



  [image: cover]






  




  [image: ]




  







Contents




Cover




 Title page




  Part I: Where are we now and how did we get here?




  Chapter 1: Full-On Nation




  Chapter 2: The Great Blurring




  Chapter 3: The Pope’s Children




  Chapter 4: The Kells Angels




  Chapter 5: The Expectocracy




  Chapter 6: Property Porn




  Chapter 7: Vorsprung Durch Kredit




  Chapter 8: RoboPaddy




  Chapter 9: The Protestant Catholics




  Chapter 10: The Economics of Envy





  Part II: Two Tribes: the Decklanders and the HiCos




  Chapter 11: Intermezzo




  Chapter 12: Deckland — A State of Mind




  Chapter 13: Deckland Awakes




  Chapter 14: Destiny’s Child in Deckland




  Chapter 15: Deckland Dines Out




  Chapter 16: Seducing Breakfast Roll Man




  Chapter 17: Opposition to Deckland




  Chapter 18: The HiCo Emerges




  Chapter 19: The New Elite




  Chapter 20: The Early Years — Gaelscoileanna




  Chapter 21: HiCo Habits




  Chapter 22: How to Spot a HiCo




  Chapter 23: HiCos Dine In




  Chapter 24: The Returned HiCo





  Notes




  Bibliography




  Dedication




  Acknowledgements




  Copyright


  

  About the Author




  About Gill & Macmillan




  





  Part I
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Chapter 1








	

Full-On Nation














 





  Ireland has arrived.




  We are richer than any of us imagined possible ten years ago. No Irish person has to emigrate, none of us need pay for education and even our universities are free. Unemployment is the lowest in

  our history. We have more choice than ever, the place is more tolerant and no-one can be legally discriminated against. We have more cash in our back pockets than almost anyone in Europe. We are

  better off than 99% of humanity. We are top of foreigners’ lists as places to live. Unlike many of our rich neighbours, in survey after survey we claim to be very happy.1 We no longer need to beg from others in the EU; in fact, we are giving them cash. We are a success. We have money and time. We can now afford to

  kick back and take stock, reflect and relax a bit. Why not go for a walk, be frivolous or just stop the clock and slow down? The hard part is over. Or at least that’s what you might think. If

  economists ruled the world they would say that Irish people will react to their new-found elevation by behaving rationally. We would take more days off, spend time with our families and chill

  out.




  But instead of winding down and luxuriating in our new-found wealth, we are accelerating as never before. We have to be there first, have the best, the brightest, the newest and the biggest. We

  must also be the ones who are most fun, loudest, best craic and most off our head. We are borrowing, spending, shopping, shagging, eating, drinking and taking more drugs than any other

  nation. We are Europe’s hedonists and the most decadent Irish generation ever. Interestingly, this carry-on is ubiquitous. At one end of the scale, Irish teenagers are losing their virginity

  and taking drugs earlier, while at the other end of the scale, our forty and fifty-somethings are binge drinking, swinging and hoovering cocaine to allow them to stick the pace and have one last

  drink. We are the full-on nation.




  We are eating more than ever, obsessing about food, writing about it, talking about it and savouring it. We are in ingestion heaven. We are getting fatter, quicker. Not so long ago, we were

  skinny and all our hard men were wiry little fellas who wouldn’t have been out of place on the set of Trainspotting. Of all the characters in Irving Welsh’s novel about four

  young Edinburgh skangers, Begbie was the most realistic and the scariest, the quintessential psychopath, the hardest hard chaw on the estate, a man who would glass you as soon as he’d shake

  your hand. In the follow-up film, Robert Carlyle expertly played Begbie. And Carlyle’s Begbie ‘hadn’t a pick on him’. When I read Trainspotting, my Begbie was

  scrawny, wiry, contorted, unstable and extremely violent. Most of all, he was skinny.




  Growing up in Dún Laoghaire in the 1980s, I remember all the hard men were sinewy, scrawny lads, hence the local description ‘more meat on a seagull’. The reason was simple:

  they were undernourished. Perched on the church wall in the town were skinny, arseless lads, spitting and smoking Majors. The young wans, despite a couple of babies, were more or less the same,

  pinched, flat-chested and drawn. Today, Dún Laoghaire’s hard men are fat. Rolls of flab strain the Liverpool away strip. Double chins are de rigueur and little piggy eyes are

  squeezed into sockets among the flab. Gravity has also got the better of the young wans, as their corpulent bums, like two puppies in a bag, make unsightly bids for freedom over their entirely

  ill-advised ultra low-rise jeans.




  According to the national task force on obesity, 30% of Irish women are overweight and a further 12% are obese, while nearly half of Irish adult males are overweight and 14% are

  obese.2 We are gorging ourselves into an almost certain diabetes epidemic. Even our babies are coming out bigger. We are turning into a race of Sumo

  wrestlers with 20% of our infants weighing more than ten pounds when they are delivered — up 400% from the same figure in 1990.3 Is this any

  surprise when we spend more on crisps than on pharmaceutical drugs? According to the latest household budget survey,4 our spending on chip shops and

  takeaways went up by over 70% in the past seven years. We also increased spending on sweets by just over 50%, while we spent 42% more on sugary soft drinks. We spent €721 million on

  teeth-rotting fizzy drinks last year, almost twice as much as we do on calcium-rich milk. Is it any wonder that diabetes is the fastest growing disease in the country when our Kit Kat and Snickers

  bill alone per year dwarfs our total spending on organic food? And it is the poor who are becoming fatter quickest. Only 8% of university graduates are obese, whereas close to one in five of those

  who left school before the Junior Cert are waddling around in sports wear, getting sores between the thighs as their blubber legs rub up against each other. In the past, fatness was a sign of

  wealth, education and privilege. In contrast, the poor were skinny. These days, the rich and smart are thin.




  But just in case you believed the spin of Loaded and Cosmo and thought that only thin people have vigorous, varied and interesting sex lives, think again. The blubbery Paddies are

  going at it like rabbits. We are having sex on average 105 times a year — that puts us way above the abstemious Japanese who only cop-off 47 times a year, but far below the amorous French and

  Greeks who get it 137 and 133 times respectively.5 Irish women love talking about sex and in a recent survey Irish women said that they were happiest

  when they were talking about sex to each other. Carrie, Miranda and the other two, please step forward. When it comes to talk, however, in typical Irish fashion we are saying one thing and doing

  something completely different. For example, according to a Durex worldwide survey,6 just over half of us claimed, responsibly, that we were worried

  about contracting HIV, yet 52% of Irish people have had unprotected sex. We are also having lots of sex younger; typically we start at seventeen and have on average eleven sexual partners. Irish

  teen mags are getting much more explicit. One I just picked up in Eason’s which was stuffed with sex tips, adult chat lines and phone sex numbers came with a free — wait for it —

  packet of children’s sweets! I wonder what age group is its target market.




