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CHAPTER 1


FROM MOVING STATUES TO BOUNCY CASTLES


9 A.M. DOMINICAN CONVENT, DÚN LAOGHAIRE


A patient column of people runs all the way down the street as far as the New Paddy phone repair shop. The only other shop doing business so early on a Friday morning is May’s Occasions, which is busy selling communion dresses, tiaras and parasols to cater for the last-minute panic ahead of the big celebratory weekend. Irish citizens might have been about to repeal the constitutional amendment on abortion, but no one would lay a finger on our divine right to host a full-on, over-the-top communion, replete with bouncy castles, gazebos and Instagram poses.


Down here on the coast south of Dublin you can taste the salt in the air. The impressive harbour is the last man-made sight that thousands of pregnant Irish women would have seen from the ferry to England. The polling station at the convent is jammed; the returning officer has never seen anything like it in her 20 years of supervising. By four in the afternoon, turnout has already hit a massive 43.7%. In other votes, it would typically have been half that. Something is afoot.


This is Dún Laoghaire: traditionally, Ireland’s most liberal constituency and, for years, the antithesis of ‘Middle Ireland’. Here the locals have been baptising and confirming their children for years, without believing a word of it. Being a pro-communion Repealer sits easy here. It’s an ambivalent place. But so too is Ireland.


Since the last abortion referendum in 1983, Ireland has moved seamlessly from austere Moving Statue Catholicism to squidgy Bouncy Castle Catholicism and no one really batted an eye. We might change our constitution but we’re holding onto our rituals. Welcome to the home of à-la-carte Catholicism for the Tinder age. Why pray when you can swipe?


After a winter of heavy snowfall, the town feels almost tropical in the early summer sunshine. But sunny weekends bring their own maritime challenges. The hotter the day, the busier the cops. Down at the Forty Foot, the toxic combination of Magaluf temperatures, fellas necking cans of discount Dutch Gold at noon and the arrival by jet ski of Conor McGregor isn’t going to end well. Such alien incursions upset the local Forty Footers. Like all orthodoxies, the daily swimmers follow a creed, bonded together by feats of demented endurance in icy waters. Hypothermia is their communion. Outsiders are not welcome and fair-weather, heatwave dippers are heretics. Sandycove is their tabernacle and Sandycove has strict rules; Crumlin on jet skis breaks all of them.


This morning sees even these seal-people of the Forty Foot migrate from their rocky habitat to cast their vote.


Campaigners in Repeal sweatshirts are nervous. Some long-war warriors have been at it since 1983; others are first-timers, galvanised by indignation, social media and the desire to do right not just by themselves, their friends and their daughters, but by their grannies and mothers too. They’ve had enough.


Ahead of the referendum, both sides thought the result would be tight. Liberal Ireland and Traditional Ireland were thought to be neck-and-neck. The received wisdom was that we were still a deeply divided nation and that in the ‘long grass’ of Middle Ireland lurked a Silent No. In the final days, the strict guidelines for media ‘balance’, particularly on radio and TV, bolstered the impression of a country split down the middle.


In the end, we weren’t split at all. The long grass was not just liberal, but unflinchingly so. The overwhelming majority, albeit a private and non-vocal majority, were liberal, not conservative. In one generation, to use V.S. Naipaul’s phrase about India, ‘millions of little mutinies’ had kicked off inside Irish heads. The result? The values that Dún Laoghaire held at the time of Pope John Paul II’s visit had become Ireland’s values by the time Pope Francis addressed a much-diminished crowd in a gale at Phoenix Park almost 40 years later.


This dramatic shift in Ireland’s value system poses a few critical questions. How did Dún Laoghaire’s liberal attitude, once regarded as an outlier, become mainstream? How did we move from Moving Statue Catholicism, cowed by rules, vindictiveness, superstition and fear, to Bouncy Castle Catholicism – still culturally Catholic, loving the big day out, but morally pragmatic, embracing all comers and energised by ambiguity, acceptance, facts and hope? And how did this cultural transformation affect the economy?


DÚN LAOGHAIRE-ISATION


The last time we voted on abortion, in 1983, Dún Laoghaire was a liberal enclave in a deeply conservative country. We were an extreme outlier, with opinions and norms way out of step with the rest of the country. It was more middle class, more cosmopolitan and more liberal, with higher levels of education. The fact that it also had a higher concentration of the very small Protestant population contributed to the sense that it was that little bit beyond the reach of the crozier. Today, Dún Laoghaire’s values, once seen as radical, are mainstream. We have witnessed the Dún Laoghaire-isation of Ireland.


Back in 1983, as a teenager just too young to vote, I remember feeling proud that almost six out of every 10 people in my neck of the woods had rejected the Church and its doctrine. The Church had never played a huge role in our lives. Ours was a suburban semi-D estate of panel-beaten, faded brown Datsuns where people’s primary concern was surviving the various and frequent recessions. Sure, there were Holy Joes who lived in a permanent state of moral alert, but they were not the majority. In contrast to the Church’s iron certainty, the economy, and thus people’s livelihoods, seemed precarious, fragile and much more important.


My own friends were pretty representative. After getting knocked out of an altar boys’ five-a-side soccer competition somewhere in Tallaght − then a massive building site – we never went to Mass again. Mass was an hour for mitching, chatting up girls, smoking Carrolls, hanging out with the few Protestants on the road and finding out what the priest said, just in case your mother bothered to ask you, which was rare enough. Like so many others, she was only going through the motions. My Sunday afternoon anxiety had nothing to do with missing the creed or gospel and everything to do with not having the weekend’s ‘eccer’ done.


As we hung around Dún Laoghaire pier, drinking flagons and looking towards England, spiritual home of The Clash, The Specials and Liverpool FC, we were aware that our reasonably ‘live and let live’ Dún Laoghaire existence wasn’t the Irish norm. Our place felt surrounded by another Dublin, defined by the enormous post-modern Le Corbusier-inspired churches built in the 1970s, designed to house the burgeoning faithful for generations to come. These things were the Calatrava bridges of the 1970s suburbs. We may not have built rail links, schools or hospitals in the new suburbs but, by Jaysus, did we build churches! They were built to show off, lest the last few Proddies be under any illusion who was boss. The Church that built these temples was a confident one, assured that the future was vibrantly Catholic.


Past these suburban triumphal arches, somewhere beyond Terenure, the extreme edge of our known world, another Ireland existed. In that other, much bigger Ireland, people saw moving statues and − even more distressing – bleeding statues. Some of our cousins came from out there; we’d heard the stories and had no reason to disbelieve them.


