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The number of Irish in the Republic of Ireland is 4 million, of which 1.3 million live in greater Dublin which is almost as many as the number of people who live in Northern Ireland. The combined population is thus around 5.5 million, compared with 3 million Welsh, 5 million Scots, 21 million Aussies, 52 million English and 307 million Americans.




 





The Republic of Ireland is nearly five times the size of Northern Ireland, but could fit into Florida twice. However, Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland taken together are a bit larger than Scotland.



















Nationalism & Identity





Forewarned


There is a country called Ireland and a state called Ireland, and these are not the same thing. The country called Ireland includes Northern Ireland whereas the state called Ireland once claimed to include it, and now merely aspires to include it, eventually. For the moment, a majority of Northern Ireland’s population prefers the status quo (union* with Great Britain, that is, not the 1970s rock band).




“You may know Ireland as ‘The Republic of Ireland’, but this is only the working title.”





You may know Ireland as ‘The Republic of Ireland’, but this is only a working title. The name of the state is ‘Ireland’, or in the Irish language ‘Eire’. For obvious reasons, the pro-British majority of Northern Ireland dislikes using the term ‘Ireland’ to refer to the Republic. So although they have no enthusiasm for the Irish language, they often use the term ‘Eire’ in English. This is considered an insult by people in the Republic, and is intended as such by Northern Ireland unionists, although both sides would have a hard job to explain why. English people sometimes use ‘Eire’ without intended insult, which is OK because they don’t know any better.






“Many people in the Republic don’t like using the term Northern Ireland, because the capital letters make it look too permanent.”





Many people in the Republic don’t like using the term Northern Ireland, because the capital letters make it look too permanent. Depending on how nationalistic they are, they prefer to call it ‘the occupied six counties’ (extreme nationalist), ‘the wee six’ (extreme nationalist with folksy sense of humour), ‘the north of Ireland’ (moderate nationalist), or just ‘the North’, complete with capital N (liberal, sophisticated, hardly nationalist at all, just making a point). Pro-British northerners also sometimes use the province-name ‘Ulster’ for Northern Ireland. But Northern Ireland contains only two-thirds of Ulster – the rest is in the Republic, and people there don’t like the U-name being misappropriated.




“The country called Ireland is a diplomatic minefield for the unwary.”





In short, the country called Ireland is a diplomatic minefield for the unwary. The safest thing is to refer informally to ‘the north’ and ‘the south’. If you speak fast enough, no-one will able to tell whether you’re using capital letters. Just remember that the most northerly part of the south – Donegal – is further north than anywhere in the North. Otherwise, the already high risk of getting lost in Ireland (see Road Signs) will be increased unnecessarily. 


The Border


The Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland are divided by a line known simply as ‘the Border’. This may be conspicuous on maps and even in books and newspapers, where it is often given a capital ‘B’, but it is usually less conspicuous on the ground. You can cross it repeatedly without even noticing (a claim made by the British army when it was caught on the wrong side).




“The Border is marked by nothing more than a stream or bridge. But the line often passes through individual farms, farmyards, and houses.”





Typically, the Border is marked by nothing more than a stream or bridge. But the line often passes through individual farms, farmyards, and houses. Indeed, thanks to the lucrative fuel-excise differentials between North and South, it even sometimes passes through large diesel tanks, owned by smugglers.


Road signs are usually a reliable indication that you have changed jurisdictions. In the South, direction signs appear – if they appear at all – in both English and Irish; whereas in the North, they’re in English only. Post-boxes provide clues too. As in other parts of the U.K., the North has the distinctive red Victorian post-box. The Republic also has the distinctive red Victorian post-box, except that, after independence, it was painted green.


Perhaps the most reliable indicators that you have crossed the Border are flags. Northern Ireland’s rival communities like to display flags and emblems to demonstrate their respective loyalties, and the areas immediately north of the Border are mostly nationalist. So when you’re driving northwards and suddenly, everywhere you look, you see the flag of the Republic, you can take it as a certainty you’re no longer in it.


The eight hundred years of oppression




“Irish history is a long series of invasions, with one notable blip: in a cruel irony, the Romans decided Ireland was too wet to bother with.”





Irish history is a long series of invasions, with one notable blip: in a cruel irony, the Romans – whose genius for plumbing could have been useful – decided Ireland was too wet to bother with. Few other marauding armies passed up the opportunity, however, so it was no great surprise when the Normans arrived from Britain in 1169, and launched the Eight Hundred Years of Oppression.


