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Conor Cruise O’Brien: An Appreciation


by Oliver Kamm





The last time – literally the last time, when he had an advanced stage of cancer – I visited Christopher Hitchens, we talked about the books and writers that had influenced him. He told how, in 1967, he picked up a volume of essays called Writers and Politics by Conor Cruise O’Brien in a public library in Tavistock, Devon. Reading it, he formed the ambition to be able to write like that.


I had a similar experience. I never met O’Brien but he was one of the earliest and most important influences on my political thinking and my wish to be a writer. As an undergraduate at Oxford, I picked up one of his books in the Bodleian Social Science Library. It was a collection of essays and reviews called Herod: Reflections on Political Violence (1978). His arguments throughout the book were a different face of O’Brien’s politics (though he would certainly have claimed they were the same politics in essence) from his volume of the 1960s. In condemning America’s war in Vietnam, he was recognisably a writer of the anti-imperialist Left. In his later volume, encapsulating his experience as a cabinet minister in Ireland’s coalition government in the mid-1970s, he wrote of the destructiveness of absolutism.


It’s a great book. In it, O’Brien not only denounces IRA terrorism, as you would expect from a mainstream politician, but – in a sense quite different from the rationalisations offered by ideological apologists for political violence – seeks to understand it. I mean, really understand it – not extenuate it by equivocation and non sequitur. And his thinking leads him to attack the republican mythology at the heart of the Irish state. Few writers have analysed terrorism so acutely or been as effective in undermining its ideological justifications. Here is how O’Brien recounts his thinking:




In the politics of the Republic, I was not quite where I was expected to be. In the Congo time, sections of the British press had assured their readers (quite wrongly) that I was motivated by anti-British fanaticism. My career in America had shown me as opposed to imperialism. So I was expected at least to fall into line with the view that the troubles in Northern Ireland were caused by British imperialism. When instead I said that, in relation to Northern Ireland, it was the IRA who were the imperialists, since they were trying to annex by force a territory a large majority of whose inhabitants were opposed to them, my remarks appeared either incomprehensible or outrageous to a number of people who had liked what they heard about me much more than they like what they were hearing from me.





As a prophet, O’Brien was fallible. He doubted that the Irish constitution, with its irredentist claims to the whole island of Ireland, could be reformed in order to excise those articles. Yet eventually it was, and politics in Northern Ireland became marginally more normal (or at least less sectarian and violent). What was significant, even brilliant, about O’Brien’s analysis was its lucidity in exposing cant. He realised that it was an untenable position for democratic politics both to condemn terrorism and to rely on a romanticised view of how the state had come into being and won its independence. O’Brien was repelled by the ‘cult of the blood sacrifice’ (expressed most eloquently but chillingly by Yeats in his one-act play Cathleen ni Houlihan) which underlay republican thinking. Being O’Brien, he didn’t hold back in saying so. It took courage – raw physical courage, and not only political heterodoxy – to say such things in Ireland in the 1970s.


O’Brien had many roles in his long and eminent life. He was diplomat, statesman, politician, historian, literary critic, journalist and polymath. But most of all, he was a public intellectual in the best sense of the term. He applied his knowledge and critical intelligence to matters of great public interest, and he expressed his thinking in elegant, spare prose that argued a case with remorseless logic. He was a great man and a great Irishman, and Faber are to be congratulated in reissuing his work.


O’Brien’s written output is best represented by his historical studies. Three of those volumes stand out in my estimation. First, States of Ireland (1972) remains the finest historical account of how the Troubles in Ireland erupted. It was a seminal revisionist treatment of the myths of Irish republicanism. If, as many of his admirers (including me) thought, O’Brien eventually went too far in embracing the cause of unionism and underestimated the capacity of a constitutional nationalism to reform itself, he did so with an unflinching humane intelligence.


O’Brien’s history of the Zionist movement and Israel, The Siege (1986), is also a fine work of scholarship whose analysis stands up well in the light of later events. O’Brien was a friend to and admirer of Israel and often a lonely voice in media circles in explaining the Jewish state’s security dilemmas. His downbeat but realistic conclusion was that Israel could not be other than it is, a Jewish state, which merited the sympathy of liberals in maintaining its democratic and secular character in spite of being in a state of permanent siege. Devoutly as he wished for a peaceful solution to the conflict in Palestine, O’Brien believed that a solution was not available. On his analysis, conflicts don’t have solutions: they have outcomes. I hope he is eventually proved wrong, and that a two-state solution between a sovereign Palestine and a safe Israel comes into being. But O’Brien’s pessimism seems historically well-grounded.


