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INTRODUCTION


The Wrong Map





During the vicious fighting in the Alps between the Italians and the Austro-Hungarian Empire, an inexperienced young lieutenant is sent out on a reconnaissance mission with a small detachment under his command. He leads them high into the Alps until they are overtaken by a dreadful snowstorm. The blizzards will not abate. The men can barely see in front of them, and even if they could see, all paths and landmarks have been obliterated by the snow.


At night they huddle in a crevasse. In the morning, there is nothing but snow and ice, nothing by which they can take their bearings. Frozen and dazed, the lieutenant leads the men across the wastes, with no idea where they are going. After the second night they wake to more snow. Freezing, exhausted, and in despair, they lie there waiting for death.


From a corner of his numbed brain, the lieutenant drags out the memory of a map. He searches in his knapsack and finds it. As he spreads it out in front of him, he begins to recognise the contours of the mountains, the ravines and gullies, the peaks and troughs of this region of the Alps. He becomes calm and focused. He stands up and addresses the men for the first time with confidence. He tells them that they are safe, that he has got his bearings and will lead them back to camp. They somehow get to their feet and follow him as he plots their descent, reading his compass and tracing the delicate lines of the map.


After three days and much suffering, they make it back to camp. The captain who sent them out had been racked with guilt for leaving these men under the command of a neophyte. He has given them up for dead. When he sees them limp home, he is overjoyed. He asks the lieutenant to tell him what happened: ‘We were overtaken by the blizzard; we lost the paths; we wandered in despair; we froze; we gave ourselves up for dead. And then I remembered that, of course, I had a map. I realised that I could match the lines on the paper to the contours I was seeing all around me. I knew the way home. The men began to believe in me. We plotted our course and here we are.’


The captain is thrilled with the story and asks to see the map. The lieutenant fishes it out of his knapsack and spreads it out before them. It is, the captain notices, a map not of the Alps but of the Pyrenees.


This story, told by the Czech poet Miroslav Holub, is not a bad parable for contemporary Ireland. We are beset by a blizzard of woes, the paths have been obscured and we are in despair. We need a map. The map will probably be wrong, but it might nonetheless give us something to follow and it might help us to get home. This book is offered, very modestly, as just such a map. It is almost certainly wrong – no one in the midst of Ireland’s current crisis can say anything with great confidence about the next five years, never mind the longer-term future. But there is no other map: there are few peacetime precedents anywhere for Ireland’s current predicament. Very few developed economies have ever contracted as quickly and as sharply as the Irish one did in 2008 and 2010. (GNP has fallen by around 13 per cent.) Very few banking crises have ever been as severe as Ireland’s. And no developed society since the Second World War has faced to quite the same extent Ireland’s combination of an internally generated crisis of these proportions and an external global crisis in which financial, environmental, economic and political uncertainties run so deep.


Mapping Ireland’s future is even more difficult because so many of the old landmarks have disappeared. The twin towers of southern Irish identity – Catholicism and nationalism – were already teetering before the great boom began in 1995. Institutional Catholicism began to lose its grip in the 1960s; by the early 1990s its foundations were already undermined by secularisation, the sexual revolution and its own scandals. Nationalism had become vastly more complicated, a set of troubling questions rather than of easy answers. The vicious conflict in Northern Ireland, the venality of ‘patriotic’ politicians, the effects of membership of the European Union, and cultural globalisation all made nationalism a slippery and ambiguous concept.


This, indeed, is the reason why the Celtic Tiger was embraced with such fervour and why its sudden demise has been a psychic, as well as an economic, shock. Booms always engender hysteria, but what made the Irish one so extreme was that it was filling a void. The Celtic Tiger wasn’t just an economic ideology. It was also a substitute identity. It was a new way of being that arrived just at the point when Catholicism and nationalism were not working any more. At its cheapest, this identity expressed itself in a mad consumerism, in an arrogance towards the rest of the world, in a wilful refusal of all ties of history and tradition. But there were other things wrapped up in it too – optimism, confidence, a new openness and ease, an absence of fear. The banking collapse of 2008 didn’t just kill off the arrogance and acquisitive mania, it also swept away the hopefulness and the sense of possibility. It is not just money that has been lost; it is a sense of what, for better and worse, it meant to be ‘us’.


There is now the uneasy feeling of going back to the past, but without the comforts that the past contained. On the one hand, there is no going back to the institutional Catholicism or the nationalism that emerged so powerfully – and so much in tandem – in the nineteenth century. An Irish Times poll in September 2010 found that just 13 per cent of respondents described themselves as ‘strongly religious’ – the same proportion as described themselves as being ‘not religious at all’. Among the young, the drift away from a powerful religious identity is even more pronounced. Of those aged between 18 and 24, just 4 per cent are ‘strongly religious’, compared to 22 per cent who are ‘not religious at all’. Among those aged between 25 and 34, the figures are 6 per cent and 16 per cent respectively. And the cities now have levels of religious practice that would have been unimaginable before the Celtic Tiger. Sixty-two per cent of all urban respondents reported attending religious services ‘only occasionally’ or ‘never’. The children of the boom years pray to different gods.