RTÉ beamed that strange country into our homes. It was a world of swaggering priests in soft Dubarry shoes, mad-looking politicians with combovers and something called The Sunday Game. During the frequent elections, there were fellas, always in Farah slacks, up on the bonnets of rusty Fiats, roaring gibberish into megaphones. The country was permanently a few short weeks away from bankruptcy. Dads on the road talked about something called the National Debt, which we understood to be big, bad and about to explode. Up North all hell was breaking loose and UTV implored a strange tribe of people called ‘key holders’ in places called Lisburn and Newtownards to witness their family businesses going up in smoke. Is it any wonder we couldn’t wait to get to the exoticism of Finsbury Park?


For a Dún Laoghaire teenager, Ireland was a perplexing place. That other Ireland threatened us. It was close by, closer than we thought. Three things seemed intertwined in that other Ireland − the Church, the ’Ra and the National Debt.


For our precariously upwardly mobile tribe, just clinging on, even in the anti-English climate of the time, Home Counties-sounding names for roads and estates were de rigeur. The estate beside us was called Richmond Park but my own estate went one better, bringing Irish Anglophilia to new heights by calling itself Windsor Park. What could be more Home Counties?


It was clearly appreciated, but never publicly admitted, that any road in Dublin named after a priest, pope or a patriot risked being mistaken for a council estate. Such a class faux pas would never do for those who’d paid for their houses. We all knew you’d never get into a nightclub with an address that sounded like Blessed Oliver Plunkett anything. Such class sensitivities are always more alive and well when a society claims to be classless. So the St Brendan’s Terraces, Rory O’Connor Crescents and St Fintan’s Parks were not for us. The penny always looks down on the halfpenny. My dad described our street as a place where Protestants on the way down met Catholics on the way up.


My middle-of-the-road, trying-to-get-on neighbours were never virulently anti-clerical by any means, but they did vote against the notion of inserting the eighth amendment into the Irish constitution, a quiet act of rebellion. We in Dún Laoghaire stood defiant, waving our two liberal fingers up at the bishops. Identity for us was confusing, particularly when we were shipped off to the Gaeltacht, protesting in vain to quizzical people from Connemara that we weren’t English, by trying to sound all Dub, like Ronnie Drew after 10 pints in Toners.


In fairness, Dún Laoghaire, then and now, comes in all shapes, sizes and sounds. But in the 1980s that didn’t matter, and our total ignorance about hurling only confirmed the Gaeltacht lads’ ethnic suspicions. We were Jackeens, little Johns – a reference to John Bull or England immortalised in the work of Dalkey resident George Bernard Shaw. We were also too lukewarm on the North at a time when lukewarm meant Orange. We were oddities.


We even had a dope-smoking candidate running on the ‘legalise weed’ ticket in the 1981 election, while a typically mouthy Dún Laoghaire burgher, Bob Geldof, railed against the Church on the Late Late Show. The election numbers didn’t lie; we were out of tune. We had different values. Dún Laoghaire was an outlier, an allegedly foreign-contaminated enclave in an insular country that felt like it was going backwards. All that has changed, but it wasn’t a victory for old Dún Laoghaire over rural Ireland. Rather it was a fusion of the two, made possible by an economy surging relentlessly forwards.


CULCHIFICATION


In the early 1980s south county Dublin, future home of Ross O’Carroll-Kelly, was seen as the bastion of West Brits: removed and somewhat diffident, looking down our noses at our country cousins. And Dún Laoghaire was the deep south, the Alabama of the southside.


Both the south Dublin tribe and the country tribe were regularly painted as being polar opposites of Irishness. South Dubliners were thought to be cosmopolitan, open, pompous and were not to be trusted. In contrast, country people were inward-looking protectors of deep Irish culture, a culture southsiders knew nothing about.


If there was an Irish bell curve, south Dublin and the Aran Islands would be the extreme outliers, the tails of the curve. So when J.M. Synge headed out from Dún Laoghaire, then known as Kingstown, home to the ranks of the British forces, to Inis Meáin over one hundred years ago as part of the fledgling Gaelic League, he headed to the place he believed was the extreme opposite of his home town.


In Inis Meáin, Synge got his idea for The Playboy of the Western World, the play that rocked the country, leading to riots in 1907 because dewy-eyed and frankly misogynistic nationalists thought his depiction of women was scandalous. If Ireland needed more evidence of how out of step the likes of Dún Laoghaire was, it was there in the history of the State’s cradle of culture, the Abbey Theatre.


Even the greats of Irish literature attested to the fact that there was a chasm between south Dublin and the rest of the country. Sure wasn’t Joyce’s Ulysses scorned for undermining Irish values and morals? Where did it start but in an English-built Martello Tower and where else but down the road from Dún Laoghaire, in Sandycove.


The Aran Islands, in contrast, were the crib of real Irishness. If there was a stable and a baby Jesus of the true Gael it would be on Inis Meáin, home of the language, sean nós, traditional music and, of course, a GAA stronghold.


Yet in the past few years, a great blurring has taken hold, where these old distinctions have melded into something else. Dalkey, formerly home of retired majors and colonels of the British armed forces, stomping ground of Protestant chroniclers of the relationship between Ireland and England, Shaw and Synge, has become the cradle of Irish hurling. All the while, Inis Meáin, once the holdout of the impoverished Gael, living on potatoes, dependent on turf and emigrant remittances, is today home to one of the most cosmopolitan, high-end fashion products exported from this country, employing Polish immigrants, and has the finest and possibly most upmarket restaurant and boutique hotel in the country booked out a year in advance.


How did that happen?


Let’s head to Dalkey to see how hurling, a game relatively unknown in those parts when the Pope came to Ireland in 1979, is flourishing in this former rugby stronghold. Dalkey is now home to the All-Ireland hurling club champions, Cuala, for two years running. On St Patrick’s Day 2017 and 2018, legions of locals left deepest south Dublin, decked out in the red and white of Cuala, heading to Croke Park to cheer on a hurling team sponsored by that pillar of south Dublin financial capitalism, Davy Stockbrokers. Yes, you are reading right.


At the beginning of our transformation, in 1979, it was so different. There was always a big local sporting final on St Patrick’s Day, but it was the schools rugby final and the sheepskin and hip-flask pilgrimage was to Lansdowne Road, to watch the sons of the local merchant class show their true skill and, more importantly, character on the playing fields. The teams were the local private schools and the prize was Corinthian heritage. This is what this part of the world did.


Had you told us back then that a Dalkey team would be All-Ireland hurling champions, we’d have laughed at you.