  Meanwhile back in bed, in a break with our full-on hectic lifestyle, Irish men take their time. We are the third most generous, thoughtful and slow lovers in the world, spending on average 21.8

  minutes on foreplay, but this seems to be wasted time because only an underwhelming 17% of Irish women orgasm during sex. Clearly lots of spade-work but not much technique from the Paddies. But not

  to worry, you’d never know it because four in ten Irish women have faked orgasms in the past twelve months. So the lads can avoid the wet patch and roll over happy. This may also go some way

  to explaining why 36% of Irish women claim to own a vibrator.




  We are also becoming more adventurous. Nearly half of us use blindfolds or handcuffs, while close to one in three like to dress up. 48% of Irish lovers watch porn together, while the camcorder

  is quite busy, with 23% liking to video each other. This voyeurism is exceptional and much more evident here than in other countries. And a kinky 31% of Irish lovers are into spanking — way

  above the global average of 19%. So the suburbs are considerably more interesting places than the pebble dash would suggest, and behind our lace curtains, anything goes. We are considerably more

  expressive in the scratcher than we’d like to admit openly. We suggest innocently that the two sexiest attributes in our partners are eyes and a sense of humour — God bless the patent

  leather obsessed nuns, you did a good job. This innocent response contrasts with the up-front Brazilians who put boobs and ass as the two sexiest features. But spare a thought for all those new

  millionaires knocking around thinking they are big swingers: we rank wealth as being entirely immaterial when it comes to sexiness. So put your Kompressor away, it doesn’t do it for her. Just

  to prove that democracy is alive and well, in the full-on nation you can be poor and very sexy.




  

    MAD-FOR-IT NATION


  




  If there is one thing that the full-on nation is not demure about it is our boozing which is now off the scales. We are heroic drinkers and Ireland is the only place on earth

  where mature family men boast like students about necking ten pints the night before. Drinking is an Irish badge of honour. It knows no class barriers. Rich and poor — we are all guzzlers. In

  fact it is fair to say that many of us are suspicious of non-drinkers, particularly if they are not recovering alcoholics. Immigrants, many of whom now work behind our bars, are shocked by

  the sight of teenagers vomiting in the loos, wiping themselves, putting on a bit of lippy, marching back to the bar and ordering another double Vodka and Red Bull. Twenty-five years ago we spent

  €3.4 billion on booze but that figure has almost doubled and now the nation is spending an astonishing €6.5 billion annually on the demon drink. And it is not just stout and whiskey,

  although the stout figures are startling. We spent €1.6 billion on stout which not only is 20% of the entire global market, but is some €400 million more than the total Department of

  Education budget for all primary school education in this country. Wine drinking has sky-rocketed. We now drink more beer than the Germans, far more alcohol than the supposedly alcoholic Russians.

  We are on a national bender; we spend more in restaurants, more in off-licences and at the bar than anyone else.




  When it comes to drink and drugs we are Keith Richards, Axl Rose and Brendan Behan all rolled into one explosive mix. Young Irish women drink not twice or three times but ten times more than

  their Italian equivalents. Four out of five of our young men are regular drinkers compared to 34% of the EU average. We drink more pure alcohol than anyone else in the world

  at 25.3 pints on average per person per year. That is three times more pure distilled alcohol than we have blood in our veins. It’s a wonder we are still alive. Contrary to popular myth, we

  have not always been the mad-out-of-it nation. Back in the early 1960s, Ireland’s boozing was the fifth lowest in the OECD with eight countries guzzling more than us. Now we are on a national

  binge, buying rounds, shorts, bottles of wine, snakebites, pints, glasses, naggins, small ones and quick sharpeners, with the result that we are the drinking champions of the world. We drink more

  than any other nation. Interestingly, there was a spike in boozing in the mid-1990s and we have been drinking copiously since then. So the correlation between drinking and money is quite marked

  — as we have got wealthier, we have got drunker.




  We admit to drinking on average 262 pints of beer each a year which is the second highest in the world after the Czechs. We are the world’s number one cider drinkers. We spend more on

  booze than anyone else, forking out €1,584 per head on drink every year7 — that’s more than we do on health insurance. Lucozade, a

  proven hangover healer which does not sell well at all in the UK, is the biggest selling pharmaceutical product on the market, while Solpadeine, a strong headache relief tablet, is also a huge

  seller every morning of the week. This is interesting because there are many people addicted to soluble Solpadeine and the high incidence of Solpadeine sold here reflects both hung-over drunkards

  and over-the-counter addicts.




  The expression a ‘water cooler moment’ means something quite different in Ireland to anywhere else in the world. Everywhere else it is used to describe the office event that takes

  place when employees natter away beside the water cooler. It is associated with the buzz of gossip. In Ireland, water coolers are silent. They are essential, life-saving rehydration stations for

  hungover employees, twenty-somethings experiencing menopausal hot-flushes that can only be banished by buckets of water. No-one speaks at Irish water coolers.




  And one of the most significant developments is that we drink considerably more than anyone else despite alcohol being very expensive here and, as prices have gone up, we have drunk more! So not

  for the first time, the laws of economics are turned on their heads in Ireland. Our sociability gets the better of us always. We love going out. Four drinks out of five are sunk in the pub and,

  remarkably, when we don’t go out we don’t tend to drink heavily at home. This contrasts with the rest of the world where people drink mainly in the privacy of their own home. We are

  exhibitionists. We like getting locked in public. In beer-guzzling Germany, for example, only one third of all booze is drunk in bars. The Irish are desperately addicted to company as well as

  alcohol. We can’t stand being on our own.




  When it comes to Irish teenagers, the full-on nation becomes even more apparent. This will not surprise anyone; I have yet to meet someone who did not start drinking early in bus shelters,

  fields, half-built estates, on the streets or in back gardens. That is what we do. In another study8 of 35 nations, the Irish came out top of the

  delinquent league for underage boozing. We have the highest level of teen binge drinking. One in three of our sixteen-year-old girls has been drunk more than ten times in the past year. Along with

  the Danes, Irish boys binge drink, get plastered and then typically lose their virginity to people as hammered as they are. While Danish boys might be up there with our boys, Irish girls are

  peerless when it comes to boozing. But they seem to be just about able to get the rubbers on because we are not having any more teenage mums than we had ten years ago, so we are slightly more

  responsible than you’d expect after five Alco pops.




  But just in case you thought we weren’t messy enough, we are necking Es like Smarties. The UN claims that the Irish are the second biggest users of ecstasy in the

  world after the Aussies.9 The price of ecstasy has dropped dramatically and it is the drug of choice for the new generation. When ecstasy first arrived

  on the scene it cost £20 a tab. It now costs €5 (or a dozen for €50), which is considerably cheaper than a gin and tonic in most bars. But it’s not limited to teenagers. The

  middle youth generation, who simply won’t grow up, are at it big time. Many 40th birthday parties have been kept rocking due to liberal amounts of ecstasy being munched by respectable

  professionals. Biology suggests that forty year olds rarely last till dawn unless of course they are powdering their noses. Again the price of cocaine has dropped precipitously and a recent

  RTÉ ‘Prime Time’ documentary indicated that 80% of suburban loos had traces of chopped lines on their surfaces.