The same goes for nationalism. Asked to rank, in the same poll, ‘issues of concern’ in terms of their importance, just 2 per cent put ‘the reunification of Ireland’ first, and 71 per cent put it last in a list of seven options. To put that 2 per cent in context, it is the same proportion as those who, given a list of seven major issues, simply answered ‘don’t know’. The strong nationalists are now as numerous as those who have no opinions at all. Hardly anyone now takes comfort in the idea that a United Ireland would solve all the problems. In the 1980s Fianna Fáil’s don, Charles Haughey, could still use nationalist rhetoric to some effect as a way of taking people’s minds off economic collapse and political corruption. That rhetoric doesn’t work as an effective distraction any more, let alone as a collective binding force.


The disappearance of these landmarks does not mean, however, that Ireland faces into the current crisis with a psychic clean sheet. On the contrary there is a powerful – and powerfully disturbing – return of the repressed. For all its failures and insanities, the boom did liberate the Irish from the sense of history as, in James Joyce’s formulation, ‘a nightmare from which I am trying to awake’. It banished the under lying Irish sense of doom, the bitter spectre of self-contempt that was always whispering in our ears that we would screw it all up. And then we screwed it all up. Given unimaginable bounty – a durable peace settlement, overflowing state coffers, a generation born into the expectation of limitless possibilities – we managed not just to squander it but to end up in some respects worse off than we were before. The question that nags at us now is: if we couldn’t make a go of it in the longest boom in our history, how can we make a go of it with a vast burden of debt, a continuing global crisis and a landscape scarred with half-built houses whose increasingly decrepit emptiness mocks our delusions of grandeur?


The sense of returning to the well-worn path of failure is not abstract. It is embodied in a deep-seated national reflex – emigration. A huge part of the old, pre-boom notion of what it meant to be Irish was the knowledge of belonging to a migratory culture. That culture seemed not simply to die out in the boom years but to be turned on its head: Ireland became a place of immigration rather than emigration. In the aftermath of the boom, the old pattern began to reassert itself. First, many of the new immigrants left. Then Irish-born people began to leave too. In the year to April 2010 there was net outward migration of 34,500 – the highest level since 1989.


With the rate of emigration highly likely to have increased since then, there is every chance that the overall Irish population will have decreased by the time of the 2011 census. Given that the most profound effect of the boom was a steady increase in the number of people living in the Republic – an achievement that seemed to mark the end of Ireland’s long period as the great anomaly among developed societies – this will be a depressing turn of the wheel of historical fortune.


There is, then, a feeling of going back to the past, but without the comforts of religion and the certainties of national destiny that made past failures bearable. It is not, after all, so surprising that the collective response to the crisis has been relatively passive. There is both hot anger and cold fury, but these emotions are almost crowded out by a host of other feelings. There is deep despair – a sense of futility and fatal ism. There is self-contempt – what could you expect from this bloody country? There is fear – unlike previous Irish busts, the majority of people have a great deal to lose. There is the feeling of being buried beneath a mountain of debt – both personal and collective. And above all there is shock and disorientation, the feeling of being caught in an exposed place in a blinding snowstorm of woes, under the command of clueless leaders, without a map.


Where do we begin to rummage for a map? In the despair. To steal a line from the playwright Tom Murphy, ‘it is from this dark area, this rising darkness of our despair that the solution is to derive’.1 In a sense, Ireland needs to despair thoroughly and comprehensively. It needs to lose every last vestige of hope in the whole governing culture. It has to recognise  that the hole is very deep and that the frantic shovel ling of the ruling elite is not the digging of an escape tunnel. It is merely the widening of the hole.




 





There was never much chance that the elite that created the catastrophe would be able to resolve it. What was hard to reckon was just how much worse they could make it. The principal response of the government has been what is almost certainly, in proportional terms, the most expensive bank bailout in history, and it has been an almost complete failure.


A month after the government decided, in September 2008, to guarantee all the liabilities of the Irish banks including Anglo Irish Bank and Irish Nationwide Building Society, both of which had been no more than casinos for property developers, the Minister for Finance Brian Lenihan boasted that the Irish rescue plan would be ‘the cheapest bailout in the world so far’. He contrasted his cunning scheme with the reaction of governments in the UK and US, where ‘billions and billions of taxpayers’ money are being poured into financial institutions’. The crisis, he suggested, was all but over and his plan would ‘guarantee to the wider economy the necessary lifeblood that the system requires’.2 Irish people were thus being told two things: that the bank rescue package would be uniquely cheap, certainly not amounting to ‘billions and billions of taxpayers’ money’, and that within a short period the plan would have ensured that credit was flowing again into the Irish economy.


