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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 liked 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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Introduction





With one exception, all these essays and reviews appeared within the last four or five years. The exception is the Yeats essay which first appeared in the collection In Excited Reverie edited by A. N. Jeffares and K. G. Cross and published in 1965 for the centenary of Yeats’s birth. Possibly partly because it was initially published during a year of ‘tributes’ to the poet the essay gave a certain amount of offence to Yeats scholars and others at the time and it has continued to be a subject of controversy.


Some of those who entered the controversy – particularly in its earlier phases – became so angry at what they thought I was saying that they had difficulty taking in what I actually said. Terence de Vere White, reviewing the Jeffares–Cross collection in the Irish Times, accused me of practising double standards by referring to the death of Francis Sheehy-Skeffington as murder while avoiding applying the term murder to the death of Kevin O’Higgins. (In the Irish context, this particular kind of selectivity of expression would have implied an anti-British and pro-IRA bias; something of which the reviewer, unlike some of my later critics, assumed me to be in the grip.) When I pointed out that I had in fact used the word murder, not only in referring to the murder of Francis Sheehy-Skeffington, but also to the murder of Kevin O’Higgins, Mr de Vere White, being a fair-minded and courteous man, handsomely acknowledged his mistake. He added that the essay had made him so angry that ‘the print swam before my eyes’. And somehow it has managed to go on swimming, before other eyes.


Not long before his lamented and untimely death, the late Leland Lyons – who was working on the Yeats biography at the time – referred to my essay, in the Yeats Annual (number 2). He called my essay ‘brilliant’. That was ominous for starters; I knew Leland Lyons well enough to know that that particular adjective did not occupy an elevated place in the hierarchy of his terms of commendation. He went on to describe a statement which he attributed to me as ‘probably the most offensive remark in the entire canon of Yeats criticism’. The remark which he attributed to me was that ‘if Ireland had been occupied by the Nazis one would have expected to see [Yeats] at least a cautious participant, or ornament, in a collaborationist regime’.


But that is not what I said, and not what I meant. The essay is reprinted here exactly in its original form and the reader will see – pp. 70–71 – that the situation I was contemplating was one in which England, not Ireland, was occupied by the Nazis. If Ireland had been occupied by the Nazis, Yeats, if alive and well, would have been in exile and writing against the German occupiers. He was, as he said himself, throughout his life an Irish nationalist; sometimes manically, sometimes depressively so. The situation I was in fact contemplating was one in which the Germans had won the war and the European ex-neutrals would have been collaborating with the victors (they wouldn’t have had much choice in the matter). Yeats’s explicitly anti-British writings on the eve of the war, some of them with apparently pro-German overtones, would – when taken in conjunction with his great international cultural eminence – have made his participation or at least support desirable to an Irish government in that situation. I realize that many people – especially among Yeats’s British admirers – will still find the remark offensive. But I don’t think the author of ‘The Ghost of Roger Casement’ would have found it in the least offensive.


I came across Leland Lyons’s comment only after his death, and very shortly after. I read it with a pang, because I would have loved to go and talk to him about it. Not least because, for the first time in my life – and we had worked together in the same field, on the life and times of Charles Stewart Parnell – I had caught that meticulous scholar out in a mistake of fact. But I know how it had happened; the print had swum.


Yet I acknowledge now, as I think about the matter further, that the passage as it stands is unjust to Yeats. It is unjust because of where it stops. He might indeed have accepted participation in the kind of government I have hypothesized; he could well have been persuaded that it was his duty to do so. But I cannot imagine him as remaining in such a government, or continuing to support it, while it complied with the actual demands of the new masters of Europe. The Nazis had drawn up lists of the 4,000 or so Jews in Ireland and their first demand would have been one for the handing over of those Jews. I don’t believe that Yeats could ever have gone along with that, and I should not have left my hypothesis in a state that suggested that he might. I am glad that republication gives me a chance of clearing that one up.


The controversy about Yeats’s politics goes on and has continued to revolve, to some extent, around that essay of mine. The main challenge to the view expressed in that essay has been Elizabeth Cullingford’s book Yeats, Ireland and Fascism (1981). I attended the Yeats International Summer School at Sligo in the summer of 1985 – as Elizabeth Cullingford also did – and found that the discussions on this particular subject were lively, but not unpleasantly heated, as they might have been some years back. If I am not mistaken, the general impression among those Yeats scholars who are interested in his politics is that I may have overstated my case a bit but that is better than sweeping the subject under the rug, as had been the general practice in Yeatsian studies in the period before publication of the essay in question.


As regards the other essays, I think the ones that call for comment are those on Nicaragua and South Africa, in view of developments in the situations there in the period since the essays were originally published.