  Drug use in Ireland knows neither class nor region. Provincial Ireland rather than Dublin is the E epicentre of Europe and back in Dublin 4, crisp €50 notes are being rolled perfectly every

  night as society hostesses hoover up cocaine just before the canapés are served by Filipino radiographers in dinner jackets. The Irish drug scene is a recreational affair mainly. Fuelling

  this are parties. We are having more parties than ever before: 18ths, 21sts, 30ths, 40ths, 50ths, weddings, 2nd weddings. We are engaging professional party organisers and keeping an entire

  industry of garden marquee sellers in business. And we want more. In a recent survey,10 when asked what we would do with more money 57% of us said that

  we ‘would enjoy ourselves more’ as opposed to only 25% who said they would support a good cause. Similarly, when asked what we’d do with more time, 50% said we’d enjoy

  ourselves more.




  We eat more chips than the British. We eat more chocolate than the Belgians — in fact we are third in Europe for chocolate munching. And, remarkably, we spend more on snacks than

  prescribed medicines. And for a nation that proudly claims to read more newspapers than any other, we actually spend more in the bookies than we do on newspapers. The punter nation is now gambling

  24/7. Horseracing is the fastest growing sport in the country and its handmaiden, gambling, is booming. We are betting, squaring, laying, accumulating, forecasting, spread betting, calculating,

  winning and losing fortunes every day. Shares in Paddy Power the bookmaker are trading at twenty times earnings which implies that even the stock market sees massive growth in this business over

  the coming years.




  Any objective chronicler would deduce that if we are being so hedonistic we must also be indolent, lazy and work-shy. Nothing could be further from the truth. Miraculously, the Irish are the

  most productive workforce in the world.




  So when we are not betting, drinking, snorting, eating and generally good-timing, we are working, commuting, taking work home, working weekends or changing jobs. We aspire to have full diaries.

  No more hanging about for the Irish; we have rejected the stereotype of good partyers, bad workers. As Mick Wallace might say, the full-on nation plays hard and works even harder. We want to be

  busy, hard-working and sorted. Have you noticed that ‘how are you?’ has been usurped by ‘are you … busy?’ This suggests a subliminal preoccupation. In China,

  the expression used most often is ‘hello, how are you, have you eaten?’ which describes the fact that in a country with so many famines, being hungry is a state of being. In Ireland

  that condition is busy. To be busy is now regarded as a state of grace and to be not busy is to admit failure.




  A recent survey11 by O2 of the Irish self-employed found that we are workaholics: 60% of bosses are working more than 40 hours a week and 13% of

  them work more than 63 hours a week. Just under half miss special family occasions such as weddings, anniversaries, birthdays or communions because of work. Four out of five work weekends and 43%

  do not take their full annual leave entitlement. Half of Irish bosses claim that their way of relaxing is the healthy activity of vegging in front of the TV, while one in

  three go drinking in the pub and a quarter go shopping. Irish workers are also slaving. The average worker puts in more hours per week than any other Europeans apart from the Brits. One in twelve

  has at least two jobs, which is well above the EU average, and because we spend twice as long commuting, the work experience, particularly for commuters, is typically eating

  up about ten to twelve hours of our day. Many workers leave before seven and get home after seven.




  When we are not working, we are changing jobs. Over 100,000 of us will sell ourselves, doctor our CVS, inflate our past experience and lie about our achievements next

  year. This is because one in every twenty of us will change job and practically all of us will be moving upwards. Our papers bulge with ads luring us to other challenges that always offer breadth,

  depth, complexity, always demand high performance and always promise substantial rewards for the right candidate who is always accomplished, a good team player and flexible. These recruitment ads

  sound more like a lonely hearts column than a job spec. Interestingly, after property ads, they generate more money for newspapers than any other category.




  Although we are all working harder in the full-on nation, it is Irish women who are working much harder than ever. Since the late 1980s the number of women working has more than doubled (116%),

  while the number of men has gone up but only by 43%. Women are obsessively front-loading their careers which means they are working extremely hard in their twenties to try and scurry up the

  corporate ladder and are postponing having children until much later. The average age of an Irish mother giving birth this year is thirty and seven months — the oldest in the EU.12 Even before the kids arrive, we are sleeping less and drinking more Red Bull — last year, we spent over €100 million on

  energy drinks13 — to keep us awake.




  

    OVER-HYPED, OVER-SPENT AND OVER-DRAWN


  




  According to one Irish Times report, the arrival of the Hermes handbag store in Brown Thomas was welcomed by someone enthusing that ‘it was a great day for the

  country’! It is clear that Ireland is a shopaholic nation with an insatiable appetite for newness. This year we will spend €70 billion consuming.14 That is over €20,000 or close to three quarters of the average industrial wage for every man, woman and child in the country! And when we are not actually out elbowing

  competitors aside in superstores or boutiques, we are talking about shopping, reading about shopping and thinking about shopping. The range of what tickles our fancy is quite astonishing. For

  example, we must have some very pampered dogs out there as we spent €125 million on pet food last year. We forked out €50 million on Chinese savoury sauces, €18 million on hair dye

  and €23 million on Mars bars. We spend five times more on Hula Hoops than we do purchasing textbooks for children from needy backgrounds and we splash out more on Coca Cola (€115 million)

  than we do on the entire school transport bill which carried 130,000 children to and from school every day. (And this year we have seen the tragic result of this perverted priority.) We spent more

  on our mobile phones in the first three months of the year than the entire annual budget for overseas development aid. We spend more on the rather adolescently pungent Lynx than we donate to

  Trócaire!




  And we are spending when we are travelling. As recently as 2000, Ireland had a healthy surplus when it came to tourist spending. Tourists here spent much more than we did when we went on our

  holliers. By 2003, that had reversed. We now spend €4.2 billion on our holliers, while tourists here in this, the most expensive country in Europe, are spending €4.1 billion. We are

  spending more in total, even though we are travelling to countries that are much cheaper than Ireland — some achievement!




  And how are we financing this? Through debt, of course. This year Ireland’s total personal debt surpassed our income for the first time ever. And it is rising rapidly. By the end of 2005,

  it will be in the region of 130%. In the ten years to 2004, credit card use doubled to 33% and cash card use has increased from 40% to 60% of the population.15 And as a recent central bank report noted, using credit cards allows us to juggle bills, paying a bit off here and a bit off there. Bill juggling is a new development. When you

  think that the older population will not be using credit cards as much, you can see that our most productive generation — those between 20 and 40 — are moving rapidly into levels of

  debt that would concern outsiders looking in. But us, we don’t care, because we believe our own propaganda that this time it’s different. So borrowing continues apace. We borrowed 25%

  more in 2005 than we did in 2004. And we are spending this cash on flashy items. In the past four years, the market share of BMWs and Mercs has doubled, from 3.6% to 6.2%.