If the government actually believed these things, it was making the biggest miscalculation since Napoleon decided that he could waltz all the way to Moscow. But it is not at all clear that the government did believe its own line, even in the early days of the rescue plan. It was obvious to the most casual observer that Anglo and Nationwide were toxic institutions whose standards of governance had been appalling and whose operations had been fuelled by hysterical recklessness. The idea that such institutions could be rescued cheaply was at best delusional, at worst a deliberate attempt to hide the scale of the crisis from the public. And the notion that nationalising the debts of Anglo and Nationwide would lead to a flow of credit to the real economy was ridiculous. These institutions had never never lent significant sums to the real economy outside of their own bubble of hyperactive property developers; any assumption that they would start doing so when they were grotesquely insolvent was patent nonsense.


It is hard to say exactly what the government thought it was doing in tying the fate of the state to that of Anglo Irish Bank, because the explanations kept changing as the black hole sucked in more and more public money.


The Irish people were given, in all, five different explanations by the government of why they should continue to pour money into Anglo and its mini-me Irish Nationwide. The first was that these institutions were basically sound but needed temporary rescue from a liquidity crisis. No one now needs to be told how stupid that was, and it is hard to believe that even at the time this is what the government itself thought. On the day the government guaranteed Anglo’s debts, the bank’s bosses had earlier gone to Bank of Ireland, asking it to take them over because they were insolvent.


The second explanation was the need to give Anglo money in order to get credit flowing into the economy again. This was always a cynical line spun for the supposedly gullible masses – but it took almost two years before the government actually admitted that Anglo would never lend money into the economy again.


The third reason was that it was vital to avoid having zombie banks. This actually has been achieved – as the Financial Times pointed out two years after the guarantee, Anglo is nothing as lively as a zombie. It’s a ‘rotting corpse’.


The fourth proposition was that saving Anglo and Nationwide was necessary to maintain Ireland’s ‘credibility’ with the international financial markets. In fact, watching a state borrow €30 billion at ruinously high interest rates in order to shovel them into a grave merely enhanced Ireland’s incredibility on the financial markets. By associating Irish sovereign debt with Anglo’s bottomless pit of losses, the government merely succeeded in driving up the costs of state borrowing to unsustainable levels. By late September 2010 the interest rate that Ireland had to offer in order to entice investors to buy government bonds was three times that offered by Germany.


The only excuse for the immense waste of public money on Anglo that made any sense was the last one: that the European Union, and more specifically the European Central Bank, had decided that no European bank should be allowed to fail. This would have been all very well – if the government had gone to the EU and ECB and negotiated a deal whereby they would share the cost of making sure that Anglo did not go down. Instead, in what seemed like a demented determination to save face at all costs, the government assumed, on behalf of the Irish people, the burden of saving the honour of European banking.


The direct cost of this was staggering. Official figures put the best-case scenario at €45 billion and the worst at €50 billion. Of this €50 billion, almost €40 billlion – €34.4 billon for Anglo and €5.4 billion for Irish Nationwide – is completely dead money. There is zero chance of a return and no economic benefit. But even this may be an understatement. In August 2010 Standard and Poor’s put the full cumulative total cost of bailing out the Irish banks at €90 billion.


Implicit in this is that there will be many years of austerity, with continuing cuts in basic social services. Financial strategists Simon Johnson and Peter Boone, writing in the New York Times, estimated that ‘the debts of Irish banks could easily result in a charge to government debt equal to one-third of GNP’. They added that ‘Under the current program, we estimate that each Irish family of four will be liable for €200,000 in public debt by 2015. There are only 73,000 children born into the country each year, and these children will be paying off debts for decades to come — as well as needing to accept much greater austerity than has already been put into force. There is no doubt that social welfare systems, health care and education spending will decline sharply.’3


Similarly, Wolfgang Munchau wrote in the Financial Times:




The Irish government massively underestimated the scale of the problem in its banking sector. On my own back-of-the-envelope calculations, the cost of a financial sector bail-out may exceed 30 per cent of Irish gross domestic product, if you make realistic assumptions about bad debt write-offs and apply a conservative trajectory for future economic growth. We know from economic history that countries enter into longish phases of stagnation after a financial crisis. Ireland suffered an extreme crisis. In the light of what we know, the safe assumption to make for Ireland … is that there will not be much nominal growth in the next five years.4





But while international experts were drawing these grim conclusions, the Irish elite invented a word for all of this pain – manageable. It was the favourite term in the lexicon of the government, the Central Bank, the business and employers’ organisations and those in the media who continue to cling on to their faith in the old orthodoxies.