As far as Nicaragua is concerned, things have got a bit worse than they were at the time I wrote. The pressures have increased and the people are suffering more, especially from the results of an enormous increase in inflation. The contras have got more money and more modern weapons. Apart from that, there have been no great changes. It is not yet clear what the effect of the enormous publicity around Irangate may be. The great drop in Ronald Reagan’s popularity and the revelations of corruption, illegality and duplicity surrounding the support for the contras offer reasons for hoping that the next American administration may drop the contras. But to anyone who, like myself, cherishes such hopes the popular enthusiasm engendered by the televised appearance of Lieutenant-Colonel Oliver North was profoundly disquieting. Polls continue to show the majority of Americans disapprove of supporting the contras. But the trouble seems to be that many of those who disapprove are really not much interested in the subject, whereas many of those who approve are passionately committed. But I still hope that the repercussions of Irangate may prove to be such as to be discouraging to adventurism of the contra type.


There have been some significant developments in Central America, and especially Nicaragua, in the second half of 1987 (time of going to press). The Sandinista Government took some quite far-reaching measures of internal liberalization, recommended by its Central American neighbours, on the initiative of Costa Rica. The Nicaraguan censorship was relaxed. La Prensa – closed by Government order shortly after my visit – was allowed to reopen. Overtures were made to the internal opposition. A Commission of National Reconciliation was set up, headed by Cardinal Miguel Obando y Bravo, of all people. The Cardinal’s acceptance of this nomination may be no less significant than the Sandinista acceptance of the Cardinal, in the role of reconciler (see pp. 116–18 and 144). All the Sandinista moves in the direction of liberalization were instantly dismissed by the Reagan administration as entirely cosmetic. The administration apparently cannot be influenced by any internal change, as long as the Sandinistas remain in power. The position of the United States continues to be that it refuses to negotiate with the Sandinistas but insists that the Sandinistas must negotiate with its own servants, the contra leadership. The Sandinistas continue to refuse that demand, but offer ‘cease-fire talks’ with individual contra groups in the field. No early end to the struggle appears in sight, and so the liberalization moves may well be fragile.


Since the publication of ‘What Can Become of South Africa?’, the apartheid regime has secured what can best be described as a remission. Such international sanctions as have been applied have been less effective than had been feared. The actual application of sanctions has tended to bring the business community and the regime together – for the purpose of sanction-busting – whereas the threat of sanctions tended to separate businessmen from politicians. The imposition of stringent media controls – and particularly controls on television – under the state of national emergency have been effective in reducing the volume of adverse international publicity and apparently the level of public interest. The elections on 6 May 1987 showed the white electorate swinging to the right. The Progressive Federal Party lost ground and the Conservatives under Andries Treurnicht became the main opposition party. P. W. Botha’s National Party remained securely in office, its losses to the Conservatives being compensated by support from English speakers moving away from the Progressives. In the light of Afrikaner history the new situation looks rather ominous for P. W. Botha. His position has now become rather closely analogous to that of Jan Smuts fifty years ago. At that time Smuts’s power-base consisted of a coalition of Afrikaners and English speakers. He was challenged by the predecessors of today’s National Party, the ‘purified’ Nationalists, under D. F. Malan. ‘Purified’ meant that they were a purely Afrikaner party, free from any taint of Britishness.


By 1938 the challenge mounted by the ‘pure’ Afrikaners to the mixed Afrikaners was such that Smuts was not able to show his face during the great Afrikaner celebration of the 100th anniversary of the Voortrekkers, the Covenant and the Battle of Blood River.


This year brings the 150th anniversary of those same events. Treurnicht, at the head of his ‘pure’ Afrikaners, can reasonably hope to upstage Botha much as Malan upstaged Smuts. (He is unlikely, however, to achieve the same degree of success, as English speakers are now very much hangers-on in an Afrikaner-led movement, and also Botha controls much more patronage than Smuts ever did.)


In July 1987, the visit of about sixty white South Africans to Dakar, Senegal, to meet the ANC excited a good deal of international media interest. Some of the comment developed the ‘Afrikanerdom crumbling’ theme. This matter is discussed in my essay (p. 164) and I see no reason to revise my comments there. A minority of Afrikaners – mainly intellectuals and clergy – have moved to the left but there are no signs that Afrikanerdom as a whole is beginning to follow them. Quite the other way; in the elections Afrikaners in large numbers deserted the Nationalists but they went to the more hardline Conservatives, not to the Progressives. And the very gifted Afrikaner leader of the Progressives Frederick van Zyl Slabbert had resigned from the leadership of the Progressives before the elections. In doing so, I believe, he implicitly recognized that there was no hope of the development on which PFP hopes had rested: that of beginning to attract Afrikaner votes in sizeable numbers.


