?

If I am fashionably appalled by the fungal profligacy of modern
McDonald’s, with its rendering of the potato as reconstituted fried uni-
formity with globally guaranteed quality and consistency, I am perhaps
more appalled by the traditional Irish rendering of the potato as flowery
spud. Like most of my kind inhabiting the global city of Dublin, I am
contemptuous of the potato-ridden past but unable coherently to situate
myself in the pasta present. Towards the end of developing a methodology
appropriate to the rendering of the globalised postmodern condition, I
had invited these thinkers to the most profligate site of postmodern pro-
ductions. Could we capture the meaning of postmodern Dublin that runs
together the redundantly isolated categories of drink, drama, lies, stories,
academic analysis, literature, history, exaggeration and much more? Thus
I defined our mission: the pursuit of the postmodern conflation we call
the craic.

Our now silent taxi driver dropped us on O’Connell Street, outside
the Ann Summers lingerie shop opposite the GPO. Harvey begged us
to allow him to tag along until such a time as he could, with good
conscience as an Englishman, enter the pub and join his friends. It was
11.00 a.m. and he had nowhere to go. Unconsciously suspecting that he
may have a structuring role in our day, we willingly allowed him to stay.

In response to expressions of surprise on the faces of my visitors gazing
at the contents of the Ann Summers window in good Catholic Ireland,
I quickly drew their attention to the building across the boulevard and
explained that the GPO is the original site of pure Irish asexual con-
sciousness, where, in 1916, Catholic Ireland rose up to throw off the
yoke of the cosmopolitanism of colonial consciousness. Harvey wondered
why Irish nationalism was involved with philately and we looked for-
ward to his removal from the narrative.

I informed my audience that not since medieval times had sin been an
object of such commercial focus in Dublin. Contemporary Dublin sees
sex released from its necessary association with Catholicism and freed
into a general regime of commodification. Irish sin, or sex, is trans-
formed in postmodern Dublin and forms a new defining relationship to
money. In modernity, sex was articulated through a series of necessary
transgressions focused on marriage. Today, sex is articulated through a
series of expenses focused on the deployment of the necessary equip-
ment: Ann Summers provides that equipment opposite the site of pure
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celibate national consciousness, if our revisionist historians are to be
ignored. I explained that postmodern Dublin was characterised by many
examples of such historical transformations and oppositional disruptions
in the tranquillity of our modern consciousness. We were overtaken by
a tourist bus blasting historical trivia from its upper deck. The guide
called the attention of his passengers to the Millennium Spike in front
of the GPO. Perplexed, my guests looked around for this sign of the
times until I explained that this was a tour of the idea of the Spike, as it
had not yet been built.

With this kind of talk, my audience could immediately discern my
Foucauldian influences. I wanted to approximate his kind of serial history
that was neither traditionally hermeneutical nor teleological. Could we,
I asked, waving my arms energetically above my head to encompass the
streetscape, avoid analysing Dublin as just another monument to pleasure
in postmodernity appropriate to the well documented anthropocentric
thought of modernity? I wanted to strip Dublin of its ethnological content,
resituate it as archaeology and embrace the much postponed confront-
ation with the tangles of postmodernity. What kind of positivity could
the discourses of contemporary Dublin reveal?

Hans interrupted my monologue to remind me that Gellner2 believed
that both orthodox Marxists and liberals predicted a transition from
the form of nationalism evident in the GPO to a form of universalism
manifest in Ann Summers, which he describes as a kind of international
identification with one standard culture. Gellner imagined that this
cultural homogenisation might yet happen but it conspicuously had not
happened to date. This great mistake, he claimed, is the one thing that
unites Marxists and liberals: cultural difference persists in the face of
unifying discourses and aspirations. Would Gellner have changed his
mind if he had the opportunity to visit contemporary Dublin with us?
The question of whether the production of Dublin was one of different
cultures seemed central to Hans. Specifically, the question of whether
the European Union, as a form of globalisation, is a unifying or fractur-
ing force in Dublin.

Claude’s view on this was that while national culture was the product
of the state, culture in general is the product of institutions such as the
pub and sex industries. He argued that an analysis of institutions as sites
for the invention of traditional culture needs to be made, to determine to
what extent these institutions can fulfil roles such as those identified by
Hobsbawm3 as belonging to state traditions. The macroscopic processes
of our social, political and economic development are essential in under-
standing changes which take place in our perception of ourselves. Claude
reminded Hans that we may not be straying too far from master narratives
such as Marx’s sense of the grammar of commodities. When discussing
cultural sites as the loci for the production of tradition and national
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identity, I was put in mind of Georgian Dublin. In the Georgian street-
scape we see the commandeering of old materials in the production of
traditional narratives on identity that are novel for unique purposes.
This is a feature in the invention of the traditional pub. Such inventions
use the large storehouse of materials accumulated in our past, from folk-
lore, industry, religion and archaeology. In the past, the state rallied these
resources to create a nationalistic culture legitimising the links between
the new state and a mist-shrouded past: thus we have the GPO, Kilmainham
Hospital and Gaol, and Christchurch. Today, these materials are under
the command of individual institutions like Temple Bar Properties, Ann
Summers and the Guinnesses’ Brewery.

At that point, I had planned a tour of Georgian Dublin along North
Great George’s Street into Parnell Square, taking in the Joyce and Writers
Museums, along with the Hugh Lane Gallery, in order to test our
hypothesis, but it began to rain so we retreated to the nearby Epicurian
Foodhall, where our diverse culinary tastes could be satisfied. Here Claude
enjoyed traditional French cuisine from Christophe’s, Hans had a curry
with free nan bread and Sarah opted for a vegetarian wrap. Harvey had
a salami panini. As I could not remember whether the wrap had replaced
the bagel as that month’s fashion food, I settled for a kebab. We all had
coffee despite my nostalgia for traditional tea. We returned to our dis-
cussions of globalisation, tradition and the city while consuming our food.

I blithely remarked that the viral efficiency of the spread of ethnic
menus in Dublin, as an example of globalisation, is generally welcomed
by us locals, who maintain a healthy amnesia about the past in Irish
cooking. Tourists struggle to find traditional Irish food, as if there had
been such a phenomenon in history, and in the pursuit of this their
searches end in such places as Johnny Fox’s Irish Pub or Gallagher’s in
Temple Bar, where they feed on smoked salmon, cod in various sauces
and lamb. The Great Famine of the 1840s was more than a humanit-
arian disaster – it was embarrassing proof of the absence of a culinary
tradition. In many other areas, however, outside of food, we are often
uncomfortable with the eradication of what we view as our heritage.
Like Lowenthal, we can see heritage as the very essence of society – the
anthropological.4 Fish now sustains established menus in Dublin.
Globalised postmodern Dublin is allowing us to re-represent our identity,
to ourselves, where the only inauthentic place is the hysterically imme-
diate present.

Sarah informed us that academia had subjected the study of the pro-
duction of new cuisines to a general neglect, because academics were
too intellectually snobbish to study tourism, which she held as being mostly
responsible for the development of contemporary heritage consciousness.
Without tourism, there would be no restaurants in Dublin. She believed
that tourism is one of the most promiscuous forms of contemporary
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behaviour. She wondered if this neglect is part of social science’s in-
security about all things regarded as politically incorrect, where
correctness is identified with a view of authentic behaviour. She said
that Denison Nash suggests that this neglect might be traced to the view
that touristic encounters with the other are viewed as the antithesis of
what researchers have sought to do in sustained participation/observa-
tion: he suggests that we have feared contamination through association
with the shallow concerns of the ‘inauthentic’ tourist.5 In her book she
wished to tackle the notion of authenticity as a processional feature of
the mode of production of interpretations, rather than as a nature adher-
ing to any behaviour itself.

Harvey, an accountant, who made a brave effort to appear interested,
asked her what happens when researchers such as ourselves go on holiday,
especially to Dublin? We all impressed on him that we were strictly
researching and were not in pursuit of the shallow experiences of tourists
like him. We concurred that, as a result of what might be a simple over-
sight, a political prudishness, or more likely the constipations of modern-
ity, or the anthropological neglect of contemporary society in favour of
the exotic other at the margins of colonial consciousness, anyone pursu-
ing a study of postmodern Dublin is confronted by something of a tabula
rasa in content and, most especially, theoretical approach. In the liber-
ating context of this neglect, we turned to Baudrillard, Foucault and
Lowenthal, among others, between mouthfuls, to provide us with some
framework within which we might make sense of Dublin: most
especially to make sense of contemporary simulations which could define
the Dublin of these intellectuals on holiday in Dublin. Nowadays, people
come to Dublin because, after all, everyone has been here – it shares a
remembered nature with Woodstock.

We opted for traditional scones and, over these, Hans took up the
particular idea that perhaps the absence of mass industrialisation in Dublin
places its inhabitants in a peculiarly advantaged position to exploit current
cultural formations, where the postindustrial seems to have a relation-
ship with the postmodern. It could be argued, he claimed, that there is
a relationship of epistemological interdependence between tourism and
heritage as they emerge in contemporary Dublin. They are epistemically
related to each other in postmodern consciousness – in place of the rather
banal functionalist conclusion that they are related economically through
demand. The functionalist cannot account for the emergence of the past
as a contemporary consumable at this precise historical point. This, he
believed, was peculiarly the case in the example of food.

But Claude interrupted that for Baudrillard, contemporary experience
of the world is part of the generalised postmodern simulacra, where all
sense of reality escapes us. Gazing around the Epicurian Foodhall, he
argued that contemporary Dublin seemed to fit this model of simulated
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reality quite well. But I argued that it remained to be determined whether
the city is not just an inauthentic historical representation but rather
simulated history in this sense: in other words, contemporary Dublin
has a complex relation to history that is concerned with the simulation
of the traditional narrative chronology. Simulation is not some arbitrary
free-for-all but is constrained by its own logic. However, any argument
for the limits of simulation seemed difficult to sustain in the unrestrained
confines of the Epicurian Foodhall.

To test our ideas on simulation we determined, unlike Baudrillard, to
check out Temple Bar via the nearby Halfpenny Bridge. This would
allow us to achieve both a valuable research goal and the charitable act
of delivering Harvey to his mates enjoying the craic. We chatted as we
strolled along Abbey Street. Sarah held forth on MacCannell’s concern
with the inauthenticity of modern tourism. She told us that he believes
that the Boorstin-type analysis of tourism as a pseudo-experience is the
characteristically intellectual-snobbish view that other people, like
Harvey, are tourists, while myself, Claude, Sarah and Hans are, indeed,
travellers.6 This snobbery appears as a constant in research into simu-
lations, where those who do not participate are at a loss as to how
anyone, like Harvey, could be ‘conned’ by the craic in the pubs of Temple
Bar. But she argued that this attitude is to mistake simulation for pre-
tending. Simulation is a technically precise mode of signification and
not the free-play of the imagination.

Increasingly animated, pushing our way through the indifferent
crowds on Liffey Street, past the ‘Hags with the Bags’, Claude argued
the absurdity of treating authenticity as an end of a process, rather than
as a strategy for producing cultural products, as revealed in the extreme
relativism of Crick’s argument that all cultures are ‘staged’ and thus
inauthentic, since cultures are constantly invented, remade and re-
organised.7 This position, he contended, would result in the absurdity of
denying reality. Postmodernists, he told an increasingly distracted Harvey,
do not deny reality but simply claim that an appeal to reality has no explan-
atory force.

Thus preoccupied, Harvey failed to observe, or along with some fifty-
seven other people ignored, a ‘red man’ signal for the crossing at the
bridge and walked under the Viking Splash Ship that was at that moment
driving by. Harvey was hit on the head by the prow and left for dead on
the street by these Vikings, like thousands before him a millennium ago.
An elderly local who was passing by this scene called the ambulance on
her mobile phone. On asking what had happened, I informed her that
our recent acquaintance from Bristol had been run over by the Vikings,
to which she replied ‘Jasus – ye must be really having the right craic’.

This encounter with a local brought to my mind Cronin’s claims that
dialogue has been the process of authentification in contemporary travel
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writing in Ireland, where anecdote provides comic relief and we Irish
are portrayed as irrepressible in the face of misfortune and intrinsically
burlesque.8 This is a device deployed by Joyce to authenticate Bloom’s
experience of Dublin. I consoled my surviving colleagues that the principal
process of authentification in Dublin is provided by such street scenes,
bringing the drama of the burlesque in contact with the artificial experi-
ence of the visitor. Here, in the form of a boat that sailed the streets of
Dublin, we found a genuine example of the deployment of opposition.
Thus comforted, we agreed that, once the ambulance had arrived to take
Harvey away to some more prosaic reality inside the emergency ward,
we would temporarily adjourn to Mulligan’s, spurning the tacky com-
merciality of the nearby Russian bar, Pravda. Relieved of our structuring
prop, we waited while the ambulance made its way to us through the
gridlock. I was reminded how, for Urry, tourism is generated through
difference and results from a basic binary division between the ordinary/
everyday and the extraordinary. For this reason, Urry9 believes that any
account that suggests tourism is motivated by a search for the authentic
is incorrect. Feifer10 has even suggested that many tourists, what he terms
post-tourists, delight in the inauthenticity of the normal tourist experi-
ence, exemplified in front of us on the street in the form of six Vikings
offering first aid to Harvey. From all this, we can see that the notion of
authenticity is a complex one.

We waited for the ambulance. While doing so, I fell into a reverie on
my experience of living in Dublin. I have come to think about authen-
ticity in terms of bounded strategies and spaces: in moving through the
city we are moving through modern authentic representations and post-
modern simulations, with no effort made to distinguish between them.
Borrowing from Lowenthal’s analysis of factitious history, we might come
to think of this as a strategy to persuade both the tourist and the resident
that the entire city is presenting the same type of truth throughout, regard-
less of the differences between economic spaces: contemporary Dublin
disguises the differences between Merrion Square and Mountjoy Square
from the visitor. This reflects how Dublin is caught between modern modes
of representation and postmodern simulation.

We waited for the ambulance. Simulation is the postmodern mode of
signification that produces an economy of signs through which we think
ourselves in culture and through which we communicate. Obviously, the
meaning of simulations often escapes us at a conscious level, so there is
a need to unpack their cultural values: this is the heuristic strategy. I
realised that this is what Baudrillard attempts to do and what we were
attempting in our study of Dublin. I daydreamed about authentification
processes as an aspect of the production of images, rather than their
relation to a philosophically privileged reality. The image of Dublin pre-
cedes any notion of ‘real Dublin’. This is why the Millennium Spike
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featured on the Dublin bus tour prior to its being built. In post-
modernity, simulation takes over from representation. But representation
tries to absorb simulation by interpreting it as a false representation and
produces a discourse on the real. This is the way daydreaming tries to
absorb consciousness. Simulation can include representation as simula-
tion, just as consciousness can accommodate a reverie or daydream. The
idea of authenticity belongs to history at the level of history’s relation to
reality, but it belongs to postmodern experience in terms of authenti-
cating procedures. So I realised that Dublin cannot be authentic in a
naively realist way. The city, with its diversity of ethnic restaurants and
food, in the absence of ethnic difference, does not work on the basis of
imagining or pretending we are in a real place or epoch. It works through
the precise processes of simulation. I decided to abandon the notion of
authenticity as a burden from modernity. But could I really leave it go?
What would happen if I did not cling to our well established modes of
validation? Surely the result could only be disastrous?

The ambulance arrived! Harvey briefly regained consciousness and
during that moment we assured him that we would find his mates in
Bobs and let them know what had happened. Relieved of our inauthentic
tourist we made our way to Mulligan’s, the interior visible only through
the invitingly open door. Here the visitor is confronted by a range of
Dublinesque images that reinforce our literate past: the real home of
James Joyce.

We changed to mass-produced lager after two pints of Guinness and,
at this point, Claude could not resist invoking Baudrillard, who, he told
us, characterises the contemporary experience of the world as being medi-
ated by postmodern consciousness, which, he argued, has its conditions
of possibility in simulation. He informed us that simulation has come to
replace the anthropomorphism of modernism in an epistemological trans-
formation that has radically altered both our experience of culture and
our modes of cultural production. The presence of forms of simulation
lends weight to the operation of postmodern consciousness, whether we
like it or not. Contemporary pub behaviour, with what appears to be the
fairly extensive deployment of simulacra, suggests itself as a fruitful place
to test hypotheses on postmodern behaviour: in this context, we were
informed, pub behaviour in Dublin is a metaphor for contemporary western
behaviour in general. It provides an opportunity to make a theoretically
informed analysis of the self – where we think ourselves through simu-
lations – and of the other – where we come to think others through how
they are simulated. ‘Stimulated?’ enquired an animated customer and we
all laughed at this propitious pun in the pub.