There are three simple questions about the notion that the bailout is ‘manageable’. The first is about numbers. How can you decide that a cost is manageable when you don’t know what that cost is? To take Anglo Irish Bank alone, the estimates for the likely final costs ranged, over less than two years, from zero to €4 billion to a worst-case of €40 billion. Even in September 2010 the sums given to the taxpayer by official sources were somewhere between €25 billion and €40 billion. That’s a spread of €15 billion. The implication is that a figure like this has no effect on the manageability of the crisis. So, if €40 billion is manageable, €54 billion would be equally manageable, and so on. The government and its allies declared every new (and inevitably higher) estimate of the cost to be one with which the country could cope. By this logic, there was no cost that would be unmanageable.


Secondly, if the government’s approach is perfectly manageable, why is it unique in history? Never since modern national banking systems emerged in the eighteenth century has any government spent such a large proportion of national income cleaning up after a banking collapse. And this cost feeds into a larger deficit that is itself unique: 32 per cent in 2010, ten times the maximum permitted in the eurozone. There is no example of any developed country running a deficit of this size in peacetime.


The deficit for 2010, including the banking costs, is higher as a proportion of GDP than that incurred by the United States at the height of the Second World War. Optimists may point out that the current banking costs are temporary. So was the Second World War.


How come nobody else, in the history of the world, has come up with the idea that spending on this scale for no tangible economic return is acceptable? For the Irish political and financial elite to be right on this one, they have to have discovered a wisdom that has eluded all governments, administrators and economists for the past four centuries. Given that they constitute almost entirely the same set of people who created the catastrophe in the first place, the chances of this being the case seem less than good.


Thirdly, manageable for whom? It is undoubtedly the case that a lot of people will be able to manage just fine as social services contract, poverty increases and unemployment soars. The entire political, administrative, banking and commenting elite will be among the managers. But is it manageable for the Down’s syndrome child who turns up in school to find that her special needs assistant isn’t there anymore? Is it manageable for the 85-year-old man who’s being discharged from hospital into the care of his 90-year-old wife? Is it manageable for the couple who have a €400,000 mortgage on a house worth €250,000 and who have just lost their jobs? Or for the 5,000 people who are already living on the streets?


What the great and the good really mean when they use the word is not that the financial fallout is manageable. It is that the people are manageable. The assumption is that you can squeeze health and education, do almost nothing to create jobs, lock the economy into a downward spiral of cuts and depression, and there will be no long-term political or social consequence. Underpinning all the gambles on the banks is the ultimate gamble – on the infinite masochism and/or gullibility of the Irish people.




 





Which brings us back to the heart of the matter – politics. In Ship of Fools I argued that the collapse of the Irish economy was rooted not primarily in banking or property development or the lack of regulation, but in the political culture that created a lethal cocktail of all of these elements. If this is true – and the point has not been contradicted – it follows that there is no way out of the current crisis that does not have, at its very core, a radical transformation of the existing political culture. The purpose of this book is to provide a rough map of how that transformation can take place.


Politics is at the centre of the basic assumption on which the current official strategy is based: there is a calculated judgement that the Irish people will take all the pain of shrinking public services, mass unemployment and forced emigration in order to pay off the gambling debts of their betters and that Ireland will remain politically stable. The judgement is that all of this can be done and that at the distant end of the process there will still be a functioning democratic society in place in Ireland. There will still be an ‘us’ that includes both those who ran up the debts and those who have to pay them off.


Paradoxically, while politics is thus central to the strategy, the one thing that cannot be discussed in relation to the bank bailout is its politics. The governing elite has woven a retrospective narrative to explain how Ireland got to be where it is. It identified the villains – the reckless bankers, the feckless regulators, the delusional developers. But what absolutely cannot be mentioned is the nexus in which all of this happened, the political culture whose shorthand name is Fianna Fáil. 


It is crucial to bear in mind that there has been no attempt to deal with – or even to acknowledge – the toxic nature of the intertwining of politics and banking, and thus no move to destroy the political culture that led to the crash. The official narrative of the making of the crisis, contained in the report of the new governor of the Central Bank, Patrick Honohan, is notably evasive on one of the key questions – political and governmental collusion with the bankers. ‘Evasive’ is not the right word; ‘tortured’, ‘twisted’ or ‘tormented’ might be more accurate.


Firstly, Honohan notes ‘the suggestion by some commentators that the fact that some banking personages were politically well connected might have been a key factor in discouraging aggressive supervisory intervention’.5 He then tenders a weirdly inconclusive conclusion: ‘None of the persons interviewed during the investigation agreed with this proposition, with several noting (rightly) that it was quite predictable that senior banking figures would have political contacts. While it is easy to imagine that senior management or [Central Bank/Financial Services Authority] Board or Authority Members might have instinctively and almost unconsciously shied away from aggressive action to restrain politically connected bankers and developers during a runaway property boom, no evidence has been presented suggesting that this was the case.’ The question that screams out for an answer is why, exactly, is it ‘easy to imagine’ in Ireland that the top regulatory brass would instinctively shy away from taking on ‘politically connected bankers and developers’?