  We are Europe’s bling nation. Per head, there now are more Mercs sold here than in Germany. The two big banks — our principal moneylenders — are, as a result of our splurge, the

  most profitable in Europe, making around €350 profit per customer.




  If we are not being full-on, we are doing more yoga to relax. This is one of the delicious paradoxes of modern Ireland. While we seem intent on obliterating our livers, kidneys and hearts by

  drinking and carousing, we are also in the grip of a health kick. We are fussier about what we eat, flocking to nutritionists and homeopathic practitioners, taking more echinacea, devouring advice

  on healthy options, taking more Prozac and spending €21 million on L’Oreal skin cream. The same people who are snorting coke and drinking a couple of bottles of Chablis each on Friday

  nights are fretting about food additives and won’t take an Anadin for their headaches. We will drink seven gins but won’t touch tap water. We will feed our hangovers with carbohydrates

  but then, when fully rehydrated and sober, regard mashed potatoes as the Devil’s spawn. We sit in our cars from early morning, eating an amazing 17% of all our food at the

  dashboard16 — most new cars now come with pull-out dining trays. We then slouch at our desks all day, order in lunch, careful to avoid any

  physical activity at all. We leave work, catch our reflection in the tinted windows of our BMW X series SUV and then fret about being overweight,

  unhealthy or not beautiful. So we drive to the gym or the health club. Instead of going for a regular stroll every evening, we get a personal trainer at the appropriately named ‘Curves’

  gym for one manic morning a week. The Golden Pages has over 2,000 entries under health clubs and centres.




  The full-on nation is burning the candle at both ends.
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The Great Blurring














 





  HELLO BOYS! WONDERBRA ECONOMICS




  Yuri quite likes the job. He had divided the strawberries, as he would back home, into three batches of €2, €3 and €5 a piece. He couldn’t get rid of the

  €2 or €3 punnets, but the €5 simply flew off the rickety table which doubled as his makeshift shop-front on the Navan side of the N3 just outside Kells.




  Every June the roads of Ireland are dotted with little stalls selling strawberries. This is a typical Irish scene, particularly on all the main routes back into Dublin on long weekends. In fact,

  so typical is it that it is regularly used by Leaving Cert economics teachers as an example of what is known as ‘perfect competition’. This is a term used to describe a market with many

  small sellers, where no-one has advantage over anyone else and no-one can raise his price without the punter copping on and going to the next seller. It is the polar opposite of a monopoly. In

  other words, you won’t make a fortune out of selling strawberries on the side of the road. However, the fact that such an Irish tradition attracts a twenty-one-year-old from Kazakhstan, doing

  the job that used to be reserved for local small farmers, indicates that some of our old descriptions, divisions and assumptions are blurring. Yuri, the Asiatic-looking Kazakh strawberry seller, is

  but one of thousands of new images that Irish people have had to take on board over the past five years in what can be described as part of a great blurring.




  So many aspects of our society are blurring. The classes are blurring, the distinction between old and middle aged is evaporating, as are the traditional splits between urban and rural, natives

  and foreigners, left and right, rich and poor, educated and uneducated. What was once distinctive is now common, the nation is blurring and the most significant aspect of this is in class. In fact,

  Ireland is becoming the most middle-class, suburban nation in Europe and the most startling development in the past six years has been the rapid social mobility that the country is experiencing.

  The vast majority of us are climbing the social ladder at a rate not seen anywhere in Europe in forty years. We are now a middle-class nation.




  Look around the country at the cars, the houses, the holidays, the clothes, the aspirations and the full restaurants. What is happening? Yes, we are spending, but something much more interesting

  is going on. Ireland is compressing into the middle. One of the most fascinating, and massively underreported developments of the past five years is the great compression. We have been condensed

  into the middle class at a rapid rate, as if a great designer has squashed the Irish population into the centre.




  But not only have we been squeezed together, we have experienced the social equivalent of the Wonderbra effect. We have been pressed together in the middle and lifted up, allowing us to display

  our impressive material cleavage.




  The uplift has been remarkable given the goods we had to work with in the past. Let’s look at the country, the society and the different social classes via the census, which is the most

  definitive statistical snapshot of a country at a point in time. Every five years it asks people what they do for a living. It breaks these jobs down into seven classes. The first six are a

  traditional top-to-bottom list from highest paying jobs to lowest. The seventh category is a catch-all category which collates all non-traditional jobs — new professions like web designers

  and tele-workers. The latest figures published last year show that the middle and upper middle classes have grown dramatically, while the lower, working or small farmer class has shrunk

  considerably. So times are good, not just for a tiny minority at the top but for the vast majority. Joe Soap has experienced the Wonderbra effect — considerable social uplift.




  Most of us can see this in our everyday life. The figures from the census are startling nonetheless. So all the Thai cooking, Bordeaux, cabriolets, lattes and Pilates don’t lie — we

  are now wealthy, aspirant and materialistic. Contrary to much of the reportage, the middle and upper middle classes are the fastest growing classes in the country. The hard numbers reflect the new

  cars, foreign holidays and organic carrot sales. Close to half the nation is in the top three social classes as defined by the census. And if you were to add the 18% per cent who are working in new

  jobs not defined by the traditional census question, that middle-class figure rises to nearly 65% of us. Arguably, this may be overstating the case, but there is no doubt that a significant

  proportion of this change mirrors developments picked up elsewhere in the census which indicate a structural shift into white collar ‘middle-class’ jobs. It is interesting to note that

  a substantial amount of this change has come in the western seaboard where the recent migrations of people seeking an alternative lifestyle has led to a conspicuous blurring of classes. More

  importantly, the middle class has grown by 25% in the short time since 1996. This type of social mobility is unheard of in most developed countries.




  By contrast, since 1996 every poor class has shrunk and the poorest class has shrunk most, by an enormous 29%. The next poorest class contracted by 8% and the lower middle class by 9%. All these

  people have moved up the social ladder. In the past ten years, 200,000 people have moved out of the poorest classes into the middle class.




  Think about the extremes: the number of people in the very top social class has increased by 22.34% in the five years to 2002, while the number at the very bottom, as noted, fell by 29%. This

  constitutes extraordinary compression into the middle. This is the great blurring. Wonderbra economics works. The number of people in the second richest social class — which is now the

  biggest class with over one million in total — rose by a staggering 25.6% or just over 200,000 people, while the number of people in the second lowest class fell by 8%. The figure reveals

  very strong upward social mobility both in absolute terms and relative to any period in the past. There are now more people in the second richest class than in the four poorer strata below it. This

  explains the huge increase in demand for private education and grind schools as well as BMWs, slate wet-rooms and patio heaters. If we examine the figures for the greater

  Dublin area where the population is growing quickest, the great blurring is even more definitive. In the Dublin area, the numbers in the top two classes have increased by 44% while the amount of

  people in the lowest two classes has fallen by 51%. Between the canals, the Wonderbra effect has been more dramatic. The numbers in the top two social classes grew by 63% while those in the bottom

  two classes fell by 21%.1 Far from the picture painted by the media of a more polarised society where the rich live in gated communities and the poor in

  hopeless ghettos, the census reveals that we are all living much closer together — rich and poor — and that the traditional distinctions between rich and poor areas (in both rural and

  urban Ireland) are blurring as well. Close to one million people are on the move — and they are moving upwards.