To celebrate this methodological breakthrough, we had three more
lagers each, just for the craic, and made our way back to Pravda, having
lost some of our concern for its cultural dislocation along the boardwalk
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overhanging the river. As we made our way above the river, we realised
that Dublin is to be understood from the point of view of both cultural
production and consumption and, towards this end, we realised that
Baudrillard is useful. The production of the boardwalk does not have a
use value, because it runs parallel to the footpath, but is primarily consumed
simply as a sign: it has a culture value in consumption. The boardwalk
is another means people have for relating themselves to the social order.
These kinds of architecture can be used to think within contemporary
social order. In this way, it is a semiotic order that precedes the individual,
like any language. Much of Dublin is about establishing the individual’s
place in the social order rather than fulfilling needs and so has a use value.

We consumed the boardwalk, gingerly sidestepping the winos and,
once inside Pravda, we saw an example of how Dublin has been stripped
of all images of colonisation and emigration – these, if they exist at all,
are featured signs rather than historical evidence of conquest. The story
in Pravda is one of productive cooperation, where there are no embar-
rassing conflicts. Conflict is incongruous with the craic. The inability to
simulate political or ideological divisions that have marked modern
consciousness is a hallmark of simulation evident throughout the city.
This is no better manifestation than being surrounded by Cold War
iconography. Thus, the postmodern rendering of the craic avoids embar-
rassing conflict.

This seemed a good location to debate the merits of Marx, sur-
rounded by the most incontrovertible evidence of his demise. However,
Claude would not have any of it. It seemed to Claude that Bourdieu’s
notion of habitus11 provides us with a means of analysing ordinary
practices such as ‘having the craic’. Irishness is expressed in the craic –
having fun – which is exported through the globalisation of the Irish
pub, a fun divorced from emotion. We reflected on the ironic inversion
of drinking in a Russian pub in Dublin and wondered how we should
behave never having internalised such an experience. Claude argued that
the relationship between history and the craic in Pravda is not a neces-
sary one: it is just one of many techniques of authentification, where the
notion of the craic has come to occupy the role of the most important
authentifier. I refused to go back to that idea. Claude continued that
simulation is different from pretending but has a real impact on our
mode of imagining the past in our contemporary experience and, there-
fore, necessitates serious consideration. Sarah informed us of attempts
that have been made to understand the nature of its operation rather
than simply dismissing ourselves as anachronistic modern snobs. She
told us that, as academics, we need to wake up and smell the vodka.
Now drunk, like every other drunk, Sarah decided to relocate to Dublin.

Claude, now slightly drunk, insisted on spelling out Bourdieu’s rele-
vance to our present situation.12 Cultural capital contains the symbolic
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competence necessary to appreciate certain forms of culture: in our case,
to be able to appreciate Pravda. Most of the customers in Pravda are
made up of the much increased, in Dublin, service class, which Bourdieu
terms the ‘new petty bourgeoisie’. Bourdieu argues that this group demands
‘to have fun’. There is a fear of not getting enough pleasure and this is
combined with a search for self-expression and ‘bodily expression’ and
for communication with others. This new class, then beginning to swarm
Pravda, are to be found teeming at the counter, wearing labelled clothes
and talking in loud voices to each other over the throb of music and
general conversation and talking with their absent counterparts on mobile
phones, where what can be overheard is more important than what can
be communicated. They were having the craic. Thus we discovered that
the craic, as an expression of postmodern entertainment, had taken all
the danger out of history and redeployed it for consumption. There were
no spies in Pravda and no members of the proletariat.

Claude, now shouting over the increasing din of background music
and the cacophony of mobile phones, designed to eradicate the mainstay
of the modern pub experience, conversation, screamed at us about the
growing role of the media in minimising the importance of separate and
distinct systems of information on which a social class or group would
base its behaviour. Individuals from all social groupings are exposed to
more generally available systems of information and each grouping can
now see some representations of the private spaces of other social
groupings on television. The media have provided a hugely increased
circulation of the representations of other people’s lives, including those
of elite groups such as the royal family and the working classes depicted
on the television soap opera Fair City. This kind of institutionalised
voyeurism allows people to adopt the styles of other groups and to cross
social boundaries between different social groupings. The media have
also dissolved the distinction between private life and public behaviour.
This is the same type of person as the one who, screaming into her
mobile phone in virtual conversation with someone made interesting
only by being absent, crashed into our tray of pints and made us resolve
to leave immediately for a quieter place to exchange our important views.
We found it noteworthy that the craic can be ‘had’ in all Irish pubs,
even Russian ones.

Thus, with Pravda rapidly filling up, and becoming increasingly
anxious that we might miss some worthwhile experience, we continued
our journey to Temple Bar. However, I realised that if we hurried we
could see the sun go down on Dublin harbour from the viewing tower
in Smithfield. We left Pravda and hastily made our way across Capel
Street, through the closing Fruit Market, past the restored traditional
Distillery Buildings and into Smithfield Hotel. In the lobby of the hotel,
we were just in time to collide with the arrival of a loud group of American
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tourists intent on taking traditional set-dancing lessons. We ascended
the tower struggling with vertigo brought on by the alcohol rather than
the height and took up our places on the viewing deck. We wondered
about the nature of the panorama before our eyes. Boorstin,13 antici-
pating Jean Baudrillard, argued that contemporary Americans cannot
experience ‘reality’ directly but thrive on pseudo-events. These pseudo-
events are the indirect experience of an unreality. We have inherited them
through globalisation in the form of the Patrick’s Day Parade, for
example. Indigenous populations are induced to produce extravagant
displays for the gullible observer, who, in turn, becomes further removed
from reality. Sarah remarked on the lack of extravagance in the
Smithfield display. When tourists come to Dublin they want to gaze on
the splendour of the city – the real Irish experience – and not on inner-
city poverty, which must be screened from their view. On this model,
the real becomes invisible while the symbolised unreal is made real.
Thus, down below, Dublin Corporation struggles with the removal of
the view of the indigenous. The view now is purely postmodern, in that
it tries to efface the distinction between the past and the present, a dis-
tinction that gives rise to history.

Back on the ground, we retired to the Cobblestone pub to listen to
traditional music in the company of real travellers who act as travellers
on RTÉ. We were in the Company of Professional Simulators, masters
of the trade: those who simulated themselves but who, in the act of self-
simulation, were thus removed from modernity. As the boundaries
between the masses and ourselves blurred, travellers and those who play
them on television blurred, live traditional music and that in the museum
across the square blurred, we again took up the challenge of making
sense of it all over a few pints of real Guinness; our vision was blurring.
As we chatted, and drank and listened to the music and enjoyed the
craic, we felt all the boundaries that had hitherto held us in place dis-
solve. This was surely the site of real Dublin culture in postmodernity.
We witnessed the dissolving of boundaries between high and low culture
and between different cultural forms such as art, education, photography,
music, sport, shopping, drinking, acting and research. In the Cobblestone,
postmodern culture affects the audience through its impact, through
regimes of pleasure, and not through passive aesthetic contemplation.
Under the influence of Guinness, the sign of postmodern Dublin, we experi-
enced the dissolution of the bonds of modernity.

A real fight broke out in a corner of the pub, which quickly consumed
the entire crowd and, to the sounds of sirens, we found ourselves back
out on Smithfield Square with the sky on fire. But how were we to make
sense of this scene when nothing in our experience had prepared us for
it? Hans wondered if there was a gas-field beneath our feet. Here was
incontrovertible evidence that the visual has come to dominate bourgeoisie
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society,14 partly as a result of photographic culture, in the form of ‘blazing
dustbins at the top of poles’. The epistemic order – which functions as a
historical a priori to structure both the field of knowledge and the content
of the perceived in a specific period – broke down. Cronin reminds us
that implicit in the Foucauldian gaze is the idea that seeing is culturally
determined and politically coercive.15 Cronin mentions ruins as examples
of constructs rather than mere natural givens, selected for observation
on the basis of political, social/cultural criteria that change with circum-
stances.16 Edward Said claims that the western convention of writing
about ruins was to reduce present-day societies to the remains of a once
glorious past.17 Here, in the embarrassing ruin that constitutes two sides
of Smithfield Square, the blazing poles seem to distract us from the
decidedly unromantic streetscape. Without knowing how to respond to
these as pure spectacles, we made our way, by gaslight, to Zaytoon on
Parliament Street, where we had resolved to take dinner in the form of
real kebabs.

We were on Church Street before we realised that Claude was missing.
Sarah said that she had seen him with a group from the pub who had
retreated quickly down an alleyway. We decided to look for him after
getting something to eat. However, we agreed to try the Porter House
for Real Ale before Zaytoon. Equipped with Weiss Biers, we took up
shouting at each other in the display of the window. Here, alcohol is to
be consumed as a public spectacle, where the very processes of pro-
duction are on display. Postmodern pubs have huge windows (or no
windows at all) to facilitate the outside looking in, so that those inside
can exercise their sign value as customers enjoying the craic and those
outside can revel in their sign value. The craic, after all, is a disposition
that needs to be made visible for its meaning. Inside the pub, we were
bombarded with different levels of representation in a technique similar
to the way factional documentaries function. The Porter House interior
exteriorises the processes involved in the manufacture of beer. This visual
confession creates an environment sympathetic to the production of beer
predominantly as sign value rather than beer as intoxicant.

Our conversation turned to how we might deal with the decidedly
unromantic nature of the streetscape around Smithfield and how we
might reconcile this with an integrated experience of Dublin. I related
my reading of Cronin, where he tells us that attention to the material
fabric of Irish life invites aesthetic disappointment, so the attention of
the traveller shifts to the landscape.18 Trapped in the city, we turn to the
people for romance, or at least the people as represented through the
institutions for the production of people. The predominant such insti-
tution in Dublin is the pub. At that point, it seemed clear to Sarah that,
unlike other European cities, Dublin is the place of drink, rather than,
for example, sex, where identity is produced. Relationships are difficult
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to form in the craic of the super-pub, where individual communications
surrender to regimes for the production of the collective. Cities are either
ignored or condemned for their visual poverty. This outer, visual poverty
is compensated for by the vision of the inner eye, which is informed by
fiction, history and myth, which has its home inside the traditional pub.
In this way, images of Ireland in the imagination are what excite the
traveller and we, as increasingly excited images of Ireland in the pub,
excited the gaze of those passing outside. This seems to push the con-
temporary experience of Ireland into the heart of simulacrum.

A concern with the spectacle of scenery has dropped out of contem-
porary Irish travelogues, perhaps because of competition with visual
media, and has been replaced by a sense of dialogue and theatricality,
often centred on the pub. Social theorists tour Dublin through their
theories and then travel to Dublin to carry out their postmodern field-
work, where fieldwork is the experience of what they already know.

We were left with the consideration of whether the major organising
principle in this mode of cultural production is symbolic or economic.
This seemed particularly relevant in the thriving business of the Porter
House. Bourdieu rightly highlighted the relational dynamic that operates
between these two structuring principles. The heritage industry appears
to mark a shift in the sociology of knowledge from the relatively autono-
mous museum to the economic capital of entertainment. In the Porter
House, living museum of beer production, site of cultural production
and habituated display of bodies at ease with postmodernity, a living
lesson in how to have the craic, these principles come together. This is
the Irish habitus. Its grammar is globalised heritage, which is necessarily
universally recognisable. There is a moving together of economic and
symbolic capital in this very Irish German pub.

There in the pub, before eyes that would be astonished were they not
bleary, I unveiled my brand new technique. I call my method decompo-
sition, or more precisely pristine Aquinian decomposition, or, for short,
pure tommyrot. Only this approach can reveal the complex nature of
the postmodern global city. Decomposition is interdisciplinary, because
it involves the collaborative efforts of scholars from cognate disciplines
actively engaging themselves together in fieldwork. It is an active decon-
struction of the sole egomaniacal ethnographer in the field: it is multi-
egotistical as opposed to multi-sited. With its reference to Aquinas, it
maintains the infallibility of that essentially Irish intellectual inheritance.
Like Aquinas, I aimed to dominate the Irish intellectual scene for hundreds
of years; like Bourdieu, I aimed to disconcert those who practised soci-
ology without reflecting on it. After that, I remember very little.

At 5.00 a.m. I was interviewed by Sergeant McGuire in Store Street
garda station. He was friendly enough and gave me two styrofoam coffees.
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However, I had to make a statement and thus I tried to explain to his
sceptical modernism what it was we had being trying to accomplish. I
explained to him that Ireland is always portrayed to travellers as a place
of friendly and quaint people, a place steeped in past traditions and ways
of life, poetry and the craic. The Irish are seen as having a peculiar skill
at enjoying themselves: Irish people are constantly portrayed talking,
laughing, drinking, dancing and playing music and, indeed, theorising
in pubs. Leisure is represented as the tourist joining in the craic. How
was I supposed to resist this and disappoint my guests? I explained how
thinkers like O’Connor19 showed how these images had their origin in
British-produced images of Ireland, which are stereotypes emerging from
colonial rule. Just as landscape, work and leisure have been commodified
in tourism and are the result of cultural construction, so also are we, the
people. O’Connor20 argues that the people of Ireland have featured centrally
in images of Ireland because of its colonised, economically dependent
and peripheral condition. Ireland shares with other ‘peasant’ societies
the setting up of the ‘peasant’ as a tourist attraction. This has meant
that Irish people’s behaviour has become an element of the tourist’s
experience. What could I do in those circumstances but join in? He asked
me how much we had had to drink but I told him that it was impossible
for me to know with any certainty because part of our received Irish
charm is to exaggerate everything.

I further defended myself by informing him that Lowenthal21 argues
that an awareness of the past has a relationship to our wellbeing. Despite
my short-term memory lapse, I was aware of the past as a realm both
coexistent with and distinct from the present. Historical interpretations
are shaped by anachronisms and hindsight: history is necessarily an-
achronistic because we can only live in the contemporary world; history
employs hindsight to shape our interpretations of past events. We con-
stantly see historical events differently as new consequences emerge. Oral
narratives telescope, expand and rearrange segments of the past in line
with whatever significance is attributed to them, where perceived changes
tend to cluster within discrete periods separated by long intervals where
nothing happens. I asked Sergeant McGuire to tell me what impact aca-
demic narratives might have on the way I might apprehend what had
happened. Combine these narratives with the traditions of storytelling
in Ireland, with their humour, fictions, exaggerations, scatologies and
iconoclasms and downright lies, and the constraints of academic nar-
ratives, and you would have a complex mixture.

I told the increasingly uninterested Sergeant that Lowenthal also
argues that we illuminate the diversity of the past by presenting it in the
present and this is what he was demanding of me. But I impressed on
him the difficulties facing his interrogation because in such processes we
anachronise the past by making it intelligible in the present. We shape
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the past to fit our present-day image of the past: we shape the past to
make the past fulfil our present-day need for certain kinds of stories. He
had a need for a story of misdoings; I had a need for a story for the
academy. By combining this with the narrative styles of modern Ireland
and postmodern narrative strategies, we could demolish the traditional
genres of recounting. I suspect that I did not convince Sergeant McGuire
but, in any event, he promptly let me go, with a warning to behave
myself.

We never got to Temple Bar: we skirted its edges. We never arrived at
the heart of the matter – Bobs. I never saw Claude again but I understand
that he is living outside Galway in a dormer bungalow with members of
a travelling family who have stopped travelling. Sarah now lives with
Hans in Heidelberg and I meet her on occasion when she is in Dublin.
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Contemporary discourses of working,
earning and spending: acceptance,

critique and the bigger picture

ANNE B. RYAN

It has become commonplace to assert that Irish people now have more
choices and enjoy a higher standard of living than ever before. An
assumption also exists that the role of the ordinary citizen is to be a
member of the paid labour force and a consumer, in order to ‘keep the
economy going’. Many people consequently live in a work–earn–spend
cycle, spending much of what they earn on possessions and services now
considered essential for everyday life. Savings are at an all-time low and
credit card debt at an all-time high, especially among people under thirty-
five.1 Everyday life is often experienced as harried and fraught. Media
discussions often portray Irish society as increasingly similar to that in
the United States, and often assume that ordinary people have little
choice regarding the shape of their lives.2

However, significant numbers of Irish people have chosen not to
engage to this extent with a work–earn–spend culture and are resisting
the idea that life must be pressured. They are critical of the notion that
work–earn–spend lifestyles are indicative of progress and a high standard
of living. In this, they share conclusions with an estimated fifty million
people in the United States and other ‘developed’ countries, who contest
the dominant models of wellbeing put forward by growth economics.3

The ideas and practices of this group receive little attention in the main-
stream media, however.