Even more weirdly, however, Honohan confines to a footnote a set of statements about Anglo Irish Bank and Irish Nationwide Building Society (INBS) that seem at once to acknowledge the political connections to Fianna Fáil of their bosses, Seán FitzPatrick and Michael Fingleton, and to dismiss the significance of those connections:




Although it became quite clear to top Financial Regulator decision-makers that senior Anglo figures were well-liked in political circles, and it cannot be excluded that this played a part in their subsequent continuation in office for some months after September [2008, when the banks almost collapsed and the government had to step in], there was, until very late in the day, no perceived need to take regulatory action against them. The central management figure in INBS [Fingleton] was seen as an overly dominating figure that needed to be surrounded by a stronger governance structure. While it was understood by all that he was politically well-connected, the failure to resolve the issue is not attributed by anyone involved to his having a privileged status. While unconscious factors may have been at work, FR management and directors agree that there is no evidence of political representations being made on his behalf aimed at influencing regulatory decisions.





This is the sum total of official accounting for the Fianna Fáil factor in the whole debacle. How did the regulators come to know that Seán FitzPatrick and his sidekicks at Anglo were ‘well-liked in political circles’? How did they know that Michael Fingleton was ‘politically well-connected’? What ‘unconscious factors’ were at work? Nobody, least of all the public that has ended up paying the price, needs to know.


Most important of all, Honohan rather pointedly avoids the big question. This is not whether the regulators were influenced by their knowledge of the political connections to Fianna Fáil of the likes of FitzPatrick and Fingleton. (Given the general and deliberate timidity of the regulators, one would have to ask, as Dorothy Parker asked of the death of Calvin Coolidge, ‘How could they tell?’) It is whether the government itself, in its crucial decision in September 2008, was influenced by Fianna Fáil’s connections to FitzPatrick and Fingleton. How much did the fact of being ‘well-liked’ contribute, even ‘unconsciously’, to the fatefully bad decision to make Anglo and Nationwide’s debts the responsibility of the Irish people? Honohan manages to imply that it was indeed a factor but flees from this conclusion like a man who has opened the wrong door and seen a mangled corpse. This is not a matter to be discussed in polite company.


Less culpably, but no less tellingly, the National Economic and Social Council pointed out soon after the crash that Ireland did not have a crisis, it faced five crises. It listed these as a banking crisis, a crisis in the public finances, an economic crisis, a social crisis caused by mass unemployment, and a reputational crisis after the revelation of so much bad behaviour. This was a very useful summary, and NESC rightly criticised the focus on two of these crises – banking and the public finances – at the expense of the other three. What NESC did not say, however, was that there is a sixth crisis, one that encompasses all of the others: the political crisis.


This political problem is not just about Fianna Fáil or even about the larger culture it embodies. It is about the very existence of a functioning political community. The official reaction to the banking crisis is in fact predicated on the absence of just such a community. It assumes that the most momentous political decision in the history of the state can be taken and carried through with little public support, no real parliamentary oversight and no sustained public reaction. It is predicated, in other words, on passivity.


And yet the passivity that is seen as an asset in executing the banking strategy is understood to be a barrier to any kind of long-term economic recovery. All the strategies for future economic prosperity are based on the ‘smart economy’, on creativity and innovation, on the ability of people to engage with new ideas, create new products and embrace new technologies. Even at the simplest level, none of this adds up – dumb politics don’t create smart economies. Disengaged fatalistic zombies – which is what most citizens are meant to be in the political sphere – don’t dance into a brighter economic future.


This book addresses the political crisis, not all the other aspects of the catastrophe. It is not my contention that political transformation will in itself solve Ireland’s deep economic and fiscal problems. But I do contend that without political transformation there can be no solutions to the economic and fiscal crises. To get itself out of the hole it’s in, Ireland will have to become an extremely well-run and deeply engaged society. It will have to have a set of common goals that can animate a sense of collective purpose. It will need a map – even if it does not exactly match the contours of a rough terrain – that gives it the courage to find its way home. None of these things is remotely on offer in the current political system. None is likely to be created by a mere change of government, from one led by a clapped-out populist right-of-centre party to one led by a fresher, hungrier right-of-centre populist party.


Most current political debate in the Western world is organised around a clash between the left’s argument for a strong state and the right’s argument for a strongly engaged society. In the depths of its despair, Ireland badly needs both. And I believe that these ideas can be fused in what is a rather old concept – that of the republic. A republic can and should be a state that draws its strength from the active and independent engagement of its citizens.


I set out in what follows what I believe to be an entirely realistic set of principles on which a new republic can be built. Some may find these suggestions too modest and insufficiently ambitious. But I believe that there is a natural time frame for a programme of change – the short period between now and the hundredth anniversary of the 1916 Rising in which a republic was declared but from which it never flowed. There is nothing here that cannot be done by 2016. There could be no better way of honouring the ideal of that failed republic than the achievement of a republic worth living for – and in.
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PART ONE


Five Myths





The portly comedian Jo Brand has a joke that goes ‘I’m an anorexic. I must be anorexic because when I look in the mirror, I see a fat person.’ Brand’s quip captures a larger truth – you can look at yourself in the mirror. You can see an accurate reflection. But you can still draw the wrong conclusions.