For us, hurling was a dangerous game played by fellas from the deep country. It was the foreign game. Soccer was our first love and rugby came second. While some of us may have played GAA in national school, GAA roots were not deep here. The FA Cup final was always a much bigger day than the All-Ireland football final. And whatever about Gaelic football, hurling never even figured. Even most south Dublin national schools, run by GAA-mad teachers, didn’t attempt hurling. My own school, Johnstown National School, didn’t even have a hurling team. The tiny minority who dared to champion the game were usually the sons of obsessives who brought hurling up to Dublin when they left home to find work in the capital.


In fact, you could say that, back then, sport was genetic. You played what your dad played. The only devotee of GAA on our road was one Des Cahill, who went on to earn fame as a ballroom dancer, amongst other things. The young Des tried repeatedly to convert us from soccer and rugby to GAA with no success. Des’s father, a Clare man, was the principal of the local national school.


In the early 1950s, my dad, a Dalkey local, co-founded Dalkey United, so my sport was soccer. In the 1970s and 1980s, Dalkey United shared its ground with a small GAA club called Cuala. Dalkey United was the senior partner in the shared ground. Both cultures lived in harmony side by side, but soccer was king. In fact, the soccer club donated the extra pitch beside it to Cuala out of sympathy for the GAA club, which in the 1960s didn’t have a permanent pitch. Further back, Cuala had originally been called the Dalkey Mitchels, named after the nationalist leader John Mitchel.


Fast-forward 40 years and Cuala, the small GAA club of my memory, is ubiquitous in this former rugby and soccer stronghold. There are Cuala red and white flags everywhere from Monkstown to Dalkey. What happened in the past three decades? We have described the Dún Laoghaire-isation of the countryside, but how do we explain the reverse takeover, the culchification of Dún Laoghaire? Neither side won, they blended together.


THE REVERSE TAKEOVER


On a warm Tuesday night, Cuala Academy, with over five hundred kids under the age of nine, is in full swing. This is ground zero for the culchification of Dún Laoghaire. They arrive early in a fleet of Opel Zafiras, each parent with a job to do, each competing in the competence ranking. These mothers could organise the invasion of a world power before breakfast. On the sideline is a legion of dads, waiting to be marshalled into action.


Quite apart from the impressive organisational power on display, the other thing that stands out are the accents. These people were not born around here. Their accents are not clipped Ryan Tubridy or old Dún Laoghaire Ronnie Drew, and not many have the local Bob Geldof spliff-head drawl. These people, or one half of each couple, at least, are from some GAA stronghold down the country. There are some members of local GAA aristocratic families, but in general most of these people have moved here during the great blurring of Ireland.


What we are seeing is the culchification of the professional classes. As only the upper end of the professional class can now afford to live in leafy south Dublin, we are seeing the ruralisation of large swathes of what was once the solitary bastion of liberal Ireland. This is one of the great untold stories of modern Ireland.




The new rural professional caste might be dropping the traditional Catholic moral values of their parents, but they are holding on to something else from deep traditional culture. They are bringing GAA and, more specifically, hurling. South Dublin has become rural and rural Ireland has become all Dún Laoghaire. Ross O’Carroll-Kelly meets the Hardy Bucks and both have a total laugh.


THE CAO WINNERS


Interestingly, the failed bankers of Ireland who were dismissed as ‘not very bright rugby players’ in the boom were in fact not rugby players on the way down at all. They were all GAA lads on the way up. If you care to look forensically at the backgrounds of the major players in the banking collapse, you will see that almost all the CEOs of the banks that needed to be bailed out by the Irish government went to hurling-playing, free Christian Brothers schools. The fingerprints of Christian Brothers boys were all over the crash, with their corporate boxes in Croke Park, not the much easier-to-lampoon but actually reasonably innocent southside rugby jocks!


So what’s going on?


The main economic factor behind the rise of hurling in coastal south Dublin can be traced back to the free education of the 1960s and those who availed of it.


The primary force of the cultural takeover of south Dublin has been the emergence of a rural professional class that has come to dominate Dublin’s professions. This is the CAO class, which first emerged in the 1970s when the first generation to benefit from free education came of age. They are members of a ruling caste that I like to call the Testocracy, but more on them later. As Ireland became more meritocratic, exams began to matter more and more and the people who were good at passing exams did best. The sons and daughters of these socially upwardly mobile punters from the country have been the major winners in the Irish professional meritocracies of medicine, the higher levels of the civil service, the law, accountancy and banking.




The class that benefitted most from free education in the 1960s and 1970s was not, as you might imagine and as James Connolly would have expected, the industrial working class, but rather the small farming class. It is their grandsons who now play hurling in south Dublin.


In the 1990s, two economists, Damian Hannan and Patrick Commins, wrote a paper called ‘The Significance of Small Scale Landholders in Ireland’s Socio-Economic Transformation’. It is our starting point in trying to explain the economics behind the social patchwork that is Ireland today and why south Dublin plays hurling. The writers chart the extraordinary success of the sons and daughters of Ireland’s small farmers in the social revolution of the past few decades.


Hannan and Commins found, astonishingly, that the single most important determinant, on a county-by-county basis, of a county’s educational achievement in the 1960s and 1970s was the number of small farmers in each county. This is quite extraordinary and unique to this country.


The more small farmers in a county, the better educated the children ended up being. As a tribe, they were very good at exams and did well in their Leaving Cert. The research even found that the single most successful subsection of the Irish population was the children of small farmers in east Galway, the home of hurling in Connacht.


Given that in the 1960s the two most deprived groups of people in Ireland were small farmers and the industrial working class, it’s interesting to compare the fortunes of both groups. Compared to their urban, working-class counterparts, 30% more children of small farmers than those of the urban working class did the Leaving Cert and 50% more went on to third-level education. Over time this changed the complexion of the suburbs. Small farmers received the biggest education premium from free education. So we got a huge new class of highly educated country people on the way up.


These upwardly mobile people turned into the teacher aristocracy, bringing with them to Dublin a love of GAA, squeezeboxes and The Riordans. Their success in education also catapulted them into the civil and public services in great numbers. They are now retired as the best-paid public servants in Europe. The next generation, their kids, didn’t become teachers but went up a notch or three on the social hierarchy to become doctors, lawyers and accountants. They went into the banks and did very well for themselves. Many have adopted rugby, the sport of the old hierarchy, and still support Munster rugby despite never having lived there. However, they have also kept their allegiance to GAA.