Once ensconced, they ignored repeated hints to leave. But as had happened with all previous invaders, the Normans (or the ‘Old English’, as they became known) were soon assimilated, becoming, in a famous phrase, ‘more Irish than the Irish themselves’. This development was regarded with concern back in England, where the New English had become more Norman than the Normans themselves.




“The English ‘planted’ new settlers who were more water-resistant than the Normans and less vulnerable to the effects of Celtic mist.”





Reconquering Ireland, they imposed Penal Laws which banned a number of popular activities, e.g., ‘being Irish’. They also ‘planted’ new settlers who were more water-resistant than the Normans and less vulnerable to the effects of Celtic mist. The settlers who were introduced to the North of Ireland in the 17th century were assimilation-proof partly because of religion. Whereas the Irish and the Old English remained Roman Catholic after the Reformation, these newcomers were Protestants of two main Scottish types – ‘Staunch’ and ‘Fierce’. Britain’s wars of religion came to a head on Irish soil in the battles of the Boyne (1690) and Aughrim (1691), when God lined out for both sides, but apparently fought a bit harder for the Protestants.


By Irish standards, the 18th century was peaceful with only one attempted revolution at a cost of 30,000 or so lives. An indirect cause of this rebellion in 1798 was the Act of Union which made Ireland and Britain a single parliamentary unit. During the 19th century, famine and mass emigration reduced the population of Ireland by half. For those left alive the campaign for Home Rule took on a new urgency.


In 1916 militant republicans had another go. Unlike all previous uprisings which were marked by unrealistic optimism, the insurgents this time shrewdly calculated they would lose. They even devised a cunning revolutionary concept known as ‘the triumph of failure’. The plan was a huge success when the British not only put down the rebellion but shot the leaders, thereby alienating public opinion and swinging it behind the rebels. Independence followed for 26 of Ireland’s 32 counties.




“The term Eight Hundred Years of Oppression has become frozen in time, like a listed building.”





The Protestants in the North – now more British than the British themselves – vetoed moves for an all-Ireland republic and set up their own parliament, loyal to the crown, in Belfast. It was based on the concept of ‘one-man, one-vote’, but only loosely. Anti-Catholic discrimination was widespread, so that by 1969 – the octocentenary of the Norman invasion – Irish nationalists could officially proclaim themselves victims of Eight Hundred Years of Oppression. They still claim copyright on the term.


(Many northern Catholics still considered themselves oppressed well into the 1990s, earning the title of the ‘Most Oppressed People Ever’, or MOPE, for short. A few enthusiasts still make the effort to feel oppressed today. However, the term Eight Hundred Years of Oppression has become frozen in time, like a listed building on to which you cannot add an extension.) 


Anthems


Like many national anthems, the Irish one is an old-fashioned call to arms against (unnamed) invaders. Out of politeness, however, it is always sung in Irish, so friendly visitors won’t understand the words and therefore can’t take it personally. Many Irish people don’t understand the words either. But this is not usually a problem.




“The national anthem is always sung in Irish, so friendly visitors won’t understand the words and therefore can’t take it personally.”





Where the anthem does cause problems is in sports such as rugby, in which Ireland fields an all-island team. Although Ulster rugby players – drawn almost exclusively from the pro-British Protestant community – are even less likely to understand the words, they have always known that the song does not represent their tradition. Eventually the sport’s authorities were forced to come up with a neutral alternative.


The result is that at home rugby internationals there are now two anthems: the official Irish-language one about fighting for freedom, and the English-language which also mentions fighting, but of a vague, non-political kind. Luckily, only the latter is played at away fixtures. Otherwise on visits to South Africa, where they also have two anthems, the pre-match ceremonies would last longer than the game. 


To use or not to use the B-word


The land masses off the north-western shore of France are known to the world collectively as the British Isles. It’s a convenient description, and well-balanced Irish people don’t object strongly to it. What they do object to is when foreigners go further and assume that the inhabitants of Ireland may be described – even in a loose sense – as British.




“British people have a particular habit of referring to the Irish as British, and the Irish are always tuned in when they do.”





This is a big faux pas. About 900,000 Irish people, mostly in the north-east, consider themselves British to one degree or another. The other four-and-a-half million fume at their television sets every time an Irish person or thing is so described. For some, if their lives have any meaning at all, it is that they’re not British.