Ireland since the crash is a bit like that. It is looking very hard in the mirror. The face that stares back is no longer the one that told us we were the fairest of them all. It is gaunt with anxiety, furrowed with despair and red with rage. But while this new image may be more accurate than the previous one, it is not necessarily more truthful. Switching from an inflated self-image to a miserably deflated one is not quite the same thing as getting a clear sense of who and where we are. What matters is how we interpret what we see. To do that in a way that opens up real possibilities for change, we first have to clear away some potent myths.


Self-delusion is not uncommon. As individuals, as communities and as nations, we cannot bear too much reality. Life is hard and would be even harder if we did not leaven it with myths, fantasies and impossible dreams. Societies are so complicated that, in order to hold them in our heads, we have to simplify them. Uncertainties are so abundant that, in order to keep going, we have to ignore them. Injustices are so raw that, in order not to be beaten down by them, we have to give them only sporadic attention. Ireland and the Irish do not, in this regard, fundamentally differ from anyone else.


If the existence of self-delusion in Ireland in the first decade of the twenty-first century was not unusual, however, the degree of collective misapprehension was rather extreme. Many people knew, from their bitter daily experiences of poverty, abandonment and squalor, that everything was not for the best in the best of all possible worlds. Some people said so, repeatedly. But such experiences and such voices were powerless against an overwhelming consensus that the bad days of Irish history were over and would never come back. The idea that Ireland had found salvation in its embrace of so-called free-market globalisation ceased to be an ideology and acquired the irrefutable authority of ‘common sense’. However many warnings were given, however many reasons for deep unease, the shattering of the dream in September 2008 came as a genuine shock. It was as unexpected and as appalling as a natural disaster. So profound was the self-delusion, indeed, that most of the Irish political, administrative and media elite continued to believe that what had happened was an unfortunate, albeit grim, setback on the road to nirvana and that all that was needed in response were, in a phrase much used by the Taoiseach Brian Cowen, ‘temporary adjustments’.


A consensus as powerful as this has to be based on assumptions nobody really thinks about because they are simply taken for granted. But if we start to examine those assumptions, they crumble. A new realism has to begin with the reality that the economic disaster has deep roots in Irish political and institutional culture. Nothing will change unless politics are reinvented. That reinvention begins with the realisation that five underlying ‘truths’ of Irish politics are not true at all.



















1


The Myth of the Republic





The name ‘the Republic of Ireland’ trips off the tongue. No such place exists.


When he was asked during the Spanish Civil War to contribute to a set of statements by writers on the conflict, Samuel Beckett’s reply was typically laconic. Beckett’s response came on a card on which was printed simply UPTHEREPUBLIC! As a declaration of support for the Spanish republic in its fight against the military uprising led by General Franco, this could hardly be more straightforward and unambiguous. But at a more private level, the message also carried something else that was typical of Beckett, a sardonic irony. For one of the great Irishmen of the twentieth century, it was easier to declare support for a Spanish republic than for an Irish republic. By taking possession of an Irish slogan that had been used by both Sinn Fein and Fianna Fáil, and that had little appeal for him, Beckett was making a joke on both himself and Ireland. He knew very well that in Ireland being a republican meant something quite different from what it meant in a broader European context. Beckett thus summarised in thirteen letters the strange situation of a country in which people who regarded themselves as republican might be at odds with the political realities of the republic itself.


The notion of republican democracy has deep roots in Irish political history and, after the 1916 Rising and its proclamation of an Irish republic, it became the emotional framework within which the Irish state emerged. The Irish Republic existed both as a goal that would be realised some day, when Ireland was united, and as a theoretical reality in the state that took shape between the early 1920s and the late 1940s. On the level of rhetoric, appeals to ‘the Republic established in 1916’ have always had a heady potency.


It is instructive, however, to consider what the putative founders of the Republic thought it should be. The first Dáil of January 1919 – the most representative parliament that had yet sat in Ireland – was the institutional heir to the would-be revolutionaries of 1916. It adopted the Democratic Programme, which is striking for the way it defines a republic not by what it is but by what it does. And what it does is overwhelmingly concerned with the treatment of the most vulnerable citizens – the young and the old.