  Wonderbra economics has also supported an extraordinary educational uplift. Traditionally, educational achievement equates to upward social mobility. If you are going to college, you are

  climbing up the ladder. In this case, the new generation of Irish hod-carriers is clambering up.




  Again the figures are quite remarkable. The number of Irish people with third-level qualifications rose by 39.9% in the period from 1996 to 2002. This is unprecedented. During the same period,

  and again here we see the great compression, those of us with only basic education fell by 5.6%. At the extremes, not only did the amount of poorly educated people fall, but the numbers of very

  educated rose dramatically. The last census reveals that the number of PhDs in Ireland rose by 65.8%. Again, Dublin between the canals reveals an extreme transformation. There has been an enormous

  80% jump in those people in inner-city Dublin with university degrees and a 115% increase in inner-city Dubs with PhDs!2 This obviously reflects the rapid

  gentrification of the inner city — comprised of suburban-born students, young workers and immigrants moving into the centre of the city for the first time ever. But that said, these are also

  largely the children of people who never did their Leaving Cert and they are now going to college in huge numbers.




  The full-on nation is swotting like never before and rapidly becoming the most overqualified nation in the world. Even taking into account a little bit of grade inflation and the demographic

  explosion that drove them into the universities in the first place, the educational achievement of an entire generation is startling.




  This is not bad for people who spent most of their Sunday afternoons in a Ford Cortina waiting outside the pub with a few packets of Tayto, a bottle of Fanta and the window rolled down so that

  they and the dog wouldn’t suffocate.




  This educational uplift will have a permanent effect on the nature of the class system here. It has already led to the emergence of a new creative class. International economics is now becoming

  more and more focused on the educational level of nations, because in the future that is all that matters. The only scarce resource is smart people and the country with the smartest people should

  be the one that wins out. As a result of the Wonderbra effect, according to a recent study,3 Ireland now tops the world in the amount of us who are regarded

  as being in the creative class — 34% of the workforce. For a country that was exporting people and cattle not too long ago, the transformation, the great blurring and class compression has

  been startling.




  

    NEVER LET THE FACTS GET IN THE WAY OF A GOOD STORY


  




  So why has this most important societal development been largely ignored in the media? Sometimes reading the papers or listening to the radio or television, one could be

  forgiven for thinking that Ireland was the most unequal and desperate place in the world. For example, in the summer of 2005 The Irish Times ran an article with the headline,

  ‘Ireland — simply the worst’. Why is this? What drives our most credible newspaper to write this type of stuff?




  We are sometimes depicted as a Latin American style country with a tiny minority of oligarchs owning everything, and a huge, seething and disenfranchised underclass, without anyone in the

  middle. The truth is the opposite. Yes, there is a very small amount of immensely rich individuals at one extreme and an all-too-big, but by international standards modest, underclass at the other,

  but the real action is where 70% of us are — in the middle.




  Maybe the reason that the positive social effects of the great compression have been under-reported is that the ‘Commentariat’ is ideologically jaundiced and can’t see beyond

  its own ideological ghetto. The Commentariat (by which I mean the aristocracy of commentators, opinion makers and editorial writers) seems to have wilfully ignored the facts regarding Irish society

  and the economy. Perhaps they prefer to fight old battles which are more appropriate to the 1970s than the 21st century. Or, possibly, the Commentariat is experiencing a form of status neurosis.

  Those members of the Commentariat drawn from the traditional professional middle classes have seen their status eroded by all this upward social mobility and perhaps they do not like it.




  A combination of ideology and old-fashioned snobbery might explain why so much of the media coverage has focused on the slight negatives rather than the overwhelming positives.




  The last decade has been kind to car salesmen, commercial travellers, and those who service the property industry like sub-contractors, bricklayers, private gardeners. Borrowers of any kind have

  seen their risk-taking rewarded. Self-employed tradesmen and anyone who got their hands on property of any sort, anywhere, before 1996 are now wealthy. In contrast, some professions, such as

  journalists, university lecturers and teachers, have seen their status fall. The unwillingness of savers to roll the dice and take a risk has seen them punished materially. Into this broad group we

  can also lump guards, middle-ranking civil servants, doctors, politicians, senior trade union members and the chattering classes.




  As they fall down the social pecking order, they naturally do not like it. Some can’t stand getting out-bought whether at auction or in Brown Thomas by people they always thought of as

  their lessers. They do not like the embarrassment. Others don’t like the fact that the old system has been, to a large extent, overthrown and golf club membership alone cannot guarantee

  success. Some don’t like the essentially democratic nature of easy credit, where anyone with initiative can get on these days. There are also those old-fashioned snobs who are threatened by

  social mobility and believe in the old class system.




  So instead of objective reporting, arguably we have received an incessant barrage of opinion, editorialising and propaganda which has missed the big story — the Wonderbra effect —

  the biggest social compression experienced in a developed country in the past forty years. Instead, the gap between the very rich and very poor is reported again and again. Of course, anyone who

  gets left behind is indeed a tragedy — both from the narrow economic perspective and from a broad societal viewpoint. However, focusing on individual tragedies, while laudable and

  understandable, overlooks the great opportunities seized by the majority. In Ireland, there appears to be a very 1970s fascination with the very rich (tax exiles) and the very poor (the

  underclass), when in fact it is the seven out of ten of us in the middle who are driving everything.




  It is not uncommon to hear commentators blithely claim that Ireland is one of the most unequal countries in the world. This is not true. Ireland is smack in the middle of the European average

  when it comes to income distribution. The latest comparative figures on this are from the European Union in its excellent Eurostat publication entitled The Social Situation in

  Europe.4 According to this definitive account which divides the income of the richest 20% by the poorest 20% in each country, the European average is 4.4

  times. So the richest 20% earns 4.4 times the poorest 20% across the EU. And what is the figure for the so-called bastion of inequality, Ireland? It must surely be way above

  this: 6 times, 8 times or even 10 times? Wrong. The actual figure is 4.5 times. We are fractionally above the EU average and considerably more equal than Italy, Spain,

  Portugal, the UK, Estonia, Latvia or Greece. So as well as being richer than the 200 odd million people living in these countries, we spread our wealth around more!




  The international standard tool used to measure inequality is the Gini co-efficient.5 Eurostat also uses this. It is a measurement which runs from zero to

  100. Perfect equality is zero, perfect inequality is 100. On this measurement Ireland again lies in the middle. Hyper-equal Denmark has a score of 22; we have a score of 29. France is slightly more

  equal at 27 and Britain at 31 is more unequal. Spain is yet more unequal at 35 and Portugal more unequal again with a figure of 39. The US has a score of 40. This implies

  that far from being the most unequal society in Europe, we are actually closer to nice Denmark than to the nasty US in terms of spreading our wealth.