The problem is exacerbated by the fact that transmission of Britain’s broadcasting service, the BBC, extends as far as the Republic of Ireland (where, happily, its licence fee does not). So opportunities for insult are frequent. British people have a particular habit of referring to the Irish as British, and the Irish are always tuned in when they do.


They know it’s not meant to offend, but the careless application of the B-word feels like an inappropriate touch from a former partner with whom they were enjoying a friendly drink after recovering, through counselling, from a bitter marriage. They may well be steeped in British culture (they get all the newspapers too, although they have to pay for those), and it will always be part of their lives, but they’ve moved on now, and they’d like people to respect that.


Famous Seamus




“A popular perception of the Irish is that they’re all fiery, freckle-faced red-heads.”





There is even a perception in Ireland – based on a combination of careful observation and paranoia – that the B-word is only applied to them when they’re successful. The issue is confused because, for many Irish, the flight-plan to fame involves an onward connection through, and sometimes a stop-over in, London. Baggage problems are inevitable. The Nobel-prize-winning poet Seamus Heaney spoke for a nation when, after being included in an anthology of British poetry, he wrote a poem complaining – this is a very loose interpretation – that the publishers had taken his suitcase by mistake.


How others see them


A popular perception of the Irish is that they’re all fiery, freckle-faced red-heads who’ll start a fight at the slightest offence (e.g., being called ‘British’). The bit about the freckles is accurate enough, but the typical Irish person has brown hair and blue eyes. And while they may be descended from the Celts, a fearless people whose warriors were known to run naked into battle, most modern-day Irish people would think twice before running naked into the bathroom.




“The stereotype of the Irish as a charming-yet-feckless people lingers. They are seen as being ruled by their emotions.”





The myth of the thick Paddy – once especially popular in Britain – has waned in recent years. But the stereotype of the Irish as a charming-yet-feckless people lingers. They are seen as being ruled by their emotions, incapable of organisation, and uninterested in material things. This can be very useful in business negotiations. The ability to pose as hopeless romantics with no concern for money was a big factor in making Ireland one of the richest nations during the early 21st century. But just before its cover was blown, the country went bust again. So for now, the romantic image is secure.


Wherever the Irish go, the reputation for ‘having the craic’ (pronounced ‘crack’) precedes them, which can sometimes cause problems with drug enforcement agents. People expect them to be talkative and funny and the life and soul of the party. This is especially true in parts of Scandinavia, where conversation between locals is normally frowned upon, and an Irish visitor is an excuse to let the hair down. There’s always an element of performance involved in being Irish abroad. Sometimes it’s good to get home again and just be yourself.


Forty shades of green


Some of the most dearly-held images of Ireland – especially for Irish Americans – are severely undermined by the Irish who actually live there.




“The classic Irish rural dwelling house can be seen all over Ireland, but only in postcards.”





For example, the classic Irish rural dwelling house is the thatched, whitewashed cottage. Its simple, functional beauty can be seen all over Ireland, but only in postcards, old photographs and paintings in galleries. The actual houses no longer exist. If you do see one, it’s probably a themed pub that was built last week. The houses most rural people live in now are modern bungalows. These come in all shapes and sizes, and perhaps the only characteristic they have in common is being devoid of all visual aesthetic.


Because of the song made famous by Johnny Cash, visitors to Ireland also often expect to see the famous Forty Shades of Green. But if they’re flying into Dublin, over what James Joyce called the ‘snot-green’ Irish Sea (make that 41 shades), they may be disappointed. A combination of intensive farming and dubious planning decisions has reduced the number of recognisable shades of green around Ireland’s capital to about 15. By the time you read this, several of those may have been re-zoned for development, in controversial circumstances.




“They apply the term ‘Irish’ to others without the slightest justification, throwing it around like snuff at a wake.”





It’s only when you get out into the countryside that Ireland’s reputation as the Emerald Isle is vindicated. The further West you go the greener it gets, at least in the gaps between the newly-built bungalows and holiday homes. The rain only adds to the intensity of the colours. After a summer shower, the hedgerows can be no-warning explosions of verdancy. It is no exaggeration to say that in the West, you will see shades of green you have never, ever seen. But some of these will be the raincoats worn by visitors.


The Irish empire


At the heart of the Irish world-view is a flagrant double-standard. For even as they complain bitterly about the careless British habit of calling them British, they apply the term ‘Irish’ to others without the slightest justification, throwing it around like snuff at a wake. The main reason for this is that, although a small and relatively insignificant nation, the Irish believe themselves to be the centre of a global empire: the great Hibernian* Diaspora.