Probably O’Brien’s greatest achievement of historical scholarship is his biography of Edmund Burke, The Great Melody (1992). Burke is much cited by modern conservatives, and not necessarily accurately. The ‘little platoons’ that they celebrate aren’t what Burke meant by the phrase; he was instead appealing to a notion of a fixed social order, in which each man knew his place. It is far removed from the modern ideals of social (and sexual) equality. Yet O’Brien retrieved the idea of Burke as a Whig of unrivalled historical farsightedness. On O’Brien’s telling, Burke foresaw the bloody degeneration of the French Revolution even while celebrating the potential of the American Revolution. Among the gems in the paperback edition of the book is his respectful and affectionate exchange with Isaiah Berlin. O’Brien, as a confirmed Rousseau-basher, will have no quarter with any romantic idealisation of ‘the general will.’


O’Brien’s was a tough-minded version of liberalism, which stressed the dangers of untrammelled reason. In that respect, he was a worthy inheritor of the tradition of Burke. In his late collection On the Eve of the Millennium (1995), he noted that the worst crimes of the twentieth century had been committed by forces that considered themselves thoroughly emancipated from superstition – Nazism and Communism. O’Brien was a man of the Enlightenment, who believed its greatest enemy was absolutism.


His contrarian streak sometimes led him to mistaken and even perverse positions: against European integration; against intervention to stop the aggressive designs of Slobodan Milosevic; opposition in principle, and not merely pragmatic objections, to the Good Friday Agreement in Northern Ireland; and most notably a deep hostility to the American ‘civic religion’ that celebrates Thomas Jefferson. His book The Long Affair: Thomas Jefferson and the French Revolution (1996) depicts America’s third president as (and I don’t exaggerate) an ideological precursor of Pol Pot.


It’s an extraordinary argument and not, I think, O’Brien’s finest. His historical revisionism, so valuable a tool, tended to overreach itself. The strict taxonomy that O’Brien set out – the American Revolution extended liberty, the French and Russian revolutions negated it – was, in reality, fuzzier than he allowed. But, again, O’Brien arrived at his conclusions with an intellectual honesty that caused him not to shirk unfashionable sentiments. The reforms enacted by the Constituent Assembly in France from 1789 to 1791 were quite limited, but went in the direction of secularism and the removal of the hereditary principle. Those who believe, crudely, that the American Revolution was good and the French Revolution bad do have the problem of explaining why Jefferson, as ambassador to Paris, saw these causes as consistent. O’Brien provides his own answer, which may be mistaken (I think it is), but it is an answer: Jefferson’s politics were more French than American.


The French revolution of 1789 was admired throughout Europe, including Britain and particularly in Germany, for good reason. It was, like the American Revolution, a historic moment for the cause of reform, secularism and (I use the term without irony) progress. The turning point was war with Austria and Prussia in 1792. This precipitated a second revolution and all that followed: regicide, terror, and the reassertion of autocracy and nationalism. There was no reason that European governments should have sought to undermine the movement of 1789, and in doing so they became steadily more authoritarian at home. The Enlightenment tradition is perhaps more consistent than O’Brien allowed for. But he was brilliant at seeing its darker side. There were idiosyncrasies in his outlook but his was fundamentally an advocacy of a humane and liberal politics. He richly deserves a new generation of readers.
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Preface





The four lectures which follow are in the main the same as the Eliot Lectures delivered at the University of Kent, Canterbury, in November, 1969. The first three lectures are almost entirely as delivered; the fourth has been largely rewritten.


At Canterbury, the lectures were presented under the general title ‘Imagination and Order’: a title chosen before the lectures were written. After I had written, delivered and discussed them, and largely rewritten one of them, the present title seemed more appropriate. It is taken from Thomas Common’s translation of a passage from Nietzsche’s The Joyful Wisdom, quoted at the end of Chapter 3. It was in Common’s translation of selections from Nietzsche (1901) – a volume that included this passage – that Yeats in 1902 first read Nietzsche, with such fascination that he strained his eyes. The concept of ‘suspicion’ as linking these four men is discussed at the end of the last lecture.


I am not arguing for any such notion as a continuous ‘influence’ running from Machiavelli through Burke and Nietzsche, to Yeats. Some influences there were, and some non-influences. Nietzsche’s admiration for Machiavelli (and Machiavellianism) is explicit, as is Yeats’s admiration for Nietzsche, and for Burke; so also is Burke’s detestation of the maxims of Machiavelli. On the other hand (so far as I know) there is no reason to think that Machiavelli meant anything to Yeats, or Burke to Nietzsche; at most, one may guess at an ‘indirect’ influence as that something of what Nietzsche calls the ‘playful high spirits’ of Machiavelli may transmit itself through what Yeats calls the ‘curious astringent joy’ of Nietzsche into the grim gaiety of Yeats’s last poems.