This chapter reflects on two qualitative research projects, carried out
between 1999 and 2001, with people experiencing both ways of life.
The discussion that follows examines the discourses available to the
participants which help them interpret their experiences and make life
choices. It goes on to discuss the connections between individual choices
and the ways that economic values affect society, and asserts that the
public and private spheres cannot be considered in isolation from each
other.
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The research themes

Both research projects gathered data concerning work, money and related
themes in contemporary life, by means of focus-group discussions and
individual and pair interviews.

How Was It For You?

The first study, reported in How Was It For You? Exploring Couples’
Experiences of the First Year of Marriage, was commissioned by a mar-
riage and relationship education and counselling organisation, and the
participants were all under forty, married and based in Dublin.4

From this study, two broad groups emerge. One group’s themes con-
cern the demands of jobs, coping with constant tiredness, a lack of time
for family and friends, and a feeling of being constantly over-pressed. I
call them the TINA (‘there is no alternative’) group. Most of this group
have no children but would like them in the future and worry about
how they will fit them into their lives. They tend to blame factors outside
their control for the shape of their lives. Many of them look to buying
things like furniture, holidays, cars or clothes in order to create a sense
of identity and to compensate for the difficulties of everyday life. Most
have no savings and worry about what might happen if they were made
redundant. Several feel that they cannot continue with their lifestyles.
They express awareness of contradictions, namely, that they have a high
‘standard of living’, in the sense that they have plenty of material goods,
but they acknowledge that this is not the same as a good quality of life.
However, they are so busy coping with work, commuting and simply
surviving the rat race that they have no time to take a step back and
think creatively about alternative ways of living. Their talk is dominated
by reports of lack of choice and a lack of control over the shape of their
lives.

The How Was It For You? study reveals another group of people,
who report having a good quality of life, even if it means having fewer
material possessions and living on smaller incomes than the first group.
I call them the ‘creative alternatives’ group. They express responsibility
for creating the kinds of lives they want, and satisfaction with modest
houses, cars, furnishing and clothes. Many of them have savings, however
small, which provide a cushion for emergencies. They are very reluctant
to borrow money, except for a small mortgage. They speak of prioritis-
ing their happiness and wellbeing and those of their children. In short,
they express criticism of consumerist values and support for the belief
that the most important things in life are relationships and the time for
friends, family and personal development. These couples are all very
different from each other. Some are quite traditional in their approach
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to gender roles, the women staying at home to do childcare, while the
man earns the income. In other cases, both partners have cut back on
paid work, in order to look after a baby. One couple, who have no
children, job share and devote time to voluntary work.

Balancing Your Life

The emergence of the creative alternatives group in the How Was It For
You? study prompted me to find more people who had actively taken
steps to prioritise quality of life and to pursue alternative routes to hap-
piness, thereby challenging mainstream instrumental values. I collected
data from people who are single, partnered, at different life stages, with
and without children, rural, provincial and urban, for a book called
Balancing Your Life.5

Some of the people who feature in Balancing Your Life have recently
downshifted from pressurised jobs but several others chose their life-
styles well before the boom of the 1990s. The latter show that the search
for quality of life and a critical attitude to a work–earn–spend culture
are not necessarily short-lived phenomena. Some are living on very small
incomes but they have also reduced outgoings and avoided debt. They
all express a sense of responsibility for their own lives and a lack of
reliance on institutions and leaders. They have experimented with the
variables of paid work and unpaid work until they have found what is
right for them. They speak of wanting enough money, and more of the
things money cannot buy: health, happiness, love and peace of mind. They
all express a sense of control of their lives, although they are not rigid in
their expectations of how their lives should be. They mirror the assertion
that, in most circumstances, believing that one is in control of one’s fate
is closely associated with happiness and satisfaction with one’s life.6

The creative alternatives

The individual stories from both studies are all very different but those
pursuing creative alternatives have some things in common: they have
given time to deciding their priorities, questioned the consumerist orien-
tation of contemporary Ireland, and challenged norms and taken-for-
granted ways of living and doing things and understanding the world
around them. They are sceptical but not cynical. While many of them
possess little material capital, they do possess cultural and human capital,
that is, a variety of options provided by education, experience or back-
ground. Many have ambitions, goals or strong passions concerning life
work, rather than career, and they have their own measures of success in
relation to them. They also have an ability to live with complexity, un-
certainty and ambiguity. For many of the downshifters, some recent turning

eih ch-9.P65 26/3/03, 15:16157



158 Ryan

point inspired them to turn away from consumerist culture and working
long hours at jobs. The long-timers have questioned the dominant wisdom
concerning money, work and possessions since their young adulthood.

Discourses and subjectivities

The preceding overview of the research themes provides the context for
discussing the discourses on which the participants draw. The TINA
group draws largely on mainstream discourses of progress, economic
growth and consumerism, which serve to construct self-regulating sub-
jects who experience a lack of agency, that is, the ability to effect change
in their lives and in society. The creative alternatives group draws on
discourses critical of the mainstream, which promote the concepts of
limits, priorities and enough. These critical discourses are often associ-
ated with agency, because they encourage people to take action, however
small, to effect the changes they want to see.

A discourse is not a language or a text but a historically, socially and
institutionally specific structure of statements, categories and beliefs, habits
and practices.7 Discourses are used to filter and interpret experience and
the discourses available at a certain historical moment frame the ways
that people can think or talk about, or respond to, phenomena. They
‘invite’ us to be human in certain ways, or to respond to others in certain
ways. They produce certain assumptions (about, for example, women, men,
economics, work, childcare or money) and they provide subjects with
positions and emotional attachments from which people speak and act.8

Discourse, language and visual imagery do not simply reflect or
describe reality. They play an integral role in constructing reality and
experience, in the ways that we know and understand the world, and in
what we assume to be natural or normal. Discourse analysis can tell us
a great deal about how social forces influence what individuals do, say
and think. Research that uses discourse as its analytical tool concentrates
on the accounts, understandings and meaning repertoires of the partici-
pants, rather than on their individual psychologies. It examines how
their interpretation of their experiences is affected, constrained or en-
abled by the discursive resources available to them. In this way, it avoids
any tendency to judge individual participants and, at the same time, it
concentrates on the social and historical content of subjectivity, that is,
the sense of oneself, including ideas, beliefs and emotions. Subjectivity
is ‘the conscious and unconscious thoughts and emotions of the indi-
vidual, her sense of herself and her ways of understanding her relation
to the world’.9 It is a three-way process concerning discourse, emotional
responses and relations in the present moment, all existing in a dynamic,
mutually productive relationship with each other.10

eih ch-9.P65 26/3/03, 15:16158



Working, earning and spending 159

Both ‘reality’ and ‘critical’ discourses emerge in the accounts of every-
day life offered by the research participants.11 The reality discourses include
discourses of reality versus quality, lack of choice, work as constraint,
job equals life and a work/life split. Critical discourses include limits,
mindful spending and life work. In the discussion of the discourses that
follows, the following questions are addressed:

1 What is the central premise of each discourse?
2 With what themes is it associated?
3 How does it operate?
4 What conditions facilitate its operation?
5 What discourses does it complement, and what discourses does it

oppose?

Reality discourses

Many TINA accounts employ a fatalistic discourse that generates assump-
tions such as ‘that’s progress’ or ‘that’s reality, there’s nothing that can
be done about it’ to explain experience, including work patterns and
spending habits. In turn, these discourses allow participants to blame
other people and outside forces for their dissatisfactions and distress.

The ‘reality’ discourses have the effect of making people feel trapped
in a cycle of earning, working, spending, consuming and meeting financial
commitments, including the servicing of debts. They include a discourse
that emphasises lack of control, and that makes people feel they cannot
get out of this cycle and have few options for challenging excessive spend-
ing or critically examining possessions. Because they foster the idea that
people should borrow, and possibly stretch themselves to pay for the
most they can afford in terms of house, car, wardrobe and other posses-
sions, these discourses have the effect of making paid work the central
feature of life, around which all other life considerations need to revolve.
As people try to fit other aspects of life – such as relationships, children
and personal development – around work, they often feel stretched to
the limit all the time, an experience that has been described as ‘overload
syndrome’.12

New essentials and defensive spending

The discourse of ‘new essentials’ hinges on the premise that the costly
trappings of contemporary living are necessary. Within this discourse,
couples are assumed to need two full incomes simply to make ends meet.
House prices and the need for a range of essentials, from the latest in
mobile phones to bottled water, are cited as justification for living beyond
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one’s means, or just breaking even each month. In turn, this discourse
facilitates short-term financial thinking, borrowing and credit, and pre-
cludes the idea of doing without, living within one’s means or building
up savings. An emphasis on income rather than net worth or assets also
facilitates a certain puzzlement about where all the money goes.

Some reality accounts also assert that, because one cannot avoid spend-
ing money in contemporary life, one must be organised, so that credit
card and other debt does not get out of control. Significant by its absence
in these discussions is any consideration of whether the purchases are
themselves necessary. Reality discourses also facilitate the idea that women
and men have naturally different consumer needs, especially the notion that
women need more ‘retail therapy’ than men.13 In this, they also draw on
essentialist discourses that portray gender difference as normal and natural.

A discourse of ‘defensive spending’ complements the discourse of new
essentials. It centres on the premise that people must spend in order to
keep abreast of their contemporaries. Gift buying, especially at Christmas,
is seen as a way of remaining on a par with friends and relations who
buy expensive gifts. Resentment of this practice is common, but it is
seen as inescapable, because of the expectations of others. Several partici-
pants give accounts of family cultures of buying expensive gifts. Anybody
who resists this practice, even by questioning it, is considered petty. The
discourse of coping – that is, of planning ahead for future spending,
even to the extent of taking on extra paid work to ‘cover Christmas’,
and being organised about paying off any credit card debt – is used as
the best way to deal with this culture.

The discourse of defensive spending is particularly strong in relation
to children and supports the idea that they need the ‘right’ clothes so that
they will not be conspicuous at school and in social situations. It also
supports assertions that without apparent essentials such as computers
and fee-paying schools, young people will be left behind in the job and
education markets. This discourse is also associated with a practice of
parents buying things for their children in order to compensate for the
fact that they spend long periods of time apart, while parents are at work.

New essentials discourses also support the creation of self-esteem and
self-assertion by means of possessions. They have the effect of conflating
self and possessions, which makes it difficult for people to distinguish
between want and need. They preclude the possibility that self-esteem
may be more durable if it is the product of self-reflection and a critical
examination of one’s needs, rather than consumption-oriented desires.

Work

In many accounts, work emerges as something that provides a sense of
self-worth and importance, as a source of friends and social interaction,
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as helping individuals to develop their talents and aptitudes and as a
provider of security. However, reality discourses portray work only as
paid employment, or jobs, and do not recognise that unpaid work can
also provide these satisfactions.

These discourses also support the idea that there is a hierarchy of
types of work. There is the stimulating, high-status work associated with
‘career’, which provides identity and companionship and a good income.
And there are the low-paid, low-status, dead-end jobs that nobody really
wants to do, but for which money is seen to be some compensation.

On the other hand, because home life can be complicated, time con-
suming and unpredictable, and the relationships there often require a
lot of attention, these discourses also support a reading of the world of
paid work as a respite from home. Paid work becomes so closely identi-
fied with ‘life work’ or career, for many people, that the roles involved
in it take precedence over all the other roles that people take on. Then,
they find it difficult to fit all those other roles into their schedules.

The reality discourses concerning work also divide life itself into job
and leisure, or work time and ‘time off’. At the same time, accounts
recognise that the emphasis placed on paid work has meant less time for
interpersonal relationships outside the job and that, as a consequence,
many social structures are weak, leisure is often lonely and boring, and
social and personal health can suffer.

The reality discourses surrounding paid work also see jobs as the
means by which people are socially included and good citizens, and so
ignore the fact that many people in high-status, high-paid jobs do not
have the time or inclination to do the caring work that builds a strong
civil society. They are also inadequate for addressing the fact that the
low paid or those in dead-end jobs are not necessarily genuinely socially
included simply by virtue of being employed.

Blame, lack of control and gender

The discourses of ‘blame’ and ‘lack of control’ can have the effect of
ruling out part-time working, taking career breaks or considering free-
lance work. A lifestyle where paid work is central leaves little time for
personal reflection and development, or for family, relationship, com-
munity or voluntary work. The idea that couples need two full incomes
precludes creative approaches to having and caring for children. The
perceived need for two full incomes also makes childcare a consumer
issue, because the only perceived option is for both partners to continue
working full-time and to pay for childcare.

The assumptions surrounding these choices are further complicated
by a discourse of gender difference, which operates on the assumption
that having children is an issue more pertinent to women than to men.
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This has several effects. It means that women are constrained by the
idea that they must ‘do’ career and children in the correct order. That is,
they believe that they need to make career progress before having chil-
dren. It rules out the possibility of men being active parents and taking
responsibility for childcare, thus possibly freeing women to concentrate
on career for a while. It also precludes the most creative and potentially
sustainable solution, which is for women and men to construct peer
relationships, where both work fewer hours and both actively participate
in childcare and other domestic work.14

A self-regulating subject

People experiencing the dilemmas of overload, consumerism, time poverty
and essentialist conceptions of gender can reflect on these issues only
according to the ideas that they already have. In more abstract terms,
they can draw only on the discourses that are available to them. These
tend to be the dominant or ‘normal’ discourses, which are taken for
granted as ‘the way things are’, as common sense. Therefore, many
people do not have access to discourses that could facilitate solutions
beyond the obvious. The problem is also compounded by the fact that
they are so busy working that they do not have time to think beyond the
obvious and beyond what is considered normal.

Consumerist ‘new essentials’ discourses, the dominant discourses of
work and the work–earn–spend culture, all help to blind the human
subject to the possibilities for alternatives to how society is currently
organised. The type of subjectivity that emerges tends to see money and
technology as the solutions to life’s challenges and dissatisfactions.

Normality

The mindfulness and conscious choice associated with the limits group
of discourses are in direct contrast to the way people often unconsciously
‘buy in’ to consumerist discourses. They may become sucked into a cycle
of borrowing and credit, which seems entirely normal, because it is what
most people are doing, before they have had the opportunity to reflect
critically on these issues.

‘Normality’ is both a useful and a dangerous discourse. It can be
useful for people to know that their experience is similar to that of other
people. But it can be dangerous if statistical normality – for example, in
the idea that it is normal to need the new essentials, for couples to need
two full incomes, or to experience overload syndrome – precludes
questioning the situation or considering alternatives. The ‘normality’ of
the work–earn–spend cycle can have the effect of making people believe
that no alternatives exist. A discourse of normality can also be used as
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the justification for adhering to a belief in essential gender differences,
for justifying separate spheres of responsibility for women and men, and
for the assumption that women and men have fundamentally different
communication styles and emotional needs. Then, if individuals experi-
ence contradictions or dissatisfaction with these divisions, they have the
added problem of feeling that they are not normal.

Critical discourses

The second main group of discourses is critical in the sense that it questions
the taken-for-granted assumptions of the dominant or mainstream culture
of work–earn–spend. The central premises of the critical discourses
revolve around a questioning attitude to money, credit, spending and
possessions, and they depend to some extent on self-knowledge and a
prioritising of needs.

Limits

A strong premise within the critical discourses is the idea that personal
limits exist. Other critical concepts associated with the discourse of
limits are frugality, thoughtful spending, responsibility and ‘less is more’.

A discourse of limits emerges in research accounts of everyday life
concerning material possessions, money, work, success, achievement, pri-
orities and business. Its central assertion is that, if people understand what
is enough, they can be fulfilled and happy, in control of their lives and not
at the mercy of forces that tell them they must always have more and spend
more in order to be more. This discourse distinguishes between wants
and needs, and judges goods and services according to their functionality.

The effect of the discourses grouped under the discourse of limits is
to give people a sense of responsibility and of the ability to shape their
lives, whereby they avoid feeling buffeted by forces outside their control.
In other words, individuals can achieve a measure of agency. Agency
exists when people have resources for controlling their life choices, even
to the extent that they feel able to cope with individual crises, such as
redundancy, or more widespread difficulties, such as high house prices
or an economic recession.