  The figures speak for themselves. The last census confirms what we already knew. All the foreign holidays and new kitchens, DVDS and PhDs, new cars, restaurants and

  outside decking are telling us something definitive — we are all lumped together in the middle now. The hard numbers reflect the mood that can be sensed on the streets. Irish people are

  moving up the social ladder quicker than ever and very few are falling backwards. The Irish make extremely good capitalists.




  A recent report called Social Mobility and Meritocracy: Reflections on the Irish Experience by Christopher T. Whelan and Richard Layte backed up these findings. They observed a

  ‘significant upgrading of the class structure’ during the period as the number of ‘higher-level occupations increased’. In terms of ‘absolute mobility, the general

  pattern was one of increased opportunity for upward mobility. One of the striking consequences of such changes was increased access to the professional and managerial class.’




  Just to recap. Close to half of us are in the top three social classes as defined by the census, based on what we do for a living. And if you add the almost 20% who are working in

  ‘new’ jobs, which are not defined by the traditional census questions but suggest teleworking, working from home and sole traders, that middle-class figure rises to nearly 65% of us.

  More importantly, the middle class has grown by 25% in the short time since 1996. In contrast, the poorest class shrunk by almost 30%. There is clear shunting up the social ladder. This is

  extraordinary social change.




  If Ireland was ‘simply the worst’ as The Irish Times contends, why would we be experiencing net immigration? Immigration is probably the most accurate and clearest barometer

  of positive social change in a country. People vote with their feet. If people are leaving a country in droves, there is something badly wrong. If they are banging down the door to get into a

  country, there is something right going on. The host country is by definition an attractive place to live. Immigrants see in the host country a place that they can get on, move up and achieve their

  potential. It is the country where their children will have a better chance than they had. They are giving it the thumbs up. Hundreds of thousands of foreign people have given Ireland the thumbs up

  in the past ten years. Indeed, as a percentage of the population there are eight times more immigrants choosing so-called inegalitarian Ireland over egalitarian France at the moment.




  These days, the immigrant’s assessment of a country is instantaneous. Take our eastern European, new EU immigrants as an example. They are texting, emailing and

  phoning home every minute. They can hop on a cheap flight and be here in a matter of two or three hours. They are choosing Ireland over other countries because they have made a rational adult

  choice that this is where they will prosper. This is where they will blur into the background, where they will be able to join a rapidly expanding middle class, where they can have a good life and

  their children have better opportunities. In a recent survey,6 over half the immigrants interviewed said that their standard of living had improved since

  coming here, while for 22% it remained the same. Again this flies in the face of the Commentariat’s assertion that they are miserable and are being exploited. On the contrary, they feel

  liberated. The social message is very clear. The great blurring is benefiting the vast majority and we are more equal than ever.




  This blurring does not suit traditional political rhetoric. Take for example the two political parties that speak out most strongly about the need to raise taxes and redistribute income, the

  Greens and the Labour Party. One would expect their supporters to be drawn from those who have lost out in the great blurring and yet they are in fact the richest voters in the country. Green Party

  supporters are the richest in Ireland.7 The Labour Party, bizarrely for a left-wing party, has the second richest supporters, while Fianna Fáil, the

  tax-cutting, supposedly right-wing, government party, gets the lion’s share of the poorest vote.




  We are a centrist country with centrist foibles and idiosyncrasies. We are all riding the wave. All those SUVS, second holidays, new kitchens and decks in back gardens

  are not an illusion. We feel, smell, act and increasingly look — thanks to expensive orthodontics — middle class. Ireland is turning into one large Ralph Lauren ad, all New England

  smiles, Cape Cod clothes and Boston Brahmin bank accounts.




  Manufacturing is on the way out. Only 16% of us make anything anymore. Less than one in twenty works the land. One in ten works in construction, building, amongst other things, holiday homes

  — over 40,000 of them this year. The rest of us, which is just under three out of every five, toil away at the water cooler in office jobs with well manicured nails, lunch on

  O’Brien’s sandwiches and spend long weekends on the tear. We are all white-collar, service-sector commuters now. It’s not romantic, but nor is it bitter.




  What is more, we appear to be happy and isn’t happiness what it is all about? If we are happy, it should not matter how we got here, even if it was by tax-cutting, freewheeling, full-on

  capitalism. Again, many in the Commentariat seem to be more concerned with equality, inequality and the inequities of the tax system or the shallowness of an afternoon spent in Liffey Valley, the

  Curragh or drinking with friends. Maybe all these things make people happy and we should be asking people whether they are actually happy with their lot rather than spelling out to them what

  should make them content.




  A few years ago I had the pleasure of working with a kind and smart Serb whose life had been turned upside down by the war in the Balkans. How did he deal with this? How can you forgive your

  neighbours? How can you come to terms with eviction, brutalisation and terrorism? He seemed to be quite relaxed about everything and it struck me as almost superhuman to have such a deep well of

  humanity, forgiveness and tolerance, to be able to see the world through someone else’s eyes.




  I met him recently in the Clarion Hotel in Dublin. He was in shock. This formerly implacably calm individual, who had come through the horrors of ethnic cleansing both performed in and against

  his name, was agitated, hurt and perplexed. What could have got at him, here in Ireland? The reason it transpired was quite straightforward. He was the author of a late-2004 study by the

  Economist8 which reported that Irish people had claimed that Ireland was the best place to live in in the world. We came out top in the world quality

  of life index. This conclusion was arrived at by collating all the EU surveys asking people how they felt about the world, their lives, the family, the future and the

  country. In addition to asking us how we felt, the Economist took health indicators, political stability and security indicators and combined these with a variety of other benchmarks like

  family and community life, to arrive at a sophisticated index that aimed, correctly, to move the debate away from the normal narrow economic calculations. Crucially, much of the data was simply the

  reflection of what we, the Irish people, had said about how we thought our lives were going. We were happy, content and optimistic about the future and we felt that Ireland, warts and all, was a

  good place to live.




  What effrontery, cried the Commentariat. What audacity, cried others. Bogus, shouted the editorials. This international report was met with derision in Ireland. ‘An assault on the truth

  proportionate to the US bombardment of Fallujah’ was how the Irish Examiner reacted, while the Sunday Independent simply dismissed it as

  ‘drivel’.




  As we all know, sometimes reports can get it wrong, and basic common sense can be more instructive than some statistics, but this report was a simple input/output matrix used by the

  Economist whereby they put recorded data into a model and Ireland came out top of their quality of life indicator. The subsequent report was published without opinion, qualification or

  editorialising. My friend could not believe the Irish media’s reaction. How could the Commentariat be so out of step with the people, he asked? How could the Commentariat be so enraged by the

  optimism of their fellow countrymen?