This dramatic upward mobility suggests that they are now the only people, the deep professional class, who can afford to live in the coastal parts of south Dublin, where they joined GAA clubs, not rugby or soccer clubs, leading to an explosion of GAA in that part of the world. Many of them also married locals, as there is no better way of establishing class parity – either you marry it, you earn it or both. This is why so few brothers-in-law get on in south Dublin. The gap between the Tim Nice But Dim estate agent, with good pedigree and an acceptable golf handicap, and the upwardly mobile professional or go-getting, business-owning lad from the sticks is just too wide to bridge with drink taken.


As is so often the case in economics, the law of unintended consequences plays out. The unintended consequence of free education and related upward mobility is that, three generations later, Dalkey are All-Ireland club champions. After Cuala won the 2018 hurling final, the town was on fire. There wasn’t a cow milked in Dalkey that night!


Incidentally, there was another small game played that weekend. Ireland beat England in rugby at Twickenham. The player who won man of the match was one Tadhg Furlong, not a pupil of one of the private rugby academies of south Dublin, but a native of New Ross in deepest Wexford hurling country. It’s a two-way street, this national transformation.


In the traditional Dublin sporting event for Dalkey that day, Blackrock beat Belvedere, so normal service is resumed for the Ross O’Carroll-Kelly brigade. But as befits the social blurring and emergence of a New Ireland, where so much is now possible, guess who is the most famous past pupil of Belvedere of the last 10 years? He is not some latter-day Tony O’Reilly rugby-playing titan of industry. No sir, the man making his name in the world is one Alex Anyaegbunam, a black rapper calling himself Rejjie Snow, whom we will meet later.




CALIFORNIA DREAMING


The year of the first abortion referendum was also the year that a new TV show was launched. Sunday afternoons in the mid-1980s were owned by Vincent Hanley and his unmissable MT-USA. With Fab Vinny in control, MT-USA transmitted images of Van Halen, Madonna and Pat Benatar from sunny, wealthy California into our drab Irish sitting rooms.


California was tolerant, liberal and open to gay men like Vinny Hanley who fled Ireland. Being gay was against the law. Hanley died of Aids-related complications, the first high-profile Irish person to succumb to the disease. As Hanley’s health deteriorated in front of our eyes and he grew weaker on screen by the week, some were only too happy to fuel the rumour mill against a dying gay man. There was only one gay bar in Dublin and it only opened on condition that it didn’t serve booze. Anything that smacked of sexual self-expression was snuffed out and the ‘wages of sin’ narrative was never far from the surface as Fab Vinny faded away.


In 1987, the year Hanley passed away, the California that he beamed into our homes wasn’t so much a different country; it was like a different planet. California was outrageously wealthy, home to the world’s best companies, with an economy that attracted migrants from all over the world. It had a lifestyle that Irish people could only dream of. Its Valley Girls had pearl-white teeth, voluminous blonde hair and accents that inflected upwards at the end of a statement – for no apparent reason, like? It was the home of expensive orthodontics, perma-tanned middle-aged men on the pull and Pamela Anderson lookalikes who had gone up one size too many. Ireland could never become that, could it? Surely not. Back then, movies like The Breakfast Club painted a picture of some dream-world far away. Is it any wonder that a queue of hopeful migrants waited every day outside the US embassy in Ballsbridge for that magical US visa, their passport out of this place and into a new life?


But then something happened. Something totally unexpected. Ireland started to liberalise. It was the beginning of our period of glasnost. We started to open. Irish values began to change. We began to afford dignity to people who had once been pariahs. We began to pass laws to allow people to live their lives as they wanted. We started to elect women presidents. The tone of our national conversation changed from exclusion to inclusion, from censorship and punishment to acceptance and encouragement. Values once regarded as outliers slowly became the values of everyone. It was no longer socially acceptable to be homophobic, racist or sexist. Ireland started to stand up for the individual. We started to talk differently. We started to sound like Californians. We began to talk of justice and love and courage and hope.


Some say talk is cheap; it is not. Language tells us what we are thinking and what we are thinking tells us what is going on in the greatest economic dynamo known to man, the human mind. Language is the link between the physical world and the most important source of economic energy and inspiration, our brains. It’s the key to how we express ourselves, yes, but also how we make sense of the world around us.


As we began to talk differently, as we began to deploy different words, something else amazing happened: we began to work differently. We began to work smarter. More and more of us went to college, and this education changed the way we thought about the world. The more tolerant, open and liberal we became, the more our once-enfeebled economy started to grow stronger and stronger and stronger. And it didn’t stop. In fact, since the late 1980s, the Irish economy hasn’t really stopped. We have even recovered from a global crash, which was traumatic and might have stopped an economy in its tracks for decades, as a similar crash did to Japan. But we shrugged it off. It is now history. Even today, the economy is completely different to the once bloated, credit-fuelled binge of the Celtic Tiger years.


During this time between the visit of the two popes – or to put it in a West Coast American context, sometime between the Eagles’ ‘Hotel California’, NWA in Compton and Caitlyn Jenner in Playboy – Ireland’s income per head grew faster than California’s.


I know it sounds mad, but it’s true.


The most extraordinary story never told is how Ireland became richer than California. Or to put it differently, how kids born in Irish homes who watched MT-USA in the early 1980s ended up living in a country that has grown more than twice as fast as California, created far more jobs per head and created more wealth and opportunity per head, introduced more liberal legislation and, relative to our population, offered dignity to far more people, than California ever did.


Taking the past 40 years as our timeframe, Ireland has become one of the most liberal societies in the world. And in the same period Ireland’s economy has become one of the fastest growing in the developed world.


The open, tolerant society that embraces diversity and difference and affords dignity to all also drives the successful fast-growing economy, because at the heart of economic growth is self-expression and innovation. Innovation stems from the liberated and creative mind which comes from individual liberation, freeing him or her up to venture artistically, commercially and socially.


Free the human mind from strictures and rules, and enormous creative commercial energy is released. Keep the human mind shackled and oppressed, and the opposite occurs: stagnation. Once you allow the innovative mind to imagine a different future, you foster great economic innovation, which drives the economy.


These links from individual freedom to economic expansion explain why today’s liberal Ireland is a rich Ireland and yesterday’s conservative Ireland was a poor Ireland. Once we opened up, we started to become wealthy.


This is the story of how the Pope’s Children – those born in the baby boom of the late seventies and early eighties – became rich. In a world where other countries are divided, their economies stalled, lurching to the extremes, convulsed by existential fights pitting one part of the population against the other, a well-off, relatively chilled Ireland, with a growing economy, surfing a wave of liberal optimism, isn’t a bad place to be one hundred years after the state was founded. It’s not perfect, but it’s pretty damn good and we shouldn’t let perfect bully pretty good.