The discourses centred on the premise of limits cannot be considered
in isolation from the reality discourses, because they often are developed
in opposition to them. Furthermore, the reality discourses frequently
provide resources for undermining the idea of limits, because they mesh
powerfully with dominant ideas of what is normal, or common sense,
or ‘just the way things are’. Thus, the reality discourses have strong
explanatory power when people reflect on their lives. Those who take
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up positions in oppositional discourses of any kind cannot ignore the
dominant discourses. Oppositional discourses, such as a limits discourse,
are constantly vying with the dominant discourses and trying to under-
mine them, but they but have less explanatory power.

Limits discourses are much more likely to be consciously adopted
than are the reality discourses. For some, their adoption may result from
a critical examination of their financial situation and a decision to get it
under control. For others, it may result from the decision to prioritise
family life and childcare by parents, ahead of income, promotion or
career development. For yet others, it may arise from efforts to deal
with role and work overload.

Whatever the motivation, the result is a challenge to some of the most
basic mainstream assumptions. For example, limits discourses question
the contemporary assumption that two full incomes are always necessary
for couples to make ends meet. They question the need for the range of
possessions that are portrayed as necessities in Irish society today. They
are a direct challenge to a culture of credit and borrowing, because they
promote the value of living below one’s means, instead of just within them
or beyond them, and of having a savings cushion in the event of a crisis.

Work

Work, in the accounts drawing on critical discourses, is more than a job.
Within this group of discourses, work is anything that gives satisfaction,
recognition or personal growth, or that contributes to the wellbeing of
others, or to the welfare of the planet. Critical discourses do not support
the mainstream discourses’ distinction between ‘work’ and ‘life’. They
introduce the idea of life work, which can include paid work, but not as
a given. Some of the types of life work encountered among these dis-
courses are learning, activism, art, spirituality, friendship, family, parenting,
caring and entrepreneurial and community work.

Accounts drawing on critical discourses of work emphasise the ways
that time poverty, stress and the centrality of paid work or lack of it do
not sustain human happiness. They are critical of the single-mindedness
that is encouraged in pursuit of career success, especially of the ways
that such single-mindedness can lead people to compartmentalise their
lives and deny the ways that the different sections are connected to the
whole, and to other people.

A discourse of visible versus invisible work also emerges. It asserts
that the predominant economic model portrays paid work as the only
work that contributes to wellbeing. Accounts drawing on critical discourses
of work emphasise the importance of work traditionally considered not
to contribute to the economy. They emphasise how many activities essential
for human happiness are not officially counted as part of the economy.

eih ch-9.P65 26/3/03, 15:16164



Working, earning and spending 165

People who do not have jobs, do not participate in business or do not
accumulate money, including children, retired people, old people, the
unemployed, carers in the home and volunteer workers, are economically
invisible. In this sense, these discourses are critical of conventional econ-
omic indices of wellbeing. They also contribute to the feminist assertion
that housework and caring work are important and relevant to both sexes.

Critical subjectivities

Discourses represent political interests and, in consequence, are con-
stantly vying for status and power in the subjectivity of the individual.
In themselves, they are a component of subjectivity and affect the choices
that individuals make and, ultimately, affect their relationships and the
communities that they live in. This is not to suggest that it is always
easy to resist social pressures and dominant discourses. One may have
an emotional investment in a discourse because it gives meaning to one’s
world and oneself. But it is to suggest that people often have more options
than they think they have. Nor is it to suggest that discourse is the sole
route to social change, but rather to assert that the discursive and the
subjective are often overlooked in discussions of social change.

Living with a consciously chosen discourse of limits can result in the
assertion that less is more. It can also have the outcome of critical reflection
on the self and on unacknowledged emotional attachments to consumer-
ism, success or the creation of identity by means of job or possessions.
This process, if adequately supported and given access to radical dis-
courses of the self, has the potential to support the construction of critical
and politicised subjectivities.15

The process of constructing a critical self, at variance with main-
stream regulatory discourses, also necessitates communication with one’s
intimates. Decisions based on quality-of-life priorities have to be negoti-
ated and constantly revisited. The individual lives in interdependent
systems with other people. Therefore, beliefs, attitudes and priorities,
and the emotional responses that accompany a questioning approach to
life, need to be constant topics for discussion. Adults in a household or
community (and children, when they are old enough to participate in
discussions) have to know themselves and each other, and constantly
reflect and negotiate. Thus the potential exists for a limits discourse to
create the conditions whereby the whole system, or the community, can
be taken into account, along with the individual.

Gender

Both reality and critical discourses are prey to gender-difference dis-
courses. This demonstrates the all-pervasiveness of gender as a factor
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shaping contemporary social relations. The potential for women and
men to be radical about gender roles can be lost if discourses of limits,
adopted in the search for quality of life, are assumed to mean a return
to a traditional past, where women looked after the home and men
worked in the formal paid economy. This may be the case if individuals
draw on discourses of essential gender difference and equity, as distinct
from equality. The assumption that there are separate spheres of skill
and responsibility for women and men rules out men’s involvement in
childcare, and the associated pleasures and satisfactions, as well as
difficulties. It also precludes women’s self-development by means of
participation in the paid workforce. Further, it means that each sex may
have little appreciation of the difficulties of the work of the other. Since
most women have been part of the paid workforce at some time, it is
more likely that a ‘separate spheres’ arrangement will mean that men
have little appreciation of the work of running a home. Ultimately, both
women and men are disadvantaged by assumptions of gender differences
and have more to gain from questioning them.16

The bigger picture

As people seek quality of life, it becomes clear that none of their problems
or choices exists in isolation. Global politics and economics are connected
to harried lifestyles, difficulties with money and debt, a deteriorating
environment, the growth of conspicuous and competitive spending, and
the lack of control over their lives that many Irish citizens experience
today.

The mainstream view of politics is narrow, seeing it as a pursuit of
power, centred on political parties and pressure groups. But there are
other ways of looking at politics, which see that both individuals and
society are connected at a deep level, and that economic decisions and
social relations exist together in a dynamic relationship. Economics is a
key aspect of politics – to have people economically unaware is to under-
mine democracy, participation, human connectedness, happiness and
citizenship. The way that an economy is organised is a political decision.

The conventional economic thinking that dominates in the Republic
of Ireland and in most western countries understands the economy as
the visible economy – businesses, buying and selling of goods and services,
paid work and money making. This visible economy is seen as the primary
source of society’s wealth and wellbeing, and depends on the concept of
economic growth. Growth is concerned with raising productivity, increas-
ing competitiveness, developing new markets, increasing employment,
stimulating investment and encouraging consumer confidence so that
people spend more. Barbara Brandt17 says that this thinking promotes a
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very narrow view of the economy, as purely the activities of the invest-
ment community. It also promotes the idea that economic growth should
take precedence over all other considerations and that the rest of life –
people in their homes, families, communities, unpaid work, government,
education, art, culture, religion and spirituality – is dependent on the
visible economy. It is assumed that economic growth will bring about
progress for everybody, usually understood as individual betterment and
material enrichment, without taking into account other systems, such as
family, social cohesion, the environment, or fragile ecosystems.

Many alternative economists and systems thinkers, such as Hazel
Henderson, Herman Daly, Richard Douthwaite and Barbara Brandt,18

argue that growth may actually make us poorer, because environmental
and social costs mount faster than production benefits. Most conven-
tional economists acknowledge the existence of ecological/environmental
costs but assume that they will be sorted out by technology. In practice,
they ignore social costs, because they are not easily measured. Robert E.
Lane’s research19 shows that, after a certain point, increasing wealth does
not bring increasing happiness. In fact, living in an age of wealth and in
a high-tech economy is the cause of extreme stress. People may become
rich in material possessions but poor in time. High earnings and con-
sumption serve purposes that go way beyond meeting needs – they
bestow self-esteem, status and identity. In the past, this effect was often
confined to men, but now it is available to women also, and this is often
portrayed as gender equality.

The world’s high- and middle-income groups are those caught up to
the greatest extent in the work–earn–spend cycle. They have the most
consumer power but exist in a world where half the population has
never made a telephone call. The consumer class is concentrated in the
highly industrialised regions and its way of life is depleting the world’s
raw materials, yet its affluence exists in the midst of poverty. And this
consumer class is also setting a standard to which many less affluent
people aspire.

Consumption patterns like these are also responsible for class inequal-
ities. With increasing consumption, lower-income children and adults
are left behind in the market, and the gap between the affluent and the
poor becomes unbridgeable. This results in gated communities trying to
protect themselves from the poor outside. And as the pressures on private
spending grow, support for taxes and public spending goes down. Public
goods and facilities get little support, which causes them to deteriorate
or even to cease to be available, and this adds to the pressures to spend
privately.20

In one sense, it is a highly elitist suggestion that already privileged
people give up high-powered jobs, and the high-consumption lifestyles
that go with them, in order to create a better life for themselves. But in
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another sense, it would be an enormous change if the consumer class
developed awareness of these issues and began living with purpose, clarify-
ing their priorities, consuming only what they need, avoiding meaningless
jobs, and devoting time to their families, relationships and commun-
ities.21 Such a change could create the conditions for understanding that
economics is relevant to everybody and that the ways that the economy
is organised is a political decision.

Citizens worry about the over-materialistic values being transmitted
to children, the downsizing of companies in the name of efficiency, the
destruction of the natural environment, the long working and commuting
times often demanded to keep the economy growing, and the consequent
lack of time for self and relationships. The dominant reality discourses
tell them there is no alternative if we are to survive in the competitive
global economy. Indeed, Richard Douthwaite points out22 that that is
largely true. Because of the ways that many countries, including Ireland,
are locked into trade agreements, governments have little choice about
how the economy is run. Because of global trade agreements, govern-
ments are required to run their countries in very specific ways. If they
do not, international investors will cause a financial crisis by shifting
their funds elsewhere.

Within the present political and economic system, then, there is little
choice. Democracy in growth economies, which include Ireland, has been
undermined by the extreme wealth owned by global corporations. But
the system cannot continue indefinitely, because it depends on and is
depleting natural and finite resources, such as oil and gas. It also has
personal, psychological and social consequences which many people
consider unacceptable.

Effects on spiritual and intellectual development

Many – especially older – people often wonder why some people are
unhappy in their lifestyles and paid work. They are not prepared to shed
too many tears for a high-earning younger generation whose main prob-
lems seem to be time poverty and job stress. However, growth economics
has had considerable effects on society and the world of paid work has
changed in recent years. Brian Thorne points out that we are being
taught that life means ‘endless toil and competition, the pursuit of ever-
greater achievement, the race for material affluence’.23 Policies directed
at achieving greater efficiency and competition at ever lower costs have
created a ‘culture of contempt’ that permeates the way we treat each
other in the marketplace. Many people lack time to stop and think, to
question the dominant discourses and to engage in intellectual debate
and educational activities that develop alternatives. And while some suffer
from time poverty, others suffer from involuntary material poverty, which
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is degrading to the human spirit because of the helplessness, despair and
passivity it generates.

The World Health Organisation predicts that by 2010 depression will
be the second most common disease in the developed world.24 Mild chronic
depression is often caused by a lack of meaning or a sense of purpose in
life. Time poverty, stress and lives dominated by paid work or the lack
of it do not sustain human character, spirit or happiness. Richard Sennett
defines character as the part of the person that concerns long-term
emotional experience, loyalty and commitment to others. The short-term
nature of our economic life and the consequent demands of much paid
work today can set inner, emotional lives adrift, he says, and with them
the sense of self that supports us over time.25 This growth-oriented way
of thinking and being has seeped into our minds and damaged our ability
to experience pleasure in simple things, to prioritise health and happi-
ness. It has also ‘dumbed down’ discussions in the mainstream media
about the problems we face.

The growth economics of late modern capitalism needs human subjects
who do not question the dominant discourses, but who compartmentalise
their lives and deny the ways that the different sections are connected to
the whole, and to other people. We are encouraged to ask the question
‘Who needs me?’ only in relation to our paid work, points out Sennett.
In addition, home and the relationships centred on the home are messy
and uncontrollable, but work relationships are frequently ordered and
predictable. As a result, many people prefer to spend their time at their
job and to pay other people to do the messy caring and domestic work.
Employment also offers subjects a structure for their time. Many fear
the reality of what they would do with their time if they did not have a
job to go to for five or six days a week.

One does not have to believe in gods or religions to accept the import-
ance of spirituality. It is also connected to the concept of soul, which
Charles Handy, an atheist, defines as that which is best in oneself.26 It is
impossible to be truly human on one’s own. Spirituality can be seen as
a consciousness of the collective and of the connections between humans
and the natural environment. Brian Thorne describes it thus:

The individual’s spirit or spiritual dimension is his or her creative source
of energy, which reflects the moving force within the universe itself. In
other words, it is because I am essentially a spiritual being that I am,
whether I know it or not or whether I like it or not, indissolubly linked
to all that is or has been or will be. I am not an isolated entity but rather
a unique part of the whole created order.27

Dominant economic discourses, which demand compartmentalisation
and short-term thinking, have serious detrimental effects on the human
spirit and on the capacity to engage in critical thinking. Such thinking is

eih ch-9.P65 26/3/03, 15:16169



170 Ryan

based on the questioning of received wisdom and assumptions and on a
quest for alternative kinds of knowledge about how to live.

Promoting discourses of limits:
creating the conditions for critical thinking

Limits discourses, at the very least, create the conditions for critical think-
ing about the bigger picture and the longer term. If we slow the treadmill
of paid work and promote a discourse of ‘enough’ concerning money
and possessions, we can create conditions where the ‘public dialogue’ is
questioning and critical.28 Reality or ‘no alternative’ discourses, and the
consumerist practices associated with them, are inherently short term,
and over-immersion in them precludes critical thinking. They support
simplistic media discussions about economics, human experience and
social life, and foster a politically illiterate and self-regulating citizenry.
People experiencing overload have little time to think critically. They
may (and most do) experience contradictions, because the discourses
available are inadequate to explain all of their experiences. But they have
few resources for acting on the insights that contradictions can initiate.
Below, I outline some of the possibilities created by a discourse of limits.29

Shopping as an expression of knowledge

Through our spending, we vote, in effect, for the continuation of the
dominant economic discourses. If we want alternatives, consuming less
and consuming critically are part of what is required.

By consuming less, we use fewer resources. And the good news is that
if we consume less, we need less money, we need to do less paid work,
we have more time and we can balance our personal lives. We can also
be more active citizens when we have more time. We can become in-
volved in voluntary work and other projects that contribute to human
relations. We have the time to consume wisely, by seeking out local sources
for goods and services, rather than buying from large corporations.
Shopping (or not) is an expression of political and economic knowledge
and commitment.

We can also support other local economic initiatives, such as those
described by Richard Douthwaite.30 Many of these initiatives have the
characteristics of mindful markets, as outlined by David Korten. Korten
argues that alternative economics is not against markets, but it is opposed
to the free movement of capital around the globe and to the constant
pressure to produce more, without regard for the social and environ-
mental consequences. Mindful markets, he writes, use life rather than
money as the standard for evaluating economic choices and performance.
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The full costs – environmental, human and social – of business decisions
are met by those who make the decisions. Such markets favour human-
scale, local-ownership businesses; they strive for full disclosure of
information and are regulated to avoid extremes of wealth and poverty,
since a viable democratic society needs a ceiling and a floor with regard
to the distribution of wealth and assets. They also encourage the sharing
of knowledge and technology, and are self-reliant and diverse. Com-
munities have the ability to manage their borders so that cross-border
trade and capital flows are not all in one direction. Finally, mindful
markets are ethical, with clear and enforceable rules, subject to due legal
process.31

Challenging economic invisibility

We need to recognise that the work that is done for free is an important
contribution to society and the economy. We need to challenge the split
between paid and unpaid work, to value the contribution of volunteers,
carers, retired people and children.