  However, for those of us who live here, the Commentariat’s reaction is not too difficult to comprehend. Possibly, this is just the reaction of opinion makers in a society that is going

  through a short period of rapid change following a prolonged period of utter stagnation. History tells us that this is not unusual. When societies are faced with what appear to be monumental

  changes, the people who are paid to comment, agitate and point out, get going like never before.




  But whatever way you look at it, the change, its pace and the direction in which it is taking us is making us happy — 42% of us describe ourselves as being ‘very happy’. This

  is the highest in the world. According to the World Values Survey,9 the Economist is right. Ireland scores second highest in the WVS life satisfaction index. With 77% of us saying we are very proud of the place, we are the most patriotic country in the world. Despite all the scandals, we are second in the world

  when it comes to trusting the police, while we are top of the OECD league when it comes to trusting our civil service (with six out of ten of us believing that the civil

  service is trustworthy).10 And despite all the rhetoric about the nation becoming more and more selfish, we are smack in the middle of the EU league for social and civic involvement.11 86% of us in another survey said we were either quite happy12 or very happy and 71% claimed that our lives had improved over the past five years.13 Yet this is rarely reported.




  Survey after survey indicates that we are very content. Compared to the responses given by more equal countries, many of whom verge on the depressed, maybe we are better where we are. So, for

  example, according to the EU, we are less equal than Germany and Hungary,14 but considerably happier15 than these people. In the same way that having more money after a basic income level does not incrementally lead to happiness, having more equality beyond a certain civilised level

  — the EU average — doesn’t make the society any happier either. Just to see this in operation, take a country like Bulgaria which is a candidate for

  EU membership. It is considerably more equal than Ireland with the richest 20% earning only 3.8 times that of the poorest 20%. It scores 26 on its Gini coefficient

  score,16 better than Ireland, yet the people are the most miserable in Europe17 and close to 60% are having

  difficulty making ends meet.18 Only 4%19 of Irish households said that they were having difficulty making ends

  meet and we are the third most satisfied race in Europe with our lot. What’s better, being poverty-stricken but equal and miserable or being rich, very happy and smack in the middle of the

  EU when it comes to equality?




  So, taking a bit of altitude, the full-on nation is reasonably at ease with itself, compared to the rest of the world. We seem to be happy with the blurring that has occurred across the old

  distinctive lines. We are one big, aspiring, white-collar suburb, diffusing into the countryside. Ireland is a land of Spars and Centras, of hot food counters and off-licences all on hand to serve

  the commuter. Yes the costs of housing, the creaking infrastructure and the health service concern us greatly, but the majority put this down to the country catching up and there is a sense that we

  will catch up. The traditional urban/rural divide appears to be blurring. Go to a GAA match between Dublin and Meath and hear the number of Dubs with children in Meath kit

  to get a flavour of just how much the old lines are blurring. Every now and then we get battles between An Taisce whose big-house, theme-park view of the country rightly annoys the inter-county,

  one-off housing, GAA set. However, the set-piece, stylised Ireland where farmers and an industrial working class had inimical interests and a middle class lived in fear of

  either tax hikes or a worker revolt is gone.




  In June 2005, Amárach consultants carried out a survey about what class people believed they were in.20 Just over 50% of those who responded with

  a view on this believed that they belonged to the broad middle classes, while fewer than 30% believed that they were working class, 10% felt they had no particular class and a small 2% claimed to

  be upper class. When you break this down into various different groups, we see that of those working, again 50% say that they are middle class, reflecting the massive switch to white-collar jobs

  over a relatively short period. This result tallies with the census finding.




  So if the country has blurred into a classless nation where the middle classes have grown by 25% in the past seven years and the poorest class has shrunk by 29%, what is the most sensitive class

  indicator and where are we likely to see the most conspicuous blurring?




  Typically you would expect the area where individuals live or what they do for a crust or some other material sign to signal class. But interestingly, in early 21st-century Ireland, the

  Amárach survey reveals that accent is regarded as the most significant indicator of class — more than house, job, clothes, car or schooling. This is particularly interesting because

  this is where we are seeing the most notable outward evidence of a blurring. The Irish accent is changing rapidly and young Irish teenagers are now speaking a strange mid-Atlantic dialect,

  conforming to the age-old rule that the way you speak says more about you than anything else. The middle class, urban/rural blurring is driving us to sound the same. This is not new. This is a

  hybrid, globalised version of Pygmalion. Shaw’s Eliza Doolittle wanted to sound like an Edwardian aristocrat; our aspirants today want to sound like Buffy.




  I first heard it amongst teenagers in Malahide — Ireland’s richest town — a few years ago. It is a customised Irish version of the language of American sitcoms like

  ‘Friends’, ‘Buffy’, ‘Will and Grace’ and a liberal sprinkling of earlier Aussie soaps like ‘Neighbours’. Let’s call this new Irish dialect,

  Malahidealect. (In contrast, Estuary English, the accent of choice of English teenagers — named after the Thames estuary — is much more down-market and is more Mike Skinner than

  Margaret Thatcher.)




  Versions of Malahidealect are used all over the world. It is the language of supermodels, rock stars, Hollywood stars and celebrities of all sorts and it has permeated Ireland. Young girls and

  grown men say things like ‘Hello’ (three syllables, with an o fada) rather than ‘wise up’, ‘come on’ or the quintessentially Irish ‘cop yourself

  on’. The intonation has to be that Australian half-question rising inflection at the end.




  ‘I was like, so totally not right.’ ‘He was, like, wasted.’ ‘We were like so, laughing out loud.’ ‘It was like so fun.’ ‘Totally’

  ‘Whatever’ ‘Don’t go there!’ ‘I’m so not going there.’ This is our teenagers speaking, not just in Dartland Dublin but in Loughrea, Clonakilty

  and Nenagh. Notice the rising intonation towards the end of a sentence making all sentences sound like questions. This is Malahidealect, 21st-century Estuary Irish — the language of

  ‘Buffy the Vampire Slayer’.




  Together with highlights, expensive orthodontics, silicone, lip-gloss, credit cards, sling backs and the ‘Friends’ DVD back catalogue, this is the look, feel

  and, more importantly sound, of modern middle-class Ireland.




  For many years Irish scholars tried to downplay the loss of our native language by the elevation of what was called Hiberno-English. This was the English spoken here — a type of hybrid

  English which was the result of our dropping our native language for English in the 19th century. This language is evident in the over-the-top plays of Synge. It can still be heard amongst older

  people in the country:




  

    

      ‘Hello John, I didn’t salute you at all’; ‘The heart went out of me’; ‘I lost my life’; ‘He put a plaque in the graveyard for somebody who

      belonged to him’; ‘I do not believe any of that ould blather about seeing a horse with white socks on a fair day, pass it by without looking’; ‘Lord, but they were the

      impudent divils’; ‘He didn’t half make shite of my car’; ‘There’s been a fierce gathering’; ‘He scored a point that wasn’t a point at

      all’; ‘We are still doing it yet’; ‘If it’s timber you want, it’s timber you’ll get.’