In fewer than 600 words, the Democratic Programme sets out a number of principles, both theoretical and practical. It affirms that ‘all right to private property must be subordinated to the public right and welfare’. It sets down the governing ideals as ‘Liberty, Equality, and Justice for all’. It declares the right of every citizen to an ‘adequate share of the produce of the Nation’s labour’. Turning to the practical values of public policy, it boldly affirms that ‘It shall be the first duty of the Government of the Republic to make provision for the physical, mental and spiritual well-being of the children, to secure that no child shall suffer hunger or cold from lack of food, clothing, or shelter’. And if the welfare of children is to come first, the second and third priorities will be care for the elderly and the creation of a decent health system:







The Irish Republic fully realises the necessity of abolishing the present odious, degrading and foreign Poor Law System, substituting therefor a sympathetic native scheme for the care of the Nation’s aged and infirm, who shall not be regarded as a burden, but rather entitled to the Nation’s gratitude and consideration. Likewise it shall be the duty of the Republic to take such measures as will safeguard the health of the people and ensure the physical as well as the moral well-being of the Nation.1





It is not accidental that the Democratic Programme was barely referred to again. (Politicians much preferred the vaguer, more grandiose rhetoric of the 1916 proclamation.) After Independence, the Programme’s delineation of the defining characteristics of the Republic was a hideous embarrassment. In the real Ireland, private property almost always trumped the common good. Neither liberty, equality or justice for all was obvious in a society that imposed severe restrictions on private and intimate behaviour, that tolerated vicious poverty and that excluded and exported a huge proportion of its population. The Programme’s belief that the welfare of children would be the first concern of Irish governments was grotesquely mocked in the hellish industrial school system in which 170,000 children (more than one child in every hundred) were incarcerated.2 Even the ‘odious, degrading and foreign’ workhouses were left in place, albeit with the friendlier, more Irish name of ‘county homes’. If what the framers of the Democratic Programme outlined is called a Republic, some other word entirely has to be invented for the state that actually emerged from their struggles.


Perhaps, in hindsight, it was never likely that a real republic would be born in the circumstance of early twentieth-century Ireland. Mainstream Irish nationalism paid little attention to Ulster Protestant identity (which it simply dismissed, in the words of the 1916 Proclamation, as ‘differences fostered by an alien government’ to which the Republic would be ‘oblivious’). That, in turn, made partition virtually inevitable. James Connolly’s prediction that partition would result in a ‘carnival of reaction, north and south’ proved to be all too accurate, with each of the post-partition entities defining itself through its majority religious and ethnic identity.


Equally, though, the South itself may have lacked the kind of civic culture from which a republic could grow. George Russell (AE), one of the guiding spirits behind the Co-Operative Movement, argued rather presciently in 1912 that a successful democratic state could be built only on the basis of a thriving culture of citizenship: ‘I understand and sympathise with the fixed passion of the politician for his theory of an Irish State, but I do not believe he will gain the results he hopes for unless his State is composed of people who may truly be called citizens.’ Russell suggested that ‘If we have in the country parishes of Ireland a host of unorganised peasant proprietors, each pushing a trivial agricultural business, each acting alone and never in union with his neighbours, the energy of self-interest in its lower forms will become the predominant energy, and this will overflow into rural and county councils, and we shall have frequent jobbery; and in the region of national politics we shall have the conflict of personalities, rather than the pursuit of public interests.’3 In spite of the valiant efforts of organisations like the Co-Operative Movement itself, Russell’s fears proved to be all too well-grounded. A society of peasant proprietors did not prove to be fertile ground for the growth of a republic.


Nevertheless, for well over half a century now, it has been normal for most people living in the twenty-six counties to say that they come from ‘the Republic’. It is telling, though, that even the use of this word to describe the state is mired in confusion and ambivalence. The constitution declares the name of the state to be Ireland or Eire. There is no mention of a republic. The Republic of Ireland Act of 1948 declares that ‘the description of the state shall be the Republic of Ireland’, but the constitution has never been amended along these lines. In bringing forward the Republic of Ireland Bill in 1948, the then Taoiseach John A. Costello explained that there would be a difference between what the state was called and what it was: ‘There is the name of the State and there is the description of the State. The name of the State is Ireland and the description of the State is the Republic of Ireland.’4


But even as a description, the Republic barely exists. The official government website nowhere refers to the Republic of Ireland or even states that Ireland is a republic. In the diplomatic sphere, while the Irish state has accepted credentials from ambassadors addressed to ‘Ireland’, the ‘Republic of Ireland’, or the name of the president, it will not accept credentials addressed to the ‘Irish Republic’ because this last term was the name used in the declaration of independence in 1919 and encompassed all thirty-two counties.


All of this has little effect on the view most of the state’s citizens take of their country, but the confusion is, in its own way, rather apt. If we’re not sure whether to call our state a republic or not, it’s partly because it is and it isn’t. In the sense in which most people use the word – a liberal democracy without a monarch – Ireland obviously is a republic. But a broader notion of republicanism raises basic questions about the reality of Ireland’s democracy. Using the definition articulated so powerfully in the work of Philip Pettit,5 we can ask whether Ireland is ‘a state that can operate effectively against private domination, helping to reduce the degree of domination people suffer at the hands of other individuals and groups … a state that is organised in such a way that it will not itself represent a source of domination in people’s lives… a state that is conducted for the public interest, that pursues its policies in the public eye, and that acts under public control – a state that is truly a res publica, a matter of public business’.