As part of the initiative to challenge economic invisibility, women
and men need to develop egalitarian relationships, where both contribute
to the visible and the invisible economy. Both in the workplace and in
the home, men need to identify more as fathers, carers and performers
of domestic work, and to recognise that their interests coincide with
those of women. Studies of couples who have actively and successfully
sought to create equality in their relationships indicate that both women
and men need to examine their understanding of work, career and
success and personal limits.32

Pursuing a sense of connection along with
personal development

Both individuality and connectedness are important in challenging the
dominant economic and social paradigm. The physicist and philosopher
Fritjof Capra has observed that, through self-assertion, the individual
maintains diversity and energy, which are essential to the creative potential
of the whole. Combining individuality with integration into a group or
collectivity makes for a healthy system.33 Modern ways of living empha-
sise individualism and compartmentalisation. Individuality is different
from individualism, and a sense of connectedness is not the same as
being bound by cultural norms. In broadening the sense of our con-
nection to other people and to the world, and by developing our self-
reflective consciousness, we can become happier individuals, as well as
agents of change in our worlds, local and global.
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Conclusions

Discourses and the practices associated with them are not static. They
constantly shift and change according to circumstances of time and place.
Central to critical thinking is the question of who benefits from a par-
ticular discourse and who is disadvantaged by it. Some discourses are so
dominant that they appear natural and normal but they are not simply
authored by people and forces ‘out there’. Everybody participates in
constructing, maintaining, challenging and changing them. People can
be agents of change. The first step in becoming an agent of change in
one’s own life can be a questioning of the discourses that are dominant
within contemporary society, and an examination of the benefits and
disadvantages associated with them. When people take responsibility for
their life choices, and acknowledge the contradictions, frustrations and
complex emotions that they may feel, they are better placed to contribute
productively to creative social change.
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The centralised government of liquidity:
community, language and culture under

the Celtic Tiger

STEVE COLEMAN

The privatisation of Telecom Éireann in June 1999 came at the high-
water mark of Ireland’s ‘Celtic Tiger’ phase. About 600,000 Irish citizens
bought shares in the state-owned company, which promptly changed its
name to Eircom. For most buyers, it was their first experience of stock
ownership.1

In the television advertisement campaign for the share offer, we saw
singers in locations all over Ireland sing verses from the traditional Irish-
language song Dúlamán. This was followed by shots of people dancing
in costumes in the style of Macnas – the Galway-based group which
specialises in spectacular street theatre, originally inspired by the Catalan
radical theatre company Els Comediants. Then, some fine print appeared
about the terms of the share offer and, at the very end, we saw a shot of
people approaching a bonfire somewhere in the mountains, carrying
burning torches. Other bonfires were visible in the distance. This last
image carried an oddly inverted echo of the traditional customs of St
John’s Eve, Oíche Shin Sheáin (23 July), in which bonfires would be lit
on heights. Children would ignite wads of paraffin-soaked rags in the
fire and throw them like flaming missiles into the air. Fóid choise or
‘travelling sods’ of turf were taken from the fires and hurled at animals
and into fields, and placed in family hearths – using ‘other world’ power
to ensure the fertility of individual hearths in the coming harvest.2 The
advertisement, though, ran this ritual backwards – people brought fire
to the central fire. It was as if this Telecom flotation ritual siphoned off
goodness from individual hearths, creating an all too worldly power – a
multinational corporation.

Here, the state was selling back to its people something that already
belonged to them – a semi-state company – but it was also selling back
to them a particular sense of their own ‘traditions’. Throughout Irish
history, relatively localised cultural forms have been appropriated as em-
blems of wider collectivities. In the process of Irish nation building, forms
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of popular expression which originated in the relatively autochthonous
culture of local rural communities following the breakup of the Gaelic
feudal order were translated to the national sphere as emblems of the
ethnic nation state.3 Symbols of what is typically imagined as a rural,
‘traditional’, egalitarian past were presented as the common essence of
what was an increasingly urban, industrialised and class-stratified populace.
The Telecom advertisement gave this process a 1990s twist by including
urban scenes, such as the ruins of the gasworks in Ringsend, as back-
drops for the traditional singers – a reflection of the new-found visibility
of Irish in ‘Celtic Tiger’ Dublin.

This use of the Irish language and ‘traditional’ culture in a sophisti-
cated media campaign4 for an event of historic sociopolitical significance
seemed to highlight the new enhanced position and prestige of language
and tradition in the Ireland of the 1990s. The advertisement’s style was
reminiscent of cultural extravaganzas like the Irish-themed dance show
Riverdance, or festive theatre companies like Macnas, and new loci of
culture, such as the Galway Arts Festival and Dublin’s Temple Bar. Media
pundits proclaimed in the 1990s that ‘we’re not ashamed to be [or to
speak?] Irish anymore’. They could point to the new fashionableness of
Irish-medium education (Gaelscoileanna), clubs like Dublin’s Club Sult,
and the new Irish-language television channel, Teilifís na Gaeilge (T. na G.,
later renamed TG4). Many of these new forms and channels of expression
displayed a cultural and linguistic hybridity which seemed to transcend
the narrow confines of an obsessively purist nationalist culture. There
were suggestions that, having reached an Irish version of Fukuyama’s
‘end of history’,5 material affluence would enable the recovery of the
Irish language and traditions and the overcoming of the dichotomies
between past and present, rural and urban culture, and between Irish
and world culture. Was the curse of the Famine finally over?

I would like to propose a more complex interpretation of these events,
grounded in what Hardt and Negri identify as ‘a dynamic within
modernity’, between the sociocultural expression of immanent community
and its reappropriation on a transcendent plane:

Modernity itself is defined by crisis, a crisis that is born of the un-
interrupted conflict between the immanent, constructive, creative forces
and the transcendent power aimed at restoring order.6

Hardt and Negri suggest that all cultural forms in modernity have this
dual aspect, a duality that is especially evident in Irish-language culture.
Since the seventeenth century,7 the Irish language has stood for, and has
been variously celebrated or reviled as, the expression of the (real or
imagined) Irish ‘multitude’. At the same time, it has served as a powerful
symbol of the potential ‘imagined community’ of the nation state. Irish-
language culture thus embodies all the tensions and contradictions
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historically pertaining to relationships between community, nation and
state.

The Irish state has followed patterns typical of nineteenth- and twentieth-
century nation building, in that it has sought to establish a unity of
geographic space, language and ethnic culture. But Ireland has been caught
in the webs of colonial and neo-colonial domination, first by Britain
and latterly by processes of global capital. These regimes have enforced
cultural and ethnic hybridity (through conquest and the movement of
labour power) as well as extreme social and economic inequality. In
reaction to this, the Irish state has made periodic attempts to impose
(and, if necessary, to invent) a homogeneously ‘indigenous’ Irish language
and culture, in part to legitimate itself as the true expression of the Irish
people. But the perceived symbolic power of English has been enduringly
attractive to Irish elites. In fact, only the lower echelons of the state civil
service embraced Irish.8 The Irish state has not been able to achieve the
political unification, economic independence or linguistic revival felt to
be the nation state’s due. Ireland’s consolidation as an imagined com-
munity9 – through ‘print capitalism’, broadcast media and the growth
of the modern state – has occurred almost exclusively through English.
At the same time, this consolidation has been dependent on an ideo-
logical valorisation of the Irish language and the continuing (narrowly)
‘symbolic’ role of Irish-speaking communities. The logic of the Irish state
has led it to take a stance which conceptualises ‘tradition’ as the pre-
served cultural remnant of ‘progress’ (see below). From this perspective,
the Irish language and its speakers embody a ‘tradition’ which is, at
best, eccentric to Irish ‘modernity’.

The Telecom advertisement shows that the modern Irish state still
needs indigenous culture to legitimise itself, even while fully embracing
the new regime of transnational capital. According to an advertising
trade journal:

The brief handed down to [the advertising agency] Irish International
was straight forward – design a campaign to generate awareness about
the flotation and to inform the public that the shares are available to
everyone. Irish International operated in accordance with European law
which limits the content of any campaign for a public flotation to purely
factual information without any persuasive elements.… The decision to
use traditional Irish vocalists rather than mainstream singers is intended
to reinforce the message that everybody is eligible to buy shares. The
commercial is supported by press, outdoor posters and local and national
radio, all of which run with the strapline ‘whoever you are’.10

Disappointed Eircom investors later complained that the advertising cam-
paign ‘skilfully managed to convey the message that it would be almost
unpatriotic to buy shares’.11 The advertisement’s use of Irish-language
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song (‘rather than mainstream singers’) is an example of Bourdieu’s ‘strategy
of condescension’:

which consists in deriving profit from the objective relation of power
between the languages that confront one another in practice ... in the
very act of symbolically negating that relation, namely, the hierarchy of
languages and those who speak them.12

There was more than profit at stake, however. In Negri’s terms,13 ‘to say
state is only another way to say capital’ – as capitalism develops, the
state acts more and more as both the embodiment and representative of
capital. The Telecom campaign involved more than an attempt to boost
share prices: it also represented the state’s attempt to relegitimise itself,
in its new ‘Celtic Tiger’ form, as a ‘shareholder democracy’.

The Irish language and political economy

By the nineteenth century, Irish was well on its way to becoming a minority
language.14 Following the loss of native sovereignty and the colonisation
of Ireland, English had become increasingly identified with the domains
of religion, government and commerce. Even before the Great Famine,
Irish was being rapidly abandoned in Gaeltacht (Irish-speaking) areas.
The nineteenth century saw the penetration of the colonial market econ-
omy to the poorest and most remote areas of Ireland. Rural Irish-speakers
encountered colonial power relations, the ideologies and practices of
political economy and the English language as one package. Addition-
ally, both the major nationalist social movements and the modernising
Catholic Church operated through English. The Famine hit the poorer,
Irish-speaking areas the hardest; emigration and migratory labour practices
made knowledge of English a necessity in these areas, and supported an
ideology which saw Irish as pertaining only to the past. Irish became
more and more the peripheral language of the home, of older people
and of the inchoate expressions of resistance embodied in popular culture.
English was seen by virtually everyone as the only vehicle for class mobility
and for progress more generally, that is, for the creation and repro-
duction of modern social relationships.

This dynamic has continued to the present day. Thus, a 1971 study group
found it ‘quite striking’ that the use of Irish as an everyday vernacular
was confined to the most marginal parts of the officially designated
Gaeltacht areas, which were themselves geographically and economically
marginal to Ireland as a whole. Individual pockets of Irish-speakers tended
to be ‘more closely related to an English-speaking village’ than to each
other.15 This fractal pattern of linguistic geography illustrates the degree
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to which Irish was marginalised, while English was the language of com-
munication, commerce and the middle classes. For the writer and activist
Máirtín Ó Cadhain, born in the Connemara Gaeltacht in 1905:

thar áit ar bith in Éirinn tá an tidirdhealú aicmeach, an class distinction,
suntasach sa nGaeltacht. Gheobhadh Marx, Engels, agus Lenin cruthú
breá ann ar a ndeimhne gurb iad an ardaicme agus lucht an rachmais, na
capitalists, is túisce a thréigeas saíúlacht nó cultúr na muintire. B’ionann
na boicht agus lucht na Gaeilge. Bhí an fuath aicmeach seo gríosta ionam
i bhfad sul ar léigh mé an chéad focal den Chonaolach ná de Das Kapital.
Agus nuair a léigh thuig me ar an bpointe céard é. Agus tá seo amhala sa
nGaeltacht fós. Cé an fáth nach mbeadh? Ní call do dhuine a dhéanamh
ach breathnú ar an anbhás atá aicme an rachmais á imirt ar chultúr na
muintire.16

class distinctions are more prominent in the Gaeltacht than anywhere
else in Ireland. Marx, Engels, and Lenin would get a fine proof [there] of
their theory that it is the upper classes and the merchant classes – the
capitalists – who are the first to abandon the wisdom or culture of the
people. [To them] the poor and Irish-speakers were one and the same.
This class hatred was ingrained in me long before I ever read a word of
James Connolly or of Das Kapital. And when I read them I immediately
understood what it was. And the same condition still prevails in the
Gaeltacht. Why wouldn’t it? One only has to look at the havoc that the
capitalist class is wreaking on the people’s culture.

Conradh na Gaeilge (the Gaelic League), founded in 1893, was an
extremely broad-based social movement which not only advocated the
revival of Irish but also used it in the creation of new forms of culture
and sociality. Although putatively apolitical and ‘cultural’ in its aims,
Conradh na Gaeilge offered a radical challenge to the ideology which
identified ‘progress’ with the English language and the British state. Thus,
it offered exactly what poor rural Irish-speakers were lacking – the hope
of making a future through Irish. Unfortunately, in Conradh na Gaeilge’s
vision, this progress was largely of a non-utilitarian nature. Chatterjee
notes that postcolonial and decolonising nationalism features a pervasive
dualism between the ‘spiritual’ and ‘material’ realms:

By my reading, anticolonial nationalism creates its own domain of sover-
eignty within colonial society well before it begins its political battle with
the imperial power. It does this by dividing the world of social institutions
and practices into two domains – the material and the spiritual. The material
is the domain of the ‘outside’,’ of the economy and of statecraft, of science
and technology, a domain where the West had proved its superiority and
the East had succumbed. In this domain, then, Western superiority had
to be acknowledged and its accomplishments carefully studied and repli-
cated. The spiritual, on the other hand, is an ‘inner’ domain bearing the
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‘essential’ marks of cultural identity. The greater one’s success in imitating
Western skills in the material domain, therefore, the greater the need to
preserve the distinctiveness of one’s spiritual culture.17

Although it was a predominantly urban, middle-class organisation,
Conradh na Gaeilge did direct much of its efforts towards native Irish-
speakers; it won the right to Irish-language instruction in Gaeltacht schools
and opened a teacher training college in the Gaeltacht. But here, as else-
where, it created only the conditions for the possibility of an Irish-speaking
middle class. It failed to attack the class system itself – the main force
behind the abandonment of Irish.18

Conradh na Gaeilge directly inspired the 1916 rebellion; it was the
egg out of which the new Irish state was hatched. But this state did little
to change the class foundations of Irish society and the decline of Irish
in the Gaeltacht continued or actually increased after independence.
Although it made Irish mandatory for admission to the National Uni-
versity and for entry to the lower grades of the civil service, the state did
not generally change its own linguistic behaviour, and it functioned
mainly through English, both internally and in many of its dealings with
Irish-speakers in the Gaeltacht.19

The Gaeltacht and the state

Poor, rural and predominantly Irish-speaking regions in the west were
the first areas of Ireland to undergo systematic state-sponsored ‘develop-
ment’ under the auspices of the Congested Districts Board (CDB), founded
in 1891. The CDB concentrated on building up basic infrastructure and
ignored broader questions of community, language or culture. Under
the newly independent Irish Free State, the Gaeltacht Commission of
1926 surveyed the country and drew what became the geographic
boundaries of the official Gaeltacht. Although ostensibly aimed at pre-
serving the Irish language in these areas, Irish state policy concentrated
on developing a system of grants to individual families, rather than policies
aimed at strengthening community per se. Through their developmental
interventions, the colonial and postcolonial states have increasingly reified
the Gaeltacht as an administrative zone. The general tendency has been
towards an increase in state centralisation, the reduction or elimination
of local government powers, and the suppression of any form of local
autonomy.20 The Irish state portrayed the Gaeltacht as the ‘storehouse’
or ‘treasure’ of identity in a nation state that was constitutionally defined
as Irish-speaking. In reality, Irish functioned as a minority language but
without any legal recognition or protection of its minority status. In
what Ó Ciosáin calls ‘the geographic fallacy’,21 the bureaucratic logic of
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the state and the romantic ideology of the nation worked hand in hand
to define the Gaeltacht in terms of physical space, rather than in terms
of community structure or language use. Official ideology reified the
Gaeltacht as a geographic entity, while denying the Irish language a public
role as a marker of a distinct ethnic or cultural identity within the Irish
nation.22

The state’s own efforts at language preservation have often worked
against the local autonomy that is essential to the maintenance of a
minority language. That this pattern has changed at all is largely the
result of successive waves of Gaeltacht-based social activism, with sig-
nificant support from urban Irish-speakers. In the 1930s, Muintir na
Gaeltachta (People of the Gaeltacht) demanded civil rights for Irish-
speakers and access to the means of production (arable land, fishing
rights, industry) for the rural Irish-speaking poor. Their agitations received
national attention, in part through publicity in An t-Éireannach, an Irish-
language weekly socialist newspaper published in Dublin.23 The state’s
response included the resettlement scheme in which Irish-speakers were
relocated to County Meath; after a fight for recognition from the state,
Ráth Cairn and Baile Ghib, in County Meath, remain as Irish-speaking
communities to the present day.24

In the late 1960s, Gluaiseacht Cearta Sibhialta na Gaeltachta (the
Gaeltacht Civil Rights Movement) made very similar demands, with the
addition of the demand for an Irish-language radio service.25 Members
of the organisation set up a pirate radio transmitter in Connemara in
1970, the success of which embarrassed the state into setting up Raidió
na Gaeltachta,26 a Gaeltacht-based radio station which broadcasts
nationally. Raidió na Gaeltachta was the first national institution to
function through Irish only and the first to be largely controlled by
Gaeltacht people.

A third wave of activism occurred in the 1980s and 1990s, centred
on the demand for an Irish-language television service. Illegal television
broadcasts were made from Connemara in 1987 and 1988.27 Eventually,
Teilifís na Gaeilge (later TG4) was set up by the state and began broad-
casting in 1996.