    


  




  However, it is gradually disappearing and being replaced by Malahidealect which is now so ubiquitous amongst the teenagers there is little doubt that it will be the lingua

  franca of the next generation. A good acid test is the word for our mothers. Over the past ten years, the Irish mammy, or the Hibernian mam, became the British mum and increasingly now is the

  American mom.




  In the past, accents used to start in Dublin and disseminate out. Dublin was the ‘resonance chamber’ for the rest of the country. This is no longer the case. Globalisation,

  TV, the explosion of American cinema and DVDS have ensured that the accent goes straight from the HBO studios in New York to

  New Delhi and New Ross simultaneously.




  The blurring and the accent change are complementary developments and the accent change is as old as history itself. People change accent in the same way as animals change colour; it is social

  camouflage. We do it when we want to blend in to obscure our differences and blur the canvas. The Wonderbra effect has pushed us together and lifted us all. And why is the Commentariat still

  fighting old battles and not acknowledging the change? Your guess is as good as mine, but what is happening in the great middle-class nation is as fascinating, outrageous and convoluted as anything

  we Irish have seen before. Hold on to your seat for a full-speed drive through the full-on nation. Let’s examine the full-on nation, to see who it is, where it lives, what it looks like, what

  it wants and where it is heading. To those who believe that it is all bland, uninteresting and terribly inegalitarian, I say open your eyes to the Wonderbra effect, or as Eva Herzigova might

  question in her best Malahidealect — Hello Boys!
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The Pope’s Children














 





  WHO IS THE FULL-ON NATION?




  In September 1979, 26 years ago this year, a friend of my older sister lost her virginity. Obviously it was a significant day for her but maybe not for you. Yet the way she lost

  it is important for all of us. She was deflowered in a tent in Galway. No big deal you might say. But she was attending the Pope’s Mass for the pious and chaste ‘young people of

  Ireland’ at the time. Now that is important. As an elderly, clerical gentleman from Poland lectured about pre-marital sex, Ireland’s teenagers were fornicating within earshot.




  This scandalous news went around our area like wildfire and caused consternation. Not only because she had popped her cherry whilst that other great Lothario Bishop Eamonn Casey was leading the

  Papal choir, but because her mother had been the sanctimonious moral conscience of the parish, one of the leading Holy Joes and a self-aggrandising minister of the Eucharist, no less. And to cap it

  all, her daughter lost it to a howaya from Ballybrack after a few flagons. This caused class, as well as moral, outrage. It was the south Dublin social equivalent of a black man having his way with

  a southern belle. The only thing lace curtain Ireland feared more than the Church, was the working class and this young girl had aimed her high-heels right up the rump of both sleeping dogs.




  But she wasn’t alone, because 1979 was also the year when Irish people went at it like rabbits; maybe in response to the Pope, who knows? The American baby boom peaked in the early 1960s,

  the British one in the late 1960s and when do you think the Irish baby boom peaked? In June of 1980 — nine months to the day after the Pope kissed the tarmac in Dublin.




  Seventy-four thousand little John Pauls and Marys emerged, screaming and kicking from maternity wards around the country in 1980. This was the high point of our baby boom that had begun in the

  early 1970s. This was the first generation since the Famine to witness an increase in the population, which took off in the seventies and peaked in 1980. Let’s call this generation, the

  demographic bulge that peaked nine months after the Pope preached his gospel, the Pope’s Children.




  Their baby boom — the kids born in the 1970s — is Ireland’s crucial generation. Today, the youngest Pope’s Children are 25, the oldest are 35. There are close to

  620,0001 of them and they constitute the key generation in this country for their effect on our economy, attitudes, politics, art and literature. They

  are the creative dynamo of Ireland and will shape this country’s destiny in the 21st century. If you want to understand modern Ireland, it will be helpful to understand the mind of the

  Pope’s Children. However, the country they find themselves in today is markedly different to that which existed in 1979.




  1979 was the year everything changed in Ireland. Until then, Ireland had closed herself off to many of the cosmopolitan influences that were shaping the globe. This was explicit. Ireland was

  seen as Hibernian, unique in its culture, religion and history. So instead of taking ideas from the outside and moulding them to suit ourselves, there existed a view that outside influences could

  only dilute what made the Irish special and were to be repelled at all costs.




  But 1979 was the tipping point, when the old Hibernian regime which had been stitched together since Independence began to fray at the seams. Yet 1979 seems a fairly insignificant date at first.

  Obviously, Chippy Brady won the FA cup final for Arsenal all on his own, Hill 16 lamented the passing of the great Dubs side of the era, the Clash played the Top Hat and

  apparently 70,000 people saw a teenage U2 in the Dandelion Market (which was the GPO for that generation) but there was no revolution, no outward sign of regime change.

  Indeed, the big event was the Pope’s visit which surely could be seen as the triumphal procession of Hibernian Ireland. After all, one million people in the Phoenix Park and a couple of

  hundred thousand around the country had turned up to celebrate. Almost one in three of the population went to see him.




  Yet it was all cosmetic. Not only were the young people of Ireland fornicating, but underneath the pomp, ceremony and synchronised Ave Marias, a new cosmopolitan Ireland was oozing out, ready to

  challenge the Hibernian orthodoxy at every turn. The tipping point was not signalled by a moment, an event or a revolution, it was just a quiet demographic and social tide that carried cosmopolitan

  ideas relentlessly towards the Hibernian shore.




  This quiet demographic tide was unprecedented. It is important to examine the figures to assess just how unique are the Pope’s Children. Ireland has probably the oddest population dynamics

  in Europe. Our family structure and birth trends all go against international norms.2 One of the strangest things to appreciate is just how many adult

  virgins there were in Ireland because if we go back a bit, the figures are startling. In the 1930s, half of Ireland’s 30–34 year olds were single and sexless. Even by 1960, 30% of Irish

  women between the ages of 30–34 were single and most were virgins.3 Those women who were having sex were, by international standards, having

  enormous families late in life. An amazing statistic is that one-third of all births in Dublin’s maternity hospitals in 1960 were the fifth birth or higher. There were one and a half times as

  many fifth births in that year as first births.4




  In the 1970s, this started to change and we had a marriage boom with fewer and fewer Irish women and men being what used to be termed ‘left on the shelf ’. In 1974 the Irish marriage

  boom peaked at 22,800 and it was these marriages that spawned the Pope’s Children.5




  The Pope’s Children were young during the 1980s. Most of them were barely out of nappies when the great conservative versus liberal battle raged. The emigration of that decade passed them

  by. Their experience of being Irish is quite different from the generations who went before. During the 1980s, the recession had a strong impact on Irish birth rates which fell dramatically from

  close to four children per mother to two children per mother, which is near enough to the average in the developed world. In the 1980s we also saw the Catholic church being kicked out of the

  bedroom as the number of babies born outside marriage rocketed from less than 5% to one in four by 1990. The figure today is one in three.6
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