THE LIBERAL DIVIDEND


The repeal result, which represents a huge liberal swing in the country since the year the Pope’s Children were born, wasn’t a triumph for Dún Laoghaire over the culchies or for cosmopolitan Ireland over traditional Ireland, but it was a fusion of the best of both, a synthesis of a bit of everything. This new deal allows a person to vote enthusiastically for repeal on Friday, 25 May, and get up the following morning on Saturday, 26 May, the last day of communion season, and sit proudly in Mass overseeing their daughter’s entrance into the Catholic communion.


Ireland, so often a place of extremes, has blended into a centre, where old distinctions are blurring. Differences that we thought were set in stone have faded away. The Aran Islands and Monkstown voted almost the same way, in near-similar proportions. West Mayo and Glenageary backed repeal, so too did traditional South Kerry and cosmopolitan Killiney.


In 1983, the year of the first abortion referendum, when Dún Laoghaire was almost alone in celebrating a rare rugby Triple Crown by an Irish team largely made up of local schoolboys, sliotars in Dalkey were about as likely as Roscommon voting for abortion. Yet, 35 years later, both have come to pass. Dalkey’s Cuala GAA are All-Ireland club hurling champions and rural Roscommon voted to repeal. In fact, it is provincial, conservative Castlerea in County Roscommon, not urbane, tolerant Dún Laoghaire in south county Dublin, that has the dope-smoking, weed-legalising MEP.


When kids in rugby country excel at hurling, when Inis Meáin and Sandycove vote similarly, and when the once un-Irish ethics and codes of Dún Laoghaire are today the values that Ireland celebrates and that define our new nation, you know you are dealing with something far-reaching.


We are a nation transformed in more ways than you might think. As we became more liberal and more enlightened, we also became much wealthier. Once the society opened, the economy followed. It seems that the white heat of social change energised a remarkable economic transformation because as soon as the shackles came off, the economy started to surge. The link between tolerance and subsequent economic growth – let’s call it the liberal dividend – is the story of modern Ireland.


Up to then, dogmatic Ireland suffered from a massive economic systems failure that acted against the interests of the citizens in general. Ireland paid for piety with poverty. However, there was so much pent-up economic energy under the surface that once dogma retreated, the economic potential of the country erupted.




It is often argued that as any economy becomes wealthier, we the citizens benefit from the stronger economic performance and become more tolerant precisely because we are less threatened commercially by people and ideas that are different from our own. This way of thinking is based on the premise that the economy has a mind of its own, as if divorced from the people who create it. A remote, robotic economy, operating of its own accord, somehow delivers the fruit of some miraculous commercial surge, which we then utilise. This view contends that after we become wealthy or more comfortable, then and only then do we become more liberal. Such a conclusion rests on the idea that better working conditions, better health, take-away Indian food, Google, air conditioning, iPads, orthodontist bills and a generally better lifestyle give us the permission to think for ourselves, change our attitudes, drop conservatism and embrace liberalism.


This can only be the case if you believe that the economy and society operate in separate spheres. I’m not so sure this is how it works. It seems to me more plausible that the economy and the society work together and that a philosophical ecosystem that encourages dissent, freedom and questioning is an ecosystem that encourages entrepreneurship and economic dynamism. Culture and philosophy lead economics and commerce. Bouncy Castle Catholicism, the live-and-let-live place we have arrived at, is such a philosophical ecosystem.


Ireland’s remarkable period of social and economic national transformation was bookended by the visit of an autocratic pope in 1979 and the visit of a democratic one in 2018, and by the first abortion referendum in 1983 and the repeal referendum in 2018. The transformation suggests a compelling case that economic values and social values are intertwined. It seems reasonable to suggest that the culture war and the economic surge are related and, ultimately, we didn’t end up with an absolute victory for one side or the other: traditional versus liberal, right versus left, urban versus rural. Instead, we have witnessed a gradual move from the extremes to the tolerant centre.


Social liberalism and economic liberalism go hand in hand. These two transformative forces drive each other and reinforce each other; they came together spectacularly in Ireland in the years between the visit of the Polish Pope and the visit of the Argentinean Pope.











CHAPTER 2


THE RADICAL CENTRE


VICTORY FOR THE COMMON PEOPLE


Once we are prepared to accept the link between culture and economics, lots of developments we see in society become clearer and we can see larger patterns. For example, economic prosperity is associated all over the world with increases in individual moral, sexual and personal liberty. Economic promiscuity, a little bit of that and a little bit of this, an experience here and an experience there, is the path to commercial virtue. This is the story of the modern world: social liberalism is twinned with economic dynamism. You could say that this is the essence of liberalism which unshackles ordinary people.


Such a contention is not a new idea. After all, wasn’t it individual revolution that drove the Dutch to make 17th-century Amsterdam the richest, most creative city in the world, with great commerce, art, architecture and liberalism? From there these Enlightenment values spread. Wherever they spread, the economy tended to flourish. Where the Enlightenment was extinguished, the economy rapidly deteriorated in tandem.


Unfortunately, as we will later see, in independent Ireland through much of the twentieth century, this fruitful font of individual creativity became clogged up with religious dogma, post-colonial ideology and hard-line nationalism, elevating to sinner status the creative entrepreneurial hero, destroying the source of commercial and economic innovation. When looking back at the lifetime of the Pope’s Children, it is hard to grasp now just how out of line Ireland once was and how many mutinies must have occurred within the Irish mind since those days to propel us forward.


THE CLERISTOCRACY AND THE CULTURE WAR


Emboldened by the popular theatrics of the 1979 Pope’s visit and the resounding victory in the 1983 referendum, the Cleristocracy – the aristocracy of bishops and their supporters in the deep state – pushed on with the divorce referendum in 1986, delivering another victory for the religious right. Ireland was going backwards.


With the benefit of hindsight, the outbreak of religious radicalism which gripped Ireland in the 1980s might not have been a sign of conservative confidence but a symptom of panic.


Given the higher levels of education that free schooling delivered and the fact that the 1970s were a reasonably progressive decade, at least by Irish post-independence standards, the Cleristocracy understood that the Pope’s visit was probably the high point. They saw that the relative liberalism of the mid-1970s was an indicator of impending social change.