These social movements sought local autonomy in Gaeltacht regions,
and concentrated on building and maintaining community rather than
focusing on language issues per se. This maximally contrasted with national
language policy, which almost always failed to connect reverence for the
‘spiritual’ values of Irish (its non-utilitarian value as a vehicle of identity)
with effective practical concern for maintaining communities of Irish-
speakers. For the Irish state, ‘the separation of the economic and the
cultural, the symbolic and the material led to a contradiction between
theory and practice in the maintenance of the defined cultural heartland
of the country’.28 Already in the 1930s, Muintir na Gaeltachta had opposed
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direct grants and ‘handouts’ to Gaeltacht people and the treatment of
the Gaeltacht as a separate ghetto within an English-speaking nation
state, arguing instead for a social revolution that handed control of pro-
duction over to the people themselves.29

Gaeltacht social movements were part of larger milieux which
featured the growth of new social networks and forms of community –
in addition to Raidió na Gaeltachta, the last thirty-five years have seen
the growth of Irish-language print media such as the independently
minded news weekly Amárach, in Connemara,30 as well as the creation
of community development cooperatives. This period also saw the estab-
lishment of Irish-language publishers of books and local music, such as
Cló Iar-Chonnachta, also in Connemara, founded in 1985. In the 1930s
as well as the 1970s and 1980s, song composition flourished in the
Gaeltacht. Local poets, taking full advantage of the new print and broad-
cast media, continued and adapted their long-held role as social critics
articulating local responses to national and international forces.31

Social movements like Gluaiseacht Cearta Sibhialta na Gaeltachta
follow a pattern typical of the relationship between Irish-speakers and
the state.32 The state makes ‘symbolic’ gestures to the language (e.g. con-
stitutionally recognising Irish as the ‘first official language’ of the state)
which it has to be forced into upholding. Protest consists of embarrass-
ing the state with adverse publicity through the threat or actual practice
of autonomous action. The state then attempts to co-opt social activism
by creating or assuming control of institutions such as Raidió na Gaeltachta
or TG4 (both are administered under the auspices of Raidió Teilifís Éireann,
RTÉ, the state broadcasting authority). ‘[S]ince the 1920s Ireland had
taken most action in favour of Irish out of the hands of the campaigners
and enthusiasts and embedded it in the actions of the state.’33

In Akutagawa’s and Hourigan’s analyses,34 these outcomes represent
the ‘failure’ of popular political movements. They see the main results
of local activism as the extension of state control within the Gaeltacht,
and the creation of a new Gaeltacht middle class centred around local
cooperatives and the broadcasting and film industries. These indigenous
elites are treated by locals ‘as an extension of national elites to be lobbied
rather than [as] their local representatives operating at local level’.35

Likewise, local cooperatives become ‘merely structures through which
government aid may be channelled into the Gaeltacht regions’.36

It might be more accurate, however, to say that Gaeltacht activism,
while failing to achieve its overt goals, has transformed the relationship
of local people with translocal forces and processes in a manner which
prefigures what Hardt and Negri term ‘postmodernisation’.37 By opening
up closed networks of both community and governance, Gaeltacht activism
has, in effect, pointed the way for the reduced role of the postmodern
Irish state in its Celtic Tiger phase. As ‘the crucible of Irish postmodernity’,
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the Gaeltacht has become the state’s testing ground for decentralisation
and local governance, as well as for the progressive recognition of lin-
guistic and cultural minority rights.38

The ‘local and universal’ Gaeltacht

These developments present both opportunities for and threats to the
construction of community. As Ó hIfearnáin argues,39 the Irish state has
progressively withdrawn from direct action:

following a policy of disengaging with direct sponsorship not simply of
language restoration policies, but delegation of responsibility for those
areas where language support structures do exist to the voluntary, private
and semi-state sector. This represents a shift in the way the state regards
the language.… [T]he state has now hatched a new understanding that
Irish speakers are a cultural and linguistic minority, while the majority
must still be able to learn the language as it is part of their heritage and
carries sentimental value.

Withdrawal from the ideology of Irish as ‘everybody’s language’ has seen
the progressive reduction of language requirements for access to the state
sphere, including education, and increased toleration or even encourage-
ment of locally based initiatives. These developments have opened the
way for the creation of new forms of community but also for the com-
plete dissolution of community into a spectacular simulacrum thereof.
To illustrate what is at stake here, I would like briefly to contrast the
formal organisation of Raidió na Gaeltachta with that of TG4.

Although local activists ended up with little representation on the
staff or governing bodies of Raidió na Gaeltachta, the station still
evolved in a fairly radical way, at least initially. Control of day-to-day
operations remained largely in the hands of local staff, who influenced
the station’s development in several ways. Staff refused to develop a
spoken version of Standard Irish and instead broadcast in their own
local dialects.40 The station developed as a network of local studios in
the far-flung Gaeltacht regions. Local programming in local dialects was
broadcast nationally (and now internationally, via satellite and the Inter-
net). The station’s news department has built up an international network
of Irish-speakers for use as correspondents,41 is well known for its ability
to cover national news, especially political news, and has forced poli-
ticians to be able to account for themselves through the medium of Irish.42

More subtly, the station has embraced not just local dialectal forms but
also local modes of discourse. Types of knowledge and discourse which
in the national sphere tend to be deprived of their functionality and
received as ‘folklore’ – as emblems of the national past – retain their
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role as vehicles for community discussion on Raidió na Gaeltachta.43

Since medieval times, poetry and song, in both literary and oral genres,
have been a favoured medium for topical discussion and political debate
among all social strata of Irish-speakers. These discursive forms have
still functioned, to a certain extent, in modern Irish-language media. The
station thus often functions as a seamless extension and radicalisation
of ‘traditional’ modes of local discourse, while projecting them into a
non-geographically based, open-ended communication community.

Raidió na Gaeltachta has helped build translocal community in exactly
the opposite way to that theorised by Anderson, Gellner, Habermas and
others. For these theorists, the creation of wider community requires the
transformation of language through standardising media such as news-
papers and commercial publishing. They see standardised language as,
ideally, a maximally transparent medium for rational discourse that enables
speakers to transcend their pettily ‘local’ points of view and become
fully educated citizens of a geographically contained ‘national’ commun-
ity.44 The case of Raidió na Gaeltachta – a ‘local’ station with national
and international reach – shows that, perhaps, the ‘local’ is not merely
a geographic entity; locality is not a physical container for people but a
wider set of concrete social relationships.45

This wider set of relationships is constituted by the tension between
immanent ‘democratic’ impulses and their appropriation by structures
of power. Thus, there has been constant tension within Raidió na
Gaeltachta, and between the station and its listeners, over who controls
the station (the state or local people) and over the station’s mission or
target audience – Gaeltacht people or a national audience.46 The station
was set up under the auspices of RTÉ, which directly appoints top manage-
ment. There is also an appointed advisory committee of representatives
of the different Gaeltacht communities. The first committee did not include
any of the activists who had campaigned for the establishment of the
station; most of its members were also members of Fianna Fáil, the party
then in power.47

Paradoxically, it has been the national organisation (RTÉ) which has
occasionally attempted to impose a ‘local’ definition of Raidió na
Gaeltachta’s news coverage, while ‘local’ Gaeltacht-based staff wanted
the station to cover national and international news. At other times, RTÉ
has sought to redefine the station as a ‘national’ entity by de-emphasising
‘Gaeltacht’ programming.48 Both tendencies work to diminish the import-
ance of local (as opposed to national) points of view. The question is one
of autonomy for Irish and Irish-speaking communities, an autonomy
which is outward-looking, versus a protected status as an inward-looking
reserve.

In contrast, TG4 perfectly embodies the role of a Celtic Tiger state
institution. The ‘cash-starved youth rich channel’49 acts as a commissioner
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and broadcaster of programming, significant amounts of which it buys
from small independent producers. The station’s advanced technology
allows it to function with a minimal permanent staff. But although TG4
has headquarters in the Gaeltacht, it defines itself as a ‘national’ service
and is much more firmly under the control of RTÉ than Raidió na
Gaeltachta. Thus the original name of the station, Teilifís na Gaeilge,
meant Television ‘of Irish’, that is, of ‘Irish’ as the heritage language of
all Irish people, as opposed to Teilifís na Gaeltachta, Television ‘of the
Gaeltacht’, the voice and point of view of the habitually Irish-speaking
community (however that community is defined). This shows in the
station’s programming, most of which features simple, standardised (and
English-subtitled) Irish comprehensible to learners and non-native Irish-
speakers. Little of its programming seems to present a Gaeltacht point
of view; it has a quality of placelessness that Raidió na Gaeltachta’s
lacks, while the recent change of the station’s name to ‘TG4’ – an acronym
without a referent – bears an uncanny resemblance to the transformation
of ‘Telecom Éireann’ into ‘Eircom’. The telephone company’s new name
reflected its new international provenance as a multinational corporation
and presaged a withdrawal from its earlier commitment to Irish-
language policies. Would the same be true of TG4?

As with other institutions, the point of view projected by TG4 closely
reflects its own power structure. In contrast, the broadcasting service
envisioned by many activists would project the points of view of local
communities and, in so doing, would change the relationship between
localities and the wider world, much as Raidió na Gaeltachta has. Seosamh
Ó Cuaig, a member of Gluaiseacht Cearta Sibhialta na Gaeltachta who
is now a journalist with Raidió na Gaeltachta, put the matter like this:

Tá [TG4] ar an gcaoi sin mar gheall gur ón taobh amuigh atá an rud ag
tíocht. ‘Gabhfaidh muid siar agus slánóidh muid na Sioux Indians’, sin é
an meon atá ann. Ní fhéadfá Sioux Indian a chur i gceannas ar na Sioux
Indians. Níl sé sin ann le Raidió na Gaeltachta, fós. Is é Raidió na Gaeltachta
t-aon institiúid Gaeltachta dá raibh againn. Tá RTÉ i gceannas air, ach is
é meon na Gaeltachta a bhí ann. Tá an-léigear air sin agus go leor daoine
ag iarraidh deireadh a chur leis. Tá brú ar Raidió na Gaeltachta béim a
chur ar an ngné Náisiúnta. Ach céard is brí leis sin? Ní áitiúil agus náisiúnta
ach áitiúil agus uilíoch. Sin é a deirimse.50

[TG4] is that way because it is coming from the outside. ‘We’ll go West
and save the Sioux Indians’, that’s the mentality there. You couldn’t put
a Sioux Indian in charge of the Sioux Indians. It isn’t that way with
Raidió na Gaeltachta, yet. Raidió na Gaeltachta is the only Gaeltacht
institution we ever had. RTÉ is in charge of it, but it is the mentality of
the Gaeltacht that was in it [from the beginning]. This is under severe
siege with a lot of people trying to put an end to it. There is pressure on
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Raidió na Gaeltachta to emphasise the national aspect. But what does
that mean? It isn’t [a case of] local and national but local and universal.
That’s what I say.

The ‘mentality of the Gaeltacht’, in its particularity as a locally grounded
perspective, not only can speak for itself but has something to say to the
world. As with the Sioux Indians, only autonomy can safeguard such
perspectives. A 1993 flyer issued by Ráth Cairn’s production company
to present proposals for the Irish-language television channel makes this
point very clearly:

Is iad na réigiúin Gaeltachta sin na lárionaid óna mbreathnófar ar an
saol. Caithfidh an tseirbhís a bheith lonnaithe sa nGaeltacht agus a bheith
i lámha mhuintir na Gaeltachta agus lucht na Gaeilge.51

The Gaeltacht regions are the centres from which one will see the world.
The service must be located in the Gaeltacht and in the hands of Gaeltacht
people and Irish-speakers.

Although ‘locally’ grounded, such a radically decentralised approach
could paradoxically transform the nature of the Gaeltacht, identifying it
less with geographically bounded administrative zones than with the
unbounded, expansive community of Irish-speakers. This was, in fact,
the original meaning of the term ‘Gaeltacht’. Such a transformation would
be the political expression of a concept of community immanent to Irish-
speaking culture.52

Conclusions

For the last few hundred years, the Gaeltacht has exemplified the crisis
of Irish modernity. Originally among the poorest and most class-ridden
areas of the state, Gaeltacht areas are now much more prosperous. A
series of struggles has forced the Irish state to cede a certain amount of
control and grant some degree of autonomy to Irish-speaking com-
munities. Activists have successfully lobbied both the Irish state and the
European Union for infrastructure and community development funds.
In accordance with a shift in state language policy, local development is
now, to some extent, under local control. Ironically, these changes have
made the Gaeltacht an attractive place to live for non-Irish-speaking
families as well. Rising property values and an influx of non-Irish-speakers
have threatened to dissolve local communities. This is the negative side
of an otherwise necessary and positive development, the globalisation
of the Gaeltacht – its breakout from what Máirtín Ó Cadhain termed
‘Claidhe na Muice Duibhe’ (the Black Pig’s Dyke) of geographical
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segregation and second-class citizenship to which it had been relegated
by traditional state policy.53

What is still very much at stake is the relationship between language
and community. The Irish state’s language policy has relied almost exclu-
sively on primary and secondary school education to promote the language
in non-Irish-speaking communities. Irish was, in effect, a vehicle of what
Gellner terms children’s ‘exo-socialisation’ into an official culture that
was not the culture of the home.54 Ironically, this pattern is now being
followed within the Gaeltacht itself, as parents often see the language as
pertaining to institutions and not necessarily to the home. These parents
then speak English to their children, leaving it to schools and other com-
munity institutions to provide them with Irish.55 Such behaviour could
be seen as ‘hard-headed realism’ in a world where a knowledge of English
is economically essential, while the benefits accruing to competence in
Irish are still largely ‘symbolic’. But it is grounded in a point of view
which takes state intervention in support of the Irish language for granted.
And yet, as the state increasingly withdraws from direct action on behalf
of linguistic and cultural matters, the fate of the language will depend
more and more on its profitability.

Much of what I have termed the ‘postmodernisation’ of the Gaeltacht
is the result of advances in information technology, which have enabled
easier local access to modern means of communication. Better communica-
tions networks mean that production can be increasingly decentralised – a
knitting factory on Inis Meáin in the Aran Islands can be in continuous
and instantaneous contact with both its designers and its markets in
Japan, Europe and the United States. This is beginning to provide oppor-
tunities for people to stay in remote locales rather than emigrating to
centres of production. Both Raidió na Gaeltachta and TG4 rely on techno-
logical advances that make possible radically decentralised communication
networks and a greater variety of choice in both the production and
consumption of mediated culture. Privately owned media, such as the
Irish-language weekly Foinse and the Breton-language television channel
TV-Breizh,56 show that linguistic ‘niche markets’ are becoming profitably
exploitable by the corporate sector.

Hardt and Negri maintain that:

In the postmodernization of the global economy, the creation of wealth
tends ever more toward what we will call biopolitical production, the
production of social life itself, in which the economic, the political, and
the cultural increasingly overlap and invest one another.57

Culture becomes capital, and vice versa, while political action increas-
ingly consists of the struggle to maintain democratic autonomy in the
face of global market forces. Yet what they term the ‘informatisation’ of
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production amounts mostly to the transition to a service-based econ-
omy,58 a process in which Ireland is quite advanced. The typical service
sector worker, whether he or she lives in Dublin, in Ros Muc, County
Galway or even in Keokuk, Iowa, is now freer than ever to participate
in a global community of Irish-speakers. As a cultural producer, he or
she may find his or her products accruing market value because of their
rootedness in a minority linguistic culture and tradition.

This could all be seen as a revolution but, as such, it is a far cry from
that envisaged by Máirtín Ó Cadhain or the members of Muintir na
Gaeltachta. Ó Cadhain wrote in 1969 that:

Sí an Ghaeilge Athghabháil na hÉireann agus is í Athghabháil na
hÉireann slánú na Gaeilge. Sí teanga na muintire a shlánós an mhuintir.59

Irish is the Reconquest of Ireland and the Reconquest of Ireland is the
salvation of Irish. The people’s own language is what will save them.

By ‘the Reconquest of Ireland’ he meant James Connolly’s call for a
socialist revolution in Ireland which would overthrow colonial rule and
put the means of production in the hands of the Irish people.60 Ó Cadhain
saw this as the only hope for saving the Irish language. He saw Irish as
the means of expression and cultural medium of the most downtrodden
social group in Ireland. In the second sentence of his statement, he expresses
his belief that revolution should be a development immanent to the life
and culture of the community, and vice versa. This seems to prefigure
Hardt and Negri’s call for revolution on what they term the ‘plane of
immanence’. Hardt and Negri see the development of capital itself, as
well as popular resistance to it, as sufficient to constitute such a revolu-
tion, an assertion which might seem doubtful to even the most optimistic
observer of ‘Celtic Tiger’ Ireland.