“The Irish would never claim grandiosely to be running England. But that’s only because they’re too busy running America.”





Unlike the Scots, the Irish would never claim grandiosely to be running England. But that’s only because they’re too busy running America. Emigration to the United States has dried up in recent times, but the groundwork is already done, and at the last count a staggering 45 million Americans claimed Irish descent. This suggests either phenomenal success at breeding (and there is evidence to support this in the size of the Kennedy family), or perhaps more realistically that, of the wide variety of ancestors from which most Americans can choose, the poor oppressed Irish ones still carry the best social cachet. Either way, the figures explain the sense of ownership the Irish feel towards the U.S.




 “Not even Africa and India escaped Irish influence. The Irish diaspora is an empire on which the sun never sets.”





The next biggest colony is probably Australia, where the Irish would broadly define about a third of the population as ‘ours’. Overseas territories also include England, Scotland, and even France, where Gaelic chieftains fled in the 17th century and established wineries that thrive to this day. Charles de Gaulle had an Irish great-grandmother. There are pockets of the empire in places like South America (Che Guevara was part-Irish too). And thanks to religious missionaries, not even Africa and India escaped Irish influence. In short, the Irish diaspora is an empire on which the sun never sets.


That said, most Irish people recognise that there are many countries throughout the world completely untouched by their influence, whose people neither know nor care anything about Ireland. And if they’re going to be like that, the Irish have nothing to say about them either.


Irish dead or alive


The habit of bestowing Irishness on others is not confined to the living. While the term ‘British’ can fairly be applied to a Dubliner like Oscar Wilde, who was born and died during British rule and spent much of his career in London, the modern Irish take offence at it on his behalf and confer on him posthumous citizenship of an independent Irish republic. He was sympathetic to the nationalist cause, after all.


Even those less sympathetic may be claimed, however. Because of intertwined histories, the term ‘Anglo-Irish’ is often used as a flag of convenience for the disputed dead. But where possible, the famous departed – like football players with dual nationality – will be asked to declare exclusively for Ireland. The Duke of Wellington only escaped because, asked if he considered himself Irish, he famously said that being born in a stable didn’t necessarily make you a horse.


How they would like to be seen


There used to be a romantic view of the Irish as a wise, poetic people: poor but proud, soulful, eloquent, stoical in the face of suffering, possessed of an ancient Celtic spiritualism and therefore unmoved by the temptations of worldly wealth or fame.




“The typical Irishman likes to see himself as uniquely centred, rooted in the soil, indifferent to material wealth.” 





The living, breathing Irish always knew this was an impossible ideal to live up to, but even today they don’t mind having some of these characteristics attributed to them. The typical Irishman likes to see himself as uniquely centred, rooted in the soil, indifferent to material wealth. Ideally he would also like to be extremely rich. Then he would have a better chance to show everybody how uninterested he is in money.


W. B. Yeats’ poem The Fisherman expresses his ideal image of Irishness: personified by a ‘wise and simple’ man, ‘who goes/to a grey place on a hill/in grey Connemara clothes/at dawn to cast his flies’. The Irish all want to be that fisherman. But as well as casting their flies at dawn in Connemara, they would like to own one of those enormous deep-sea factory-trawlers that operate off the west coast of Africa. Just as a back-up.




“To this day visitors to Ireland sometimes outdo the locals in Irishness.”





It’s not easy living up to the Irish image. There can even be a competitive element to it, as the phrase ‘more Irish than the Irish themselves’ implies. First used of the Normans, to this day visitors to Ireland sometimes outdo the locals in Irishness.


The phenomenon of the German or Dutch immigrants who adopt Irish ways is well known. They are attracted by ideas of an unspoilt landscape, a simple way of life, a deep reservoir of Celtic spirituality. Settling in the remote countryside, they grow their own organic food, using only traditional methods. They fight passionately against anything that diminishes the environment. They also find time to learn Irish, and to play the fiddle in the local pub of an evening. Gradually, they may even become witty conversationalists, and can ‘have the craic’ with complete fluency.


In public, the native Irish regard these newcomers with a certain amount of sympathy, suspecting that they may be suffering from some sort of mental condition. Privately, they experience feelings of inadequacy. They’d like to think that being born in Ireland would give them a decisive advantage in the discipline of being Irish. But the truth is, it’s hard to come up to the standard.
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