This tendency happens in all culture wars. A period of liberalism is followed by a reactionary swing to extreme fundamentalism, before the trend towards liberalism starts again. The upswing in Islamic fundamentalism, which only appeals to a small minority of Muslims in an increasingly secular globe, could be seen in this light. The rise of Trumpism, that ‘screw you’ nativism allied with the religious right in the USA, is the same thing. When movements feel that the ground is slipping from under them, they tend to lurch towards fundamentalism to prevent the loss of further ground. I suspect the same is happening to Unionism in the North, but more on that later.


My line of thinking here implies that in Ireland, before the battle tipped convincingly towards secularism, the Church lurched to the American fundamentalist position on abortion and divorce, dragging the country with it by deploying the great Catholic twin upper-cut and jab: fear and shame.


For four decades, the culture war raged between the Cleristocracy and the individual citizen. While the huge ‘Yes’ vote to repeal on 25 May 2018 might have constituted one of the final battles of this great culture war, the opening salvoes were fired the day the first Pope came here on 29 September 1979. The first few years of the war saw advances of the Cleristocracy on many fronts.


The more ground the Cleristocracy gained, the more the economy tanked. As Ireland moved to the fundamentalist right at the ballot box, creative people headed for the door. Emigration surged in the 1980s, driven by the faltering economy, policed by rules and regulations.


Sometimes the culture war was an all-out conflict, sometimes low-level guerrilla warfare. Every now and then there would be an event or skirmish which focused the warring factions, but like all long, drawn-out conflicts, the culture war was a gradual campaign of attrition, with both sides acquiring and relinquishing territory, bolstered by incessant propaganda. The territory up for grabs in our culture war was the most precious zone known to any society: the moral terrain of the mind.


It was Cleristocracy against the citizen, conservatism against liberalism, absolutism versus laissez-faire values, insiders versus outsiders, national against foreign, Hibernianism versus cosmopolitanism. But it also pitted dependency against independence and, maybe most significantly, pitted the national collective myth against the sovereign, individual citizen.


At every stage, in every referendum and every vote, each tribe lined up with its placards, posters, emojis and memes. One tribe trying to change the status quo, the other tribe warning of apocalypse and numerous non-specific floodgates. However, as progress tends to unfold one funeral at a time, gradually but definitively rosary-bead Ireland has been edged out by gluten-free Ireland in the crucible of public and personal morality.


The culture war ended with the victory for the independent citizen.


Watching Pope Francis apologise – again and again – to the Irish people brings to mind a humiliated general of a once-powerful army, who realises that survival means accepting the new reality. With the battle won, one way of looking at the visit of Pope Francis is that he came here in August 2018 to sign an armistice with the Irish people to bring the curtain down on a war that was begun by his predecessor in September 1979.


THE RADICAL CENTRE EXCEPTION


The heroes of the great Irish economic transformation are not the wonderful orators, stand-out leaders or messiahs of any hue, but the everyday people who are slow to judge others, who live by their own set of civilised rules, who return lost wallets or mislaid bikes, who pick up their dog’s poo in bags and deposit it in a municipal bin, who do the accounts for the local GAA club, who volunteer at the Mini World Cup and who take it upon themselves to start a small business. These are a nuanced people who, rather than rally around an extreme position, are content to take direction from a Citizens Assembly that tries to find the centre ground, acceptable to most, setting the agenda on a centrist rather than extreme course.


These are the common people who, through their tolerance, respect those around them. They can be found in the background, beavering away, and are driven by the expectation that tomorrow will be a little bit better than today, and therefore worth getting up for. This relentless effort, put in every day in every small town, every suburb and village in the country, without the need for acclamation or bragging, is the dynamo of the economic miracle.


These are not the radical left, who may have thought that victory over the Cleristocracy would usher in an atheist republic so beloved of Connolly, Larkin, Browne and others. They imagined a completely post-religious state, a Finland with Guinness. They got something else. Nor did the culture war lead to a strengthening of the radical right counter-revolution of the 1980s with its fundamentalist leanings, as has occurred with the rise of the religious right in America. We ended up not on the extremes but somewhere around the middle.


This middle ground is the Radical Centre, a place of compromise and synthesis. The Radical Centre begins with the common man or, increasingly and thankfully, the common woman. She is the one, tinkering away or revolving ideas in her liberated brain, who makes the difference.


At its core is the respect for the individual which provides the social ballast that prevents lurches to the extremes. The Radical Centre explains why Ireland has arrived in 2018, on the eve of our hundredth birthday, a century after the War of Independence, without any anti-immigration politicians, let alone an anti-immigration movement, no Brexit-style separatist crusade, no Donald Trump figure intent on a nativist agenda. Look around at the rest of the world. Ireland’s combination of an inclusive Radical Centre and a flourishing economy is the precise opposite of what is the norm now in our neighbours, where politics is lurching to the radical right or the radical left, all against the background of faltering economies, local people feeling locked out and threatened by newcomers.


Globally, Ireland appears to be something of an exception.


We don’t have an extreme left with any material support, such as England’s Corbynistas who seem to suffer from Cuba-envy with their undertaking to nationalise UK industry. Nor do we see support for a Le Pen-style white supremacist party intent on kicking out immigrants and demonising Muslims. We have no significant anti-EU party like Italy’s present governing coalition. Nor do we have racist, homophobic leaders like in Poland, Hungary and Slovakia.


We are in the Radical Centre. I say ‘radical’ because the economy is moving at such a pace, at such tilt, that there is an inbuilt dynamic overturning the old status quo. We are innovating, changing, surprising ourselves, commuting, opening, closing, trading, buying and selling at a pace unrivalled outside Asia. I will explore the economic miracle in the next chapter but suffice it to say that on almost every economic metric, Ireland has outpaced our European neighbours, indeed almost all of the rest of the developed world, by a factor of two in the past 30 years. This has been a quite heroic performance.


The independent citizen, the victor in the great culture war, is the star of the show. Personal motivations of self-improvement drive the economy forward. Most of the time these motivations dwell in our brains, and only come to fruition if they are allowed and encouraged by the rest of us, which is why a society that dignifies commercial efforts tends to grow faster. Once we were liberated and animal spirits were unleashed, our economy took off. Social change came slowly and organically, and because it was slow and democratic, it has generally been accepted. It’s almost as if nobody noticed.


This is why the country is now led by a gay, half-Indian polyglot, who went to a Protestant school, is a qualified doctor and a fierce intellectual, who works out every morning, practises yoga and takes world leaders jogging rather than drinking. He is also the first ever graduate of Trinity, the university set up by an English monarch to subjugate the colony, to run the country.


Had you predicted this at the time of the first papal visit, the bookies would have taken your money gladly and offered you wild odds. No one would have believed you. But it has happened.