In the advertisement offering shares in Telecom Éireann, singers sang
Dúlamán, a traditional song from Gaoth Dobhair, County Donegal, that
represents the voice of a person selling seaweed. Investors who answered
the advertisement’s call could be forgiven for thinking that seaweed is
exactly what they got for their money. As its share prices precipitously
declined after its flotation, rumours abounded that Eircom would be
dissolved at the behest of the transnational telecommunications corpora-
tions that held a majority interest in the new company. Concern over
share prices dominated the grievances brought forward at Eircom’s stormy
annual general meeting on 13 September 2000. In votes at this meeting,
small Irish investors found themselves up against the company’s chair-
man, Ray MacSharry, who controlled 1.15 billion proxy votes from
large corporate investors.61 The voices of Irish-language activists, object-
ing to the new corporation’s apparent withdrawal from its commitments
to the language, were lost in the fray.
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11

Northern Ireland:
a reminder from the present

PETE SHIRLOW

Social and cultural shifts on the island of Ireland are held to have diluted
the authority of nationalisms that were tied to unidimensional and archaic
notions of Irishness and Britishness.1 It is contended that there is an
ongoing and positive transition towards new modes and definitions of
cultural belonging that in themselves reject the logic and validity of ethno-
centrism. The Europeanisation of political and financial power, the influx
of foreign capital, political morphology in Northern Ireland and the
growth in consumption have all been identified as sociopolitical forces
that have advanced more heterogeneous senses of identity and belonging.

The ‘death’ of an Ireland tied to the narratives of idyllic rurality,
Gaelic custom, unionist triumphalism and devotion to the champions of
ideological confrontation is interpreted as being paralleled by the custom-
isation of new discourses of progress and postmodernity. Postnationalist
readings maintain that identities in Ireland have and will continue to
become less nation centred and more contingent upon choice, place,
sexuality and other individually defined imaginings of self-value. This
argument asserts that as the ‘Irish’ and ‘British-Irish’ become more
‘cosmopolitan’, they will ditch the rhetorical narratives of Irish- and
British-based ethnicity. Such optimistic accounts aim to distil the con-
temporary from a ‘redundant’ past.

Dominant bourgeois readings retain the argument that the complex
sociohistorical forces that shaped contemporary Ireland, such as the link
between Catholicism and Irish nationalism, have been left behind in the
rush towards more dispassionate and benign cultural reasonings. Ireland
as a place is thus held to have been liberated from the bondage of
nationalism and ethnicity. This view emphasises the idea that such a
transition is based upon a shift from ‘primitive’ to modern conceptions
of identity. What we are offered is an essentially ahistorical account
which aims to hide the negative nature of present realities under the
quilt of historical revision. A simplistic and binary argument seeks to
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suggest that the past was so appalling that the future must obviously be
bright.

Social mobility and the growth in consumption may have partly under-
mined both the vocalisation and visibility of state-sponsored discourses
of Irishness and unionism/Britishness. However, the debility of ‘official’
Irishness and the growth in self-selected identities in the Republic of
Ireland do not mean that salient tensions between Irishness and British-
ness have evaporated or will evaporate. There is, despite the reverie of
postnationalist interpretation, the potential for ethnocentric tension to
re-emerge.

This chapter aims to establish how the ideological divisions between
Irishness and Britishness continue to be reproduced, despite the supposed
evaporation of such discursive constructions. In pinpointing the divisions
that remain and those that may reappear, this chapter argues that the
capacity exists for sectarian consciousness to spread throughout the Irish
body politic. The Irish ‘problem’ remains one of territory, given the exist-
ence of a border that acts as a social, constitutional, political and cultural
divide. However, the northern problem may become a southern reality.
A fundamental dilemma facing the Republic of Ireland is that the removal
of the border – an abiding aspiration for most people in the twenty-six
counties – holds the danger of unleashing cultural and political antagon-
isms not seen since partition. Unification would ultimately mean that
Northern Ireland would no longer remain a ‘place apart’. In becoming a
place ‘within’, the north of Ireland could bring with it the multiple afflic-
tions of ideological division and territorial disputation.

Postnationalist interpretation – northern style

In recent years, political change in Northern Ireland has been heralded
as the beginning of the end of sectarian asperity. The creation of a power-
sharing executive and the endorsement of a pluralist accord has been
upheld as an ‘exemplary constitutional design for an ethnonationally
divided territory’.2

There have, of course, been positive political developments. David
Trimble, the Ulster Unionist leader, has publicly accepted that ‘it is legiti-
mate for nationalists to pursue their political objectives of a united Ireland’.
Trimble has also stated that his party endorsed ‘the principles of inclus-
ivity, equality and mutual respect’.3 Sinn Féin have also worked hard to
create some form of political change by taking seats in a Northern Ireland
Assembly, which is located in Stormont, one of the most obvious icons
of past unionist authority. Sinn Féin, in dropping its insistence that the
British state must withdraw from Northern Ireland prior to the begin-
ning of a negotiated settlement, indicated that it was prepared to adopt
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a different political course than hitherto. These shifts in discourse and
direction would suggest that devolution in Northern Ireland and the
formation of a power-sharing executive will help usher in a more inclu-
sive political culture that will dilute ethnonationalist forces.4

The aim of the Belfast Agreement (BA) is to draw together atavistic
political groups in order to promote a consociational accord, which would
endorse Northern Ireland’s place in the United Kingdom but at the same
time uphold minority rights and cultural demands.5 It is evident, how-
ever, that the return of a devolved administration has not resolved the
long-term political future of Northern Ireland. Devolution is the first
step along a path that leads ultimately to a range of possible consti-
tutional arrangements.6

Commentators such as McGarry and O’Leary are correct in their
analysis that the BA was intended to be a binational compromise dedicated
to challenging the reproduction of sectarianism by conjoining disparate
political ideologies.7 Positive readings of the BA have highlighted how
the negotiation of Northern Ireland’s constitutional future was based
upon the endorsement of both Irish national self-determination and the
British constitutional convention. The political maturity of the BA is
also saluted because it makes clear that the constitutional status of
Northern Ireland can be altered only if the majority of people in Ireland,
north and south, wish to effect such a change. This provides a sense that
Northern Ireland is maintained by majoritarianism as opposed to ‘colonial’
administration.

The ‘wisdom’ of political change, it is argued, is also underlined by
the fact that the Irish Republic now recognises Northern Ireland as a
legitimate political and constitutional entity.8 The BA has thus aimed to
interweave symbolic recognitions of Irishness and Britishness. The re-
placement of the claim to Northern Ireland contained in Articles 2 and
3 of the Irish Republic’s constitution with a more benign aspiration to
unification is understood as a positive acceptance of the need for
political renegotiation and understanding. The hosting of dual referenda
clearly recognised and permitted a theoretical form of joint sovereignty,
a North–South ministerial council and limited forms of cross-border
cooperation. The compromises made by the Irish state were also reflected
in the concerns of London to stress that the BA is not about maintaining
the ‘British’ constitutional system. Compromise, it is argued, is based
upon the creation of a new and renewable constitutional settlement.9 In
reality, however, the ability of the BA to dilute the rationale of ethno-
sectarianism is over-emphasised.10

In economic and cultural terms, the endorsement of equalisation, as
outlined in the BA, is represented as being capable of diluting the logic
for ethnically defined labour markets and claims of cultural disaffection.
In terms of ‘conflict resolution’, the aim of the BA is to democratise a
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society in which discord over sovereignty has undermined the appearance
of cross-community compromise. Furthermore, the pursuit of seemingly
incompatible objectives such as the attenuation of British sovereignty –
via the involvement of the Irish state in Northern Ireland’s affairs – and
safeguarding the union – via the principle of consent – bears witness to
a constitutional stratagem aimed at encouraging issues of sovereignty to
become gradually more ambiguous.

The BA is thus regarded as a mature political settlement which contains
the capacity to delegitimise history and wider structures of territorial
disputation. The argument is made that the BA can provide the political
normality needed to create a northern version of the ‘Celtic Tiger’. It is,
thus, understood that the type of economic and social forces which aided
the decline of ethnocentric imagining in the Republic of Ireland can be
duplicated north of the border. Within this postnationalist interpretation
lies the belief that rising economic tides can and will sink sectarian boats.
Growth in consumption and personal prosperity is held to have the power
and capacity to dilute the rationale of ethnic belonging. An argument is
advanced that suggests that growing incomes and self-interest can divorce
people from political dogma and their need to source identities through
ideological confrontation. Within the postnationalist imagination is the
belief that states can fashion democracies that are both inclusive and
capable of moving beyond fear and prejudice.11

John McGarry12 indicates what is probably the most desired outcome
of political consensus building when he suggests that the BA will ‘bring
out the benign characteristics of rival identities and [will] marginalize
chauvinists more effectively’. If anything, such a positive prognosis fails
to square with the reality that the BA has, in fact, nurtured the con-
ditions that have enabled the ethnic chauvinists to thrive.

In a broader sense, the BA is, in fact, part of a programme of promot-
ing a postnationalist interpretation of places of identity on the island of
Ireland.13 The Irish and British states are convinced that the genius of
‘conflict resolution’ lies in the ability of both states to create institutions
that reconcile order with personal, spatial and communal liberties. On
the down side, the recognition of mutual consent, cross-border cooperation
and the totemic institutionalisation of communal rights is problematic
for certain groups whose political culture is tied to an unwavering obli-
gation to an ethnically defined formation of territorial sovereignty.

A flawed process

One of the central problems with the BA is that it is concerned more
with conflict management than with conflict resolution. This in itself
provides the very political vacuum within which sectarian asperity can
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and does thrive. The BA institutionalised sectarianism. The facts that
members of the Northern Ireland Assembly must designate themselves
as nationalist, unionist or other and that all decisions taken must have
majority support from both the nationalist and unionist blocs means
that the capacity of alternative political interpretations is hindered. All
decisions are effectively based upon ethnocentric majorities. In a climate
of perpetual controversy, as demonstrated by the successive standoffs at
Drumcree and the loyalist blockade of the Holy Cross girls’ school, there
is no place within the new administrative order within which an accom-
modationist middle ground can develop. It is not surprising, given the
existence of a political system which undermines the power of appeals
to cross-community sentiment, that parties such as the Women’s Coalition
and Alliance have seen their fortunes slump in recent elections.

Devolution and the delivery of the BA have not aided the development
of a centrist political culture but rather have fortified the power of those
committed to the strongest and most vociferous notions of cultural identity
and political victory. If anything, the middle ground has been diminished
further in a period of political transformation which was intended to
facilitate its growth. This would suggest that political change is based
around ethnosectarian power brokerage as opposed to meaningful cross-
community dialogue and commitment.

If anything, the Northern Ireland Assembly has provided an arena
within which ideological confrontation can be played out via the most
public of media. A central problem in the political life of the region is
that the strength of the communal blocs is now fairly similar. This, com-
bined with a growing nationalist/republican electorate and the debacles
over decommissioning, rioting and policing, provides the context in
which the quest for accommodation can be overwhelmed by the desire
for victory and revenge.

In a sense, the BA seeks to maintain a kind of political illusion. The
deal struck at Stormont strives to make the border seem more fixed for
unionists – through the endorsement of the principle of consent – and
more permeable for nationalists – through the endorsement of an ‘Irish
dimension’ in Northern Irish affairs. There is, nevertheless, a crucial
problem in the idea of creeping porosity of ‘the border’, since it imagines
a shared loss of memory regarding the significance of a cultural and
political construct which has and continues to be the foundation of con-
flict. In reality, the fact that the consent needed for a united Ireland is
slowly emerging due to demographic shifts, in Northern Ireland, means
that unionism is further placed on the defensive while republicanism
moves onward and upward.

For most unionists, it matters not one jot that the Republic of Ireland
has come so far from the conservative and exclusive society associated
with the De Valera era. The decline in the authority of the Catholic
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Church and the move away from what are conventionally termed
‘traditional’ social mores among the wider population do not dilute the
belief system which upholds the ‘values’ of Britishness. It is not unusual
to hear politically conservative unionists using similar radical denunci-
ations of the Celtic Tiger that would be common among the left in the
Republic of Ireland. Unionists passionately believe that they would be
politically invisible within a united Ireland. For many unionists, the
argument remains that they cannot trust the ideological ‘other’ to treat
them fairly. The border is no longer a metaphor for unionist integrity
but is seen as a blanket that protects them from cultural and political
dissipation. The recent growth in Sinn Féin’s political base in the Republic
‘proves’ to unionists that their most obvious opponents are everywhere.
The problem is that such fears and hostilities cannot be removed by a
postnationalist interpretation that the Republic has somehow changed.

Unionists constantly seek the body of Irish nationalism within the
Republic of Ireland. The failure of the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA)
to allow soccer to be played at Croke Park,14 the remaining sectarian
nature of the Irish constitution and the ‘history’ of decline among southern
Protestants aids the belief that the Republic of Ireland remains, in spite
of the ways in which it has changed, a place within which unionists do
not feel welcome. Unionist resistance to a united Ireland is partly
sectarian but is increasingly based upon a self-understanding of past,
present and future victimhood.

The creation of the Northern Ireland Assembly also sought to per-
suade those who favour the unification of Ireland to be less impetuous
in their demands for radical political change. The Social Democratic and
Labour Party, which aims to play the postnationalist card in Northern
Irish politics, has seen its fortunes degenerate as the more vociferous
nationalist politics of Sinn Féin emerge as the dominant voice for Irish
unity. Given the extent to which its mandate has grown, it would be
naive to expect other than that Sinn Féin will push strongly for the
dissolution of Northern Ireland.

It is evident that the BA endeavours to create the chimera whereby
‘each side’ will realise some of its critical goals and political objectives
without being seen to ‘lose face’. This attempt to foster some kind of
political equilibrium has been undermined, however, by the growth in
support for the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) and Sinn Féin. In the
eyes of the DUP, the Ulster Unionists are party to a ‘process of surrender
and duplicity’. For Sinn Féin, the ‘refusal’ of unionists to treat them
‘equally’ simply strengthens the argument that unionism can be reformed
only when the British state removes itself from Ireland. In such a
politically unstable process, the capacity to eliminate the causes of con-
flict is underwhelmed by ethnocentric power and its legitimisation by
the BA.
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It was not unexpected that the growing size and political influence of
Northern Ireland’s nationalist community have continued to be accom-
panied by a violent loyalist backlash. The depth of sectarianism within
social life in the six counties means that the BA cannot overturn percep-
tions of religious discrimination and the belief that communities are being
socially and culturally marginalised, due to either intransigent unionism
or belligerent Irish nationalism. A significant section of the unionist com-
munity has already lost faith in a political process which has not delivered
the demise of militant republicanism. It is true that sectarianism plays a
part in the unwillingness of many unionists to accept Sinn Féin in
government and other political changes. However, there is also, within
unionism, a coherent sense of being in political and cultural decline. For
republicans, the recent growth in loyalist violence and the inability of
the Police Service of Northern Ireland to protect Catholic communities
are also primary concerns. It would seem that Northern Irish society has
shifted from intense violence to a version of warfare by proxy.

This latter form of war is based upon the conviction that ideological
confrontation must be maintained via the medium of ethnocentric
resource competition and cultural contestation. It is undeniable that a
significant section of the electorate in Northern Ireland wish to promote
ethnic chauvinism despite the good intentions spelt out in the BA. In a
society driven by the memory of a violent and not so distant past, the
building of trust can be destroyed by the reality of continual and
meaningful discord. The problem that remains is that what is determined
as ethnic chauvinism is understood by its promoters as rational and
valid. There is still a need to understand that the perpetual realities of
political intransigence and cultural contestation, which surround job
allocation, marching, decommissioning, flag bearing and policing, are
ever present.15

In recent years, both Sinn Féin and the Ulster Unionists have become
involved in the practice of stimulating ethnosectarian rivalries. Repub-
licans have, of course, had to find ways to camouflage the concessions
that they have made. Determining ways in which to tolerate unionist
intransigence has been a central problem in terms of selling political
morphology to the republican ‘heartlands’. It is evident, during the recent
upsurge in loyalist violence, that dissident republicans aim to usurp the
Provisional IRA’s mantle as defenders of the republican people. Thus
far, the Provisionals and Sinn Féin have not taken the bait of a loyalist
violence which is dedicated to enticing them back to war. But, as a result
of such violence, they must still play political hardball if they are to
remain ideologically dominant.