The most obvious link between the subjects of the four lectures is the fact of the lecturer’s choice. The lectures have their origin, at one remove, in a course I taught, as Albert Schweitzer Professor of Humanities at New York University, Washington Square, from 1965 to 1969. The course was called ‘Literature and Society’, and in it I considered the social and political contexts of the writers and their works, and some of the ways in which the writers and their works have affected, or may have affected, history.


This was at a time when there was widespread student discontent – much of it legitimate – with, among other things, the way in which academic disciplines were insulated from the life of society, and thus had become ‘irrelevant’, a word which became rather over-worked in the student language of the time. My course, which seemed highly ‘relevant’, therefore attracted students who were dissatisfied and militant. My own reputation worked in the same direction. I was known as a critic and analyst of American imperialism and its manipulation of, among other things, the United Nations. I had helped to expose some of the workings of the anti-communist cultural fronts established or aided by the Central Intelligence Agency – the Congress for Cultural Freedom, Encounter, the ‘end of ideology’ people, and so on. I was actively involved in the protest movement against the war in Vietnam. With all this, it was natural enough that my courses – which were cross-listed by a number of departments in this huge city University – attracted a high proportion of left-wing students and of activists. I was pleased at this, because students of this type included in those years most, though certainly not all, of the most intelligent and serious young men and women at the University.


My relations with my students were good from the beginning, and remained so to the end. At the same time, I was disconcerted, and so also were my students, as a result of our meetings of minds.


I was disconcerted, precisely, by the lack of suspicion in those bright, young eyes. They did suspect, of course, and rightly, the President of the United States, the board of General Motors, J. Edgar Hoover and the trustees of the University. But they did not suspect their own slogans or sages, they suspected one another too little, they suspected their own individual selves not at all. That was the worst of it. They had not the slightest suspicion that, in their own way of speaking to policemen, there might lurk the germ of some future Vietnam or Czechoslovakia. They did not put to themselves the question of what would happen if a fatal disease should strike humanity, to which only left-wing students were immune. They easily assumed that a world of which they had the ordering would automatically be a Utopia, ensured by the correctness of their slogans, and the sincerity of their belief in them. They were not troubled by any misgivings lest such a world might turn out, in practice, not unlike the world of Lord of the Flies. They talked cheerfully and casually about revolution in the United States, without any trace of awe or compunction at the thought of what such a revolution – if it became possible – would mean in terms of human suffering, including their own suffering. They talked about the precedent of the Russian revolution without knowing or caring about its cost in human lives – including the hecatombs of the First World War, which alone made that revolution possible. They did not care to look at all closely at the contemporary Soviet Union, bought with all that blood, or to ask whether it had been worth the price. They did not ask themselves how it was that arrogance, cruelty, oppression and repression, which they rightly saw as characteristics of their own society, were no less visible in the conduct of great states which had passed through violent revolutions, and claimed to have established socialism.


These are some of the reasons why many of my students disconcerted me. I disconcerted them for corresponding reasons. Instead of telling them about Marcuse or even Shelley, I went on endlessly about Edmund Burke, a thinker to whom no spontaneous inclination of their own would ever have drawn them. They could draw from my lectures no satisfaction for their wish that great literature should always in some way aid or validate the revolutionary process. Even in considering a ‘great revolutionary writer’ such as Sean O’Casey, I could give them no comfort, pointing out that the great plays – The Plough and the Stars, Juno and the Paycock, The Shadow of a Gunman – are not revolutionary, and are even anti-revolutionary in their implications and impact in the theatre, and that his revolutionary rhetoric is generally poppycock.


But in the main, it was on the four great minds which are the subjects of these lectures that I tried to draw. This was partly because I felt myself, among these young people, in need of the ‘suspecting glance’, as I had felt in need of it, among people of similarly hopeful assumptions earlier in Ghana. But mainly I felt that the students themselves were in need of it. I was reminded, as also I had been in Ghana, of the ‘relevance’ of Yeats’s lines:








Look up in the sun’s eye and give


What the exultant heart calls good


That some new day may breed the best


Because you gave, not what they would,


But the right twigs for an eagle’s nest











The right twigs? Uncomfortable twigs in any case, and right in that respect, for these people, at that time. Some of them learned that ‘what the exultant heart calls good’ is the area on which it is most necessary to turn the suspecting glance.


 


Howth.


December, 1970
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