The beauty is that the international press like the New York Times, the Guardian and Die Welt were stunned at the arrival of this new type of Irish leader. Foreign journalists described his elevation to Taoiseach as being indicative of how old Ireland had suddenly changed, making a big deal of his sexuality and his ethnicity. In contrast, no one here as much as batted an eyelid because the victory of Radical Centre values is now complete.


Guess what year Leo Varadkar was born? Why, 1979. So, we have one of the Pope’s Children leading the country, one hundred years after the War of Independence fought to give Ireland back to the Irish. But no one thought the Irish would ever look like this.


Welcome to the Renaissance Nation.


TALK MATTERS


The Renaissance starts with new attitudes because attitudes – and here I mean public attitudes – exert an enormous influence on the economy, setting the tone for the society in which the essential economic innovation either takes place or doesn’t.


When I first learned economics, we were told data is crucial. Data is evidence. For economists, data means things that you can measure, like cars on the road, cranes in the sky and so on. However, as I get older, I am more and more convinced that attitudes are also in fact data. What you say and what you think matters enormously. Attitudes set the tone and everything else follows. The change in attitudes is significant, and because attitudes are data, they are evidence. Almost to the day that Mary Robinson was elected, when tolerant, curious Ireland first signalled that it was prepared to change the old male domination of the highest office in the land, the economy started to motor and begin its upward ascent. These are not unrelated events.


Our economy soared past those of other countries between 1990 and 2018. What distinguished us from these countries was that Ireland went through a culture war during the same period whereby attitudes changed profoundly. Indeed, you could add that, as Ireland was becoming more tolerant and richer, many of our neighbours were becoming less tolerant and less rich. The essential chemistry and unique aspect of the Irish experience has been the millions of little mutinies going off inside the minds of millions of Irish people, leading to the triumph of an open civic bourgeoisie. In turn, changing attitudes encouraged the notion that the independent citizen could ‘have a go’.


Looking back, there was no one big event that turned the tide, no moment when our Berlin Wall came down; rather it was a gradual opening up to liberalism. Over the years, the national conversation became less accusatory, less vindictive, slightly more refined, more tolerant and less interfering. Privacy has become more valued and public displays of anger and national finger-pointing less common. These are all small things, but they change public opinion and at pivotal moments like political plebiscites, a silent accommodating majority stands up and is counted. Every time the extreme voice sounds more threatening, the reasonable liberal voice becomes more persuasive.


The driver of creativity is what lies between our ears and when that thing between our ears is allowed to dream, allowed to venture forth, left alone to do its thing without the interference of governments or priests or protesters, the power of all these brains firing up at the same time is truly electric. Liberalism was the extra ingredient, the missing X factor that kicked in, driving the economy, once the shackles came off.




When you think about it, it is innovation rather than invention which propels the economy. Innovation is the product of the curious mind, which itself is a function of its environment. And that environment exists when society gives individuals permission to be creative or, better still, actively encourages them. This link is why attitudes matter. Consequently, the independent individual in a civilized society is the crucial alchemical link to a successful economy. And it is that link that explains why Ireland has been much more economically dynamic over the past 30 years than the UK, Germany, France or Italy.


When you look at the economic playing field between western EU countries, you see that it is pretty level. So for one country’s performance to surge ahead of the rest unexpectedly, something major must have been going on inside that country that was not happening in the other countries.


So, for example, we are all European countries, we all have access to the same markets, we all have the ability to change our sovereign tax rates and we can all benefit from having hard-working immigrants. Education spending is more or less the same in each western European country. Our universities do not stand out, in the main, from each other. All our neighbours have similar protection of innovation and property rights. We increasingly have the same institutions under the EU umbrella. So when you look at most factors that would normally cause an economy to grow, amongst our neighbours, Ireland is not unique or special in any material way, or at least it doesn’t appear so on the surface.


These observations beg two questions. First, why was Ireland’s take-off so delayed in the 20th century? And second, once it came, why was it so explosive and long-lasting in the 21st?


The answer lies in the attitudes and the link between culture wars and individual commercial creativity, so it is worth noting that, by the 1980s, other European countries had already experienced their culture wars and the victory of their curious civic bourgeoisie, possibly explaining why they all grew so significantly in the post-war period.


Let’s consider a country in the news as I write, as it has a radical, explicitly anti-EU government but, unlike the UK, no apparent intention of leaving the EU. When we think of Italy’s great awakening in the 1960s, the Dolce Vita, we think of the creative mind of filmmaker Federico Fellini. Fellini loved the absurd, the ridiculous. His movies, with their outrageous cast of Italian eccentrics, captured the booming, confident Italy of the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s. Fellini was postwar Italy’s scriptwriter. Fellini’s Italy was the glamorous, liberated Italy of Sophia Loren, Carlo Ponti, Umberto Eco. It was the creative Italy that took the world by storm in design, film and literature. By the late 1960s, as part of the liberal wave that was washing over Catholic Europe, from France and Belgium and down to the Mediterranean, the separation of Church and state in Italy was underway.


It was also a time when the anti-commerce movement was spearheaded by the Italian Communist Party. The battle pitted the free-trading, liberal Christian Democrats against the more austere dogma of the Communists. The Christian Democrats won. As Italy became more open, questioning and centrist, the economy boomed. By the early 1970s, Catholic Italy had introduced divorce and in 1978 abortion was made available to all Italian women.


As an interesting contrast in attitude between poor Ireland and wealthy Italy, in 1981, two years before the Irish abortion referendum in 1983, 68% of Italian voters rejected an attempt to repeal the pro-abortion act. Two years later, the same percentage of Irish voters elected to do the opposite and insert an anti-abortion clause in the constitution.


Italy’s boom and surge in creative entrepreneurship coincided with the ‘millions of little mutinies’ in the Italian mind. We see similar stories all over the continent. Continental countries all shared a similar trajectory of recovery from the war between 1950 and 1960, then a culture war between 1960 and 1980, which coincided with their surge in living standards. Their heyday was a similar 30-year period of rapid growth, with national attitudes moving away from suspicion towards tolerance and acceptance. Ireland, in contrast, was isolated and oppressed and we stalled. But then the same thing happened. Like clockwork: culture war followed by economic resurgence. In 1979, Italy was nearly twice as rich as Ireland; today, Ireland is richer than Italy.




In western European terms, we just came late to the party, but we had years of pent-up commercial enthusiasm waiting to be unleashed. And, as is sometimes the way at parties, the last one in the door makes the biggest impression when you least expect it.