However, the reality of unionist intransigence and the failure of an
‘acceptable’ policing agenda to emerge provide Sinn Féin with the oppor-
tunity to remobilise resistance to unionism and the British state. It is
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one of the many ironies of Northern Irish politics that Sinn Féin can
champion the cause of the oppressed and culturally marginalised even
though they themselves are a central part of the political system.

Unionism’s central problem is that it has not come to terms with the
collapse of its authority. Political decline, demographic change and the
loss of generations of those who graduated in British universities have
all added to the sense of sociocultural fatalism among a significant section
of the unionist people. The negativity of a unionist politics tied to the
demonisation of Irishness remains pronounced and unmistakable. Within
the more fundamentalist strands of unionist consciousness, the Republic
of Ireland remains a place that must remain apart. Within such a discourse
of unionist purity lies the inability to detach the politics of militant repub-
licanism from those of other, rather different versions of nationalism.

The fact that Northern Ireland’s constitutional future will be dictated
by ‘plebiscite politics’ is potentially troublesome. Given the recent actions
of loyalist paramilitaries and rejectionist unionists, it is evident that they
interpret political change as favouring the cultural, political, economic
and social ascendancy of the Catholic population. Unlike the Ulster
Unionists, who argue that there is no guarantee that demographic shifts
will bring about unification, other unionists argue that the unionist com-
munity is being sold out because of the desire within official circles to
‘appease’ the republican cause. This ‘appeasement’ of republicanism is
heralded as an example of how the unionist community will be treated
in a united Ireland. The conclusion at which the more militant elements
of Ulster loyalism have arrived is that it has become necessary to make
Northern Ireland ungovernable, in order to dilute the desire of the citizens
of the Republic of Ireland to accept unification.

The growth in protests against Orange marches, the ‘rumble in the
Colombian jungle’,16 the emergence of Sinn Féin as the dominant voice
of northern nationalism, the disbandment of the Royal Ulster Constabulary,
gun running from Florida and the fact that decommissioning has been
less than conclusive have each eaten away at unionist resolve to engage
in civic politics. It is also the case that most unionists now speak of their
‘alienation’ within the northern state in a manner that was until recently
the preserve of republicans.

A more positive political outcome was expected, given that devo-
lution, regionalisation and the evolution of ‘postmodern’ politics are
often understood as having the capacity to unravel the complexities and
force of ethnic affiliation and social class. The very forces of political
belonging which are supposed to be moderated by globalisation, social
mobility and wider patterns of Europeanisation17 continue to prove re-
markably resilient in the context of the six counties. The realities of
power sharing in Northern Ireland clearly indicate how the politics of
modification and consensus building can run up against the bulwark and
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intricacies of ethnic belonging. Evidently, the power of cultural memory,
perceptions of victimhood and notions of cultural dissipation still influ-
ence the politics of constitutional change in places as diverse as Belfast,
Bilbao and Belgrade. As argued here, it is important to understand that
the establishment of positive and inclusive state forms demands more
than simply the creation of better economic conditions and tokenistic
political change. Within the Northern Irish context, it is evident that the
BA cannot, in the short term, resolve political antagonisms which are
rooted in the perpetuation of partition, armed paramilitary groups and
the territorialisation of cultural and economic claims.18

The past in the present

The impasse over decommissioning and policing, and hostility to the
BA, illustrate how wider issues of social exclusion and subordination
are often easily marginalised by political machination. In this sense,
decommissioning and police reform have become obstacles to concrete
social and economic change in the different and diverse communities of
Northern Ireland. The recent growth in community violence and the re-
engagement of the Ulster Freedom Fighters in random sectarian violence
indicate how supposed political settlement is paralleled by actual sectarian
discord. Contemporary history is still being forged by the reproduction
of sectarian labelling and habituation.

Despite political morphology, sectarianism is being redefined via new
forms of community expression. In a zero-sum logic of sectarian ac-
knowledgement, the growth in Sinn Féin’s vote indicates to many unionists
that the ‘other’ community increasingly favours a more belligerent form
of nationalism. In the eyes of republicans, the unwillingness of unionists
to distinguish between Sinn Féin and the IRA and to accept the partici-
pation of the former in government articulates an aversion to having ‘a
Taig about the place’. The inability to stop or even adequately denounce
the activities of militant loyalists is also seen as a refusal of unionism to
drag itself away from established sectarian constructs. All are signs that
both communities are seeking things that remain politically divergent.

One conclusion from the foregoing discussion is that the BA does not
adequately challenge the populace to distance themselves from sectarianised
belongings. The desire to dilute political hostilities is meaningless, given
that to do so would be to accept some form of political defeat. However,
the most fundamental problem is that sectarianism is reproduced via a
range of institutionalised forms and lived experiences.

Crucial to any understanding of ethnosectarianism in Northern Ireland
is an interpretation of how the spatialisation of fear, threat and attack
has created an extensive sequence of sectarian enclaves. Modes of religious
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segregation have striven to create and promote ethnic homogeneity via
complex modes of territorial separation.19 Darby20 notes:

Just as one cannot hope to understand the Northern Ireland conflict with-
out an acquaintance with its history, it is impossible to appreciate its
pervasiveness without some knowledge of the background, extent and
effect of residential segregation between Catholics and Protestants. This
is both the cause and consequence of the province’s history of turbulence.

The perpetual search for spatial enclosure and socio-spatial demarcation
is clearly tied to Sack’s notion21 that the creation of illusionary spaces
produces ‘[b]oundaries which are virtually impermeable [and which] iso-
late communities, create fear and hate of others, and push in the directions
of equality and justice’.

A central part in the construction of identity in contexts of conflict is
not merely to use space to promote ontological togetherness but to com-
pact time and space through the generation of a sense of connection to
place. The spatialisation of ethnic affiliation is understood as both a
directive of community space and a classification of ethnosectarian
belonging.22 Religious segregation is held to actualise constructs of
identity via the mediation of inclusion and exclusion and the subjective
geographies of necessary separation.

Continuously being remade, the construction of territorial division
encapsulates distinct, eulogised and communally devoted places, circum-
scribed by their very difference from the territorial ‘other’. An understanding
of the mechanisms through which the ethnic other is excluded and the
‘home territory’ cast as pure and uncontaminated are essential to com-
prehending conflict and conflict resolution.23 A devotion to community
underpins the casting of the ‘other’ community as treacherous, dangerous
and untrustworthy. Parallel to this is the compulsion to construct the
‘communal self’ as trusted, safe, culturally homogeneous and morally
superior. Therefore, the demonisation of the ‘other’ community as violent
and repressive is conditioned by a celebration of one’s own community
as sacred, politically resistant, honourable, dependable and culturally
wholesome. A central aspect of the reproduction of religious segregation
has been to celebrate the loyalty and devotion afforded to the ‘communal
self’ and the cultural and political spirit that has emerged within ‘inter-
faced’ areas.

Interfaces had historically operated as arenas within which the perform-
ance of ethnosectarian violence was both assembled and conspicuous.
This work was also crucial in that it verified how interfaces rendered
communities as victims of petrified parameters. The prominence of inter-
faces in the late 1960s and 1970s, and the influx of refugees into ethnic
enclaves, due to the resurgence of violent conflict, created sanctuary
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spaces that mapped ‘safe’ and ‘unsafe’ areas for local people.24 The physical
process of ethnicising space led to the subjective coding of the ‘other’
side of the interface as sources of deviance, transgression and margin-
ality.25 The imagined symbolic purity of the ‘communal enclave’ and the
symbolic impurity of the ‘collective other’ were further reinforced when
the ethnic refuge was threatened and abused via violence, intimidation
and paramilitary or state targeting.

As a result of ethnic enclaving and the growth in violence from the
late 1960s, communities tended to face in on themselves. Those who
wished to promote cross-community contact and conflict resolution were,
in many instances, deemed to be betrayers of the enclave. Evidently, the
potential for conflict resolution was destroyed by the same spatial devices
that enacted violence.26 As Downey notes:27

Within ten years of violence most forms of pan-cultural contact had been
dissolved. Safe places for Protestants and Catholics to meet had all but
evaporated. Friendships that had spanned decades could no longer be
upheld. Children of those who had once had friendships on ‘the other
side’ knew nothing of what had been. Fear, mistrust, and hatred made
pluralism a dirty word.

Furthermore, violence ensured that communities looked inwards as
the ‘collective self’ became a victim of a ‘ravaging’ ‘collective other’. In
order to rationalise reactive violence, communities needed to create a
communicative dimension which not only supported conflict but which
mobilised fear as an instrument for survival. Fear of being attacked and
the existence of a complex mosaic of ethnic enclaves meant that those
living in districts where the conflict was most pronounced needed to
develop a comprehensive understanding of implied threat and menace.28

The evolution of complex modes of segregation and habituation not only
created safety consciousness but also stimulated the reading of the ‘other’
community as transgressive, deviant and marginal.

Although incidents such as the infamous dispute at the Holy Cross
girls’ school are presented simply as acts of mindless thuggery, it is evident
that fear and a sense of cultural dissipation drive the use of violence.
More importantly, a new generation of young men who see their role as
defenders of their community has emerged as a result of tit for tat vio-
lence. In a sense, new forms of violence are encouraging new and robust
modes of sectarian deployment.

Table 11.1 provides evidence of the growth of sectarian attitudes among
800 respondents who live in the most segregated areas of Belfast.29 These
areas constitute over sixty per cent of the city’s population. In 1999,
there was evidently confidence among both communities that positive
political change was taking place. Around thirty per cent of both sections
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of the population believed that intercommunal relations had improved
since the ceasefires of 1994. By 2002, the proportion of respondents
who believed that such relationships had been enhanced had signifi-
cantly declined. This decline was mirrored in the falling proportion of
respondents who believed that the ‘other’ community was less sectarian,
or that crossing territorial barriers had become less difficult. In 1999, a
mere nineteen per cent of Catholics and twenty-seven per cent of Protestants
believed that the ‘other’ community wished to harm their community.
By 2002, these shares had grown to thirty-eight per cent and forty-nine
per cent, respectively. In addition, the share of Catholics and Protestants
who believed that both communities were committed to peace building
halved during the same period. Table 11.1 indicates that sectarian prejudice
and fears that were already manifest in 1999 have grown since.

Given the realities of ethnopolitical separation, it is perturbing that
the BA does not mention the term ‘sectarianism’. Instead, the BA talks
of bringing together the ‘two traditions’ via endorsing the principle of
‘party of esteem’. The term ‘sectarianism’ was not invoked because it is
highly subjective and loaded with political meaning. Yet it is the most
significant political discourse within Northern Irish society. A funda-
mental problem is that the power of memory and the reappearance of
violence continue to shape the reproduction of sectarian atavism. The
prospect of benign developments in the future have little meaning for
communities that have ample reasons for distrusting each other in the
here and now.

Table 11.1 Community attitudes to peace building and
reconciliation, 1999 and 2002: percentage of respondents
affirming the survey statements

             Catholics         Protestants
1999 2002 1999 2002

Relationships with the ‘other’ community
have improved since 1994 34 18 28 11

The ‘other’ community has become less
sectarian since 1994 28 21 22 18

The ‘other’ community wishes to cause
my community harm 19 38 27 49

I am less afraid to enter areas dominated
by the ‘other’ religion since 1994 32 22 31 18

Both communities are committed to
peace building in equal measure 38 18 29 14
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Conclusions: a nation once again?

Commentators such as Ruth Dudley Edwards see the ability to ‘progress’
in a ‘new world’ as symptomatic of an ability to shift away from outdated
nationalist values and political dogmas.30 The logic of this and other
such arguments is that ideological ‘backwardness’ is contingent upon
significant flaws in collective psyches.

There is no doubting that a nationalism premised upon an intimacy
between the Irish state and the Catholic Church has become rather less
evident. However, in spite of important recent changes in the nature of
Irish nationalism, the Republic of Ireland falls a good deal short of being
a postnationalist utopia.

Incidents such as the booing at Lansdowne Road of an international
footballer who happened to play for Glasgow Rangers would suggest
that a sectarian consciousness persists among the Republic’s supporters.
The appearance of the Angelus on the national television station intimates
that Catholicism continues to exert a certain influence in the affairs of
the twenty-six counties. The continuing ban on abortion and clerical
control of teaching indicate that the Catholic Church retains consider-
able authority. Recent Church pronouncements that all children who
attend their schools must be christened and that their parents must be
‘good’ Catholics provide echoes of the De Valera era. The fact that such
prescriptions failed to create greater political controversy suggests that
many citizens of the supposedly modern and pluralist Republic still have
some sympathy for the view of the Catholic Church as a moral arbiter.

Bertie Ahern, the leader of this supposedly new and postnationalising
society, appears to be working towards a more explicitly nationalist agenda.
His attack upon revisionism at Bodenstown31 and his desire to orches-
trate the reinterment of Kevin Barry and nine other IRA men executed
during the war for independence are episodes which suggest that he is
engaged in an ideological conflict with Sinn Féin over who is a ‘true’
republican. The growth in Sinn Féin’s vote south of the border will con-
tinue as it develops and extends support from within the nationalist
hardcore. Lest we all forget, two IRA hunger strikers were elected to the
Dáil in 1981, compared with one in the supposedly more belligerent
North.32 The election of these hunger strikers put Fianna Fáil out of
power and reminded them of the need to keep a closer eye on the chang-
ing tides of nationalist opinion.

Most people in the Republic of Ireland engaged in an understated
nationalism during the conflict in Northern Ireland. Most citizens switched
off from the scenes of death and mayhem. Few openly discussed northern
affairs, as to do so could lead to being condemned as a fellow traveller
with the IRA. However, the decline in violence and the shift of Sinn Féin
into civil politics means that the opportunity to express serious opinions
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about Northern Ireland is now rather greater than before. Anecdotal
and personal experiences suggest that there has, in recent years, been a
growth in anti-unionist prejudice in the Republic. The recent rehabili-
tation of Michael Collins, an individual who had previously virtually
disappeared from Irish history, and the controversy that attended the
proposal that the Orange Order should march in the centre of Dublin
both suggest that nationalism continues to exercise an appeal within the
twenty-six counties. Each of these events merely provides rejectionist
unionists with the ammunition they need to preach that the Republic of
Ireland remains a monocultural and sectarian state.

The desire for unification may not be the most visible part of public
discourse in the Irish Republic but it is, nonetheless, an important emo-
tional demand. However, if unification ever becomes a serious proposition,
then it is possible that nationalist agendas would come to the fore.

There is a strong possibility that the prospect of a united Ireland
would be accompanied by a loyalist backlash. Attacks south of the border
would, in all likelihood, form part of loyalist militants’ campaign to
prevent unification. A bombing campaign in Dublin would provide the
conditions under which ethnosectarianism might grow. As the drift to-
wards a united Ireland accelerated, unionists would seek to highlight
the sectarianism perceived within the twenty-six counties. The political
agenda of unionists prior to a united Ireland would be to demolish the
arguments of those seeking to dissolve the border. Such an approach
would, within the Republic of Ireland, draw Irish nationalism out. It is,
perhaps, only when nationalism in the Republic is challenged that its
true depth and nature will emerge.

Within a united Ireland, unionists would have significant political
power. They would undoubtedly work to gain as many resources as they
could for the north of Ireland. A central allegation that might gain ground
within the twenty-six counties would be that the unionist community
was being treated with undue generosity. Such accusations might be
levelled in the context of tax rises introduced to support the northern
economy. The potential for anti-unionism to emerge before and during
the early phases of a united Ireland could be substantial.

The fundamental problem for the Irish Republic is that a united Ireland
will bring with it the forms and issues of political engagement that have
been hitherto associated solely with the six counties. Over a million
politically motivated citizens would suddenly become part of a society
in which social fractures have been carefully stage-managed. Unionists
would strongly advocate equality for their community and, in so doing,
could serve to foment socioreligious tensions unseen since partition.
Loyalists are shrewd enough to know that violence and the threat of
destabilising the Irish economy through ensuring that foreign investors
were dissuaded from locating in the Republic are potential trump cards.
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Either way, it is clear that unionism would seek concessions that could
cause social disharmony. The obvious impact of unification would be
that the north would become not only a place which was no longer apart
but a place that was more politically important than any other region
outside Dublin. People in the Republic may pretend to be benign about
Northern Ireland but that will all change if and when a united Ireland is
realised and brings with it new forms of territorial division and political
dispute. The only thing that can, perhaps, be said with any certainty
about Irish history, then, is that it is rather far from being at an end.
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