The short answer to those questions is ‘not really’. Far from operating against ‘private domination’, the Irish state has itself been run – with disastrous consequences – on behalf of private groups: bishops, professions, banks, developers. It has often been a source of domination in people’s lives, especially when it operated to enforce the official morality of the Catholic church and incarcerated children and women in industrial schools and Magdalen homes. It has not been conducted in the public interest – tolerance for political and business corruption has permitted the state to be hijacked for private gain. It has not operated in the public eye – transparency and accountability have been obvious mostly by their absence. And it is not under public control – decisions of immense import, such as the bailout of the banking system, have been pushed through with very little public support.


The creation of a republic in Pettit’s deeper sense isn’t a matter of reading a declaration outside the General Post Office or even of enacting a constitution. It is a process that unfolds over time and that has to be renewed constantly, creatively, and with passion. In the Irish case, that process has been hampered by a number of powerful forces. All of them are reasonably obvious but because they come from different directions, their cumulative effect has been hard to define. What they have in common is the way they have imposed limits on the emergence of a republican democracy in which public business is conducted openly, fairly, and in the public interest.


One set of limits was imposed by the overwhelmingly Catholic nature of the State established after partition. The Catholic Church didn’t just enjoy the spiritual allegiance of a large majority of the population. It was also a major temporal power, with direct control over large elements of what would be regarded as the public realm in other democracies. The health and education systems were church-dominated. Specifically Catholic teaching was embodied in law in a number of areas, mostly those that related to sexuality, reproduction and marriage. So, while the state was far from the simple theocracy of caricature, it was unquestionably subject to a huge degree of direct and indirect Church influence. Practically all politicians accepted this influence as right and proper. In presenting his new constitution in 1937, Eamon de Valera proclaimed bluntly that it would present Ireland to the world ‘as a Catholic nation’.


This attitude was echoed and even enhanced by the other political parties. When it took office in 1948, the Inter-Party coalition government immediately sent a message of homage to Pope Pius XII expressing its ‘desire to repose at the feet of Your Holiness the assurance of our filial loyalty and our devotion to your August Person, as well as our firm resolve to be guided in all our work by the teachings of Christ and to strive for the attainment of a social order in Ireland based on Christian principles’.6


The effects of this subordination of state policy to Church teaching on the individual freedoms that citizens might expect in a republic were obvious. It is also worth noting, however, that these notions of ‘filial loyalty’, in which the Church was the stern but loving father and the state the faithful and obedient son, gave free rein to an aristocratic imagery that was, on the face of it, at odds with republican notions of civic and political equality. Having shrugged off one culture of deference to titled nobles, the new state embraced another. The elected representatives of the people always kneeled before a bishop and kissed his ring. The fact that the bishop was addressed as ‘My Lord’ and lived in a house that was always called a ‘palace’ did not seem to cause any great discomfort to Irish people who would have been enraged by any suggestion that Ireland should honour an aristocracy.


Indeed, Mary Kenny has argued persuasively that the Church occupied the place where the monarchy had been: ‘even the ardent Republicans would find a vehicle for the pomp and ceremony that every society either derives from tradition or reinvents – the Holy Roman Catholic Church would soon fill the vacuum left by the departed pageantry of His Majesty.’7 She points out that the Eucharistic Congress of 1932, which was the Irish state’s first great public ceremonial, ‘followed in almost every detail the format used for royal visits and royal events in Ireland … Not coincidentally, words and phrases previously applied to the monarchy were attached to the papacy: “allegiance”, “loyalty”, and “kingship” (of Christ).’ The ‘parallel monarchy’ of the Church preserved all the habits of awe, obedience and humility that might have been thrown off in a genuinely democratic revolution.


That deference is well and truly gone, and the political power of the Church collapsed with remarkable rapidity in the 1990s. But it has left behind a problematic legacy of Church control in crucial areas of education and health. The real problem with Church dominance of public services in a democracy is that the Church itself is, explicitly and emphatically, not a democracy. It is a hierarchical organisation in which decisions come from the top down. Ideas of openness, transparency and accountability are largely irrelevant to the way it operates. And while that may not be a problem for citizens in their spiritual lives, it becomes a very severe problem indeed when key parts of the state, especially in its health and education systems, are effectively controlled by the Church.


The most extreme manifestation of this problem in recent years has been the way Church authorities dealt with revelations of child abuse by priests, brothers and nuns by seeing these basic issues of human rights and legality as essentially internal matters governed by canon law and the short-term interests of the institution. But there is also a less dramatic, if no less corrosive, conflict between, on the one hand, republican notions of the equal entitlement of citizens to public goods, and, on the other, the persistence of private church power in the provision of those goods. It is by no means an irresolvable conflict but it is one that needs to be recognised in an increasingly diverse and pluralist society.
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