CHAPTER 3


THE GROWTH FREAK


Let’s take a bit of altitude and look at the longer term picture because one of the lasting consequences of the housing crash and the credit splurge that preceded it, is that we have developed a tendency to tell the Irish economic story solely through a lens of the recent boom and bust. While understandable, this digestible tale of rise and fall misses the real story. The grand economic narrative of this small island is not centred on 2008, but rather the extraordinary performance of the Irish economy over the past thirty years, indeed, during the lifetimes of the Pope’s Children. As the austere Moving Statue Catholicism was gradually replaced by an ambiguous Bouncy Castle Catholicism, the Irish economy soared. Ireland’s economic transformation during the same period has been one of the most impressive national turnabouts in contemporary economic history.


Economic growth is the gift that allows societies to improve themselves. Without economic growth we don’t get improvements in health, we don’t get longevity, we don’t eradicate diseases, we don’t lift hundreds of thousands out of poverty. In the absence of economic growth, people remain uneducated, their standard of living stagnates, women remain in the home and things we take for granted − central heating, electricity, foreign travel, laptops, mobile phones, large-screen TVs, the eradication of TB, the elimination of measles, the flu vaccine, braces, skinny flat whites, avocado toast, bus lanes, burrito bars and the old age pension − are simply not possible.


Granted, there are difficulties with any measure that adds up all the bits of the economy, or at least tries to do so. One figure, whether it is income per head, gross domestic product (GDP) or gross national product (GNP), is never going to cover everything. In addition, such statistics in a small country can be jolted or zigzagged by big movements of multinational profits and other distortions. But if the trend over time is relentlessly upwards, and truly rocketing upwards at a much faster pace than all your neighbours, the benefits that accrue to the citizens are enormous.


Years ago, I worked in the Central Bank on the economic model that forecasts Irish growth. I used to think I understood what drove economic growth, but now I’m not so sure.


I used to think it was simply a matter of adding material things on top of each other like building blocks. From this vantage, the economy is simply an elaborate game of Jenga. The stacking of the blocks seemed largely at the discretion of policymakers, while the overall stability of the structure appeared reliant upon things like the strength of institutions, investment, property rights, public infrastructure, the tax system and economic variables like the rate of interest, inflation or exchange.


Although these traditional factors are all vitally important, I’m not convinced that they alone suffice to explain what has happened to this country over the past thirty years or so. If they were, surely other countries would have sought to emulate Ireland’s success and we would see equally impressive economic stories taking place over similar timeframes around the world. But that is not the case. Ireland is an outlier. Therefore, we need to dig deeper for answers.


The fact is that the economy took off precisely when Irish society opened up to new ideas, became more tolerant and provided dignity to people whose lifestyles were previously shunned. Once we valued self-expression, including commercial self-expression, the economy surged. This is simply too big a coincidence to ignore. Undeniably, more traditional economic factors such as the tax system and accession to the European market played a major role in Ireland’s transformation, but shifting social values and the millions of mutinies of the mind that took place around the country were arguably the more important driver. After all, plenty of countries have joined the EU and all have their own sovereign tax systems, but none have performed like Ireland.


In the next chapter I will explore what I believe to be the extra, critical factor that makes the economy dance, but before we unpack that link between tolerance and economic reward, let’s look at the evidence.


THE EVIDENCE


Given that we are in a period of commemoration of the War of Independence and the foundation of the state, it is perhaps fitting that we look at Ireland’s economic and social transformation over the same period. The charts on the following page tell the story of Ireland over the last century. Before you digest the data, a word of reassurance about economics and graphs. Don’t worry, there will be very few charts in this book, but some are simply too good to withhold. Emblazoned in ink, we can see the economic history of the state on a single page.


As noted before, a pinch of salt is required when dealing with such economic measures as GDP given that there are so many moving parts in a highly globalised, open economy. But they are the best we have. The data populating these charts has been drawn from the Maddison Project Database, a well-established source of income levels and economic growth around the world.1


Let’s look back to the year Ireland gained independence and track the evolution of the Irish economy. Figure 1 traces the growth of real Irish GDP per capita since independence, taking 1990 as a base year for comparison, alongside that of our European neighbours and American cousins.






Figure 1: Real GDP per capita (1990=100)
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Figure 2: Real De-Globalised GNI per capita (1990=100)
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We tend to think that Ireland was always poor, at least under British rule. But this is not the case. The fact is that Ireland was actually relatively well-off, by European standards, on the eve of World War I. In 1913, Ireland’s real GDP per capita was on a par with that of the sophisticated Swedes and cultured Italians, higher than Norway’s or Spain’s, and comfortably above the European average.2 But after independence we blew it, and our economic performance was pretty abysmal thereafter, that is until the rise of the Radical Centre in the late 1980s and early 1990s.


One of the best ways to appreciate how unprecedented the past thirty years have been is to divide the century into two periods: the first seventy years and the past thirty years.


As you can see, from 1920 to about 1990, Irish incomes lagged behind almost everyone else’s. This is also when the dogmatic Church and interventionist state ran the show. As I intend to reveal, the more religion meddled and the more the state intervened, the more lamentable our economic performance.


Irish growth rates were just about keeping pace with the UK, by then a country on the decline. And anyway, while we may have been matching British growth rates, we were starting from a much lower base – econ-speak for not having a pot to piss in. Ireland should have been growing faster and catching up with our British neighbours, rather than merely keeping pace. Moreover, growth rates in the UK, and by extension Ireland’s economic performance, were poor relative to most other European countries over the first seven decades of the 20th century.3 So if the UK was the sick man of Europe, what did that make us?


Ireland recorded the slowest per capita income growth of any European economy between 1910 and 1970, with the exception of the UK.4


This suffocating trend continued into the 1980s. As you will remember, Ireland took two big conservative leaps backwards with the 1983 insertion of the eighth amendment into the constitution and a bit later with the resounding defeat of a divorce referendum in 1986. If we agree that tolerance is necessary for the economy to grow, it comes as no surprise that in the 1980s, when Ireland was becoming more intolerant, we were also becoming more impoverished.




Ireland was one of the very few countries to experience a recession in the mid-1980s. Within Europe, only ourselves and a few Soviet bloc countries were going backwards.5 Ireland, wrapped up in its own stultifying conservatism, missed the global economic boom of the 1980s. For a small trading economy, it is quite an achievement to manage to avoid a global economic boom when our two major trading partners, the UK and US, were surging ahead. West Germany also boomed in the 1980s, dragging continental Europe with it. But alone on our little rock in the Atlantic, we continued to export our people and our problems.
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