I spoke earlier of a ‘remission’ secured by the regime. I think the remission has happened, and ought to be clearly recognized, but that it cannot be more than a remission. The basic problems still remain. It is a continuing crisis of demography and of legitimacy. The growth of the black population continues to outrun the white; black unemployment and black desperation continue to increase; the regime, in whatever efforts it may make to deal with these problems, has no legitimacy in the eyes of a great and growing majority of its subjects. There may be a lull now, but there are greater troubles coming. On the whole I believe the analysis presented in ‘What Can Become of South Africa?’ remains sound.


There was one very interesting new development in July 1987, which on the whole I take as tending to confirm the general validity of my analysis. In that month, the main black trade union organization, COSATU, called for ‘mandatory and general economic sanctions’ against South Africa. I think that if such sanctions were to come into being, they would have to be ordered by the Security Council of the UN, with consequently the support of the superpowers, and that the sanctions could not become effective without the application of a blockade, supported by the superpowers, as envisaged in ‘What Can Become of South Africa?’


Pending the application of the ‘mandatory and general sanctions’ called for COSATU saw no merit in the kind of piecemeal and limited sanctions applied by a number of Western countries. These, in COSATU’s opinion, cannot damage the regime but can cause widespread black unemployment. Although the positions here adopted by the principal black trade union movement in South Africa would appear startling in their implications, they seem to have aroused very little comment in the West.


There have also been some developments in relation to the matters considered in ‘South Africa and the Academic Boycott’. A three-man commission appointed by the University of Cape Town considered the matter of the forcible breakup of my lectures by mobs of militant students and others. The commission decided to put much of the blame for these disorders on me personally. It seemed that my ‘mercurial and volatile temperament’ so provoked the poor students that they could not be held fully accountable. This line may have been convenient for the university administration – which feared more trouble if it had to discipline the rioters – but it did not win the approval of the faculty. Professor David Welsh, chairman of the Department of Political Science at the university – and who had invited me to lecture there – resigned from that chairmanship on learning of the comments made in the commission’s report. David Welsh’s position was strongly supported by a number of other members of the university and at the end of April 1987 the Senate of the University of Cape Town, by a large majority, formally repudiated the comments made about me by the commission. I should like here to express my warm thanks to the faculty of the University of Cape Town, and to my friends David Welsh and Peter Collins in particular.


In general, the idea of the ‘academic boycott’ seems now to be questioned, even in some quarters from which it earlier received support. Oliver Tambo, on behalf of the ANC, is reported as having said the academic boycott should not be applied to people who oppose apartheid. I would not be particularly happy with that formula myself, but it does seem to indicate a degree of movement in the right direction, and an implicit acknowledgement that there have been excesses. I think there is also some recognition that the kind of rampaging militancy which zeal for the academic boycott brought to the University of Cape Town in October 1986 endangers the very institutions on which the future of higher education for blacks depends. The people who whipped up those riots seemed to believe that the future of higher education didn’t matter because the revolution was around the corner and would take care of everything. But in the present mood of relative disillusion, people can see that the revolution is not exactly around the corner and that in what looks like a longish ‘meantime’ people either get educated or don’t.


The on-campus violence, legitimized by the international ‘academic boycott’ and increased during 1987, finally supplied the Pretoria regime with a credible pretext for introducing – for the first time – legislation which will place campus discipline under State control. Normally such legislation – placing as it does English-speaking universities under Afrikaner control – would have been fiercely resented by the English-speaking community. But the English-speaking community is now more alarmed about the present chaos in the universities than the Afrikaners are. So what ‘the academic boycott’ has accomplished is an extension of the power of Pretoria, over the universities.


In an article on the South African university troubles published in the Guardian on 28 October 1987, David Beresford wrote: ‘Recently a student at Cape Town confessed (and the government confirmed) that he was a police spy. He had encouraged students to stone police vehicles and had helped disrupt the O’Brien visit.’ Strange bedfellows of the ‘academic boycott’.


Most of the other essays don’t seem to me to need updating or other comment here. However, I should like to conclude with a word about the Pope, by way of a kind of footnote to the essay ‘The Liberal Pole’.


Some friends have suggested to me that my comments on Pope John Paul II were unduly harsh. This worried me a bit for a while but I stopped worrying in July 1987 when I read a certain news item. The news item concerned a meeting between Dr Kurt Waldheim, President of Austria, and Pope John Paul II.


I had known Kurt Waldheim at the United Nations – since before he became Secretary-General – and had worked quite closely with him at one point on a resolution about the South Tyrol. Like most people, I didn’t know then that Kurt Waldheim, during the war, had served on the staff of a general later hanged for war crimes, and that he had served in the theatre and at the time where these crimes were committed. The Pope, however, when he received Dr Waldheim did presumably know these things which were by then in the public domain. This however did not prevent the Pope from praising Dr Waldheim’s ‘life-long services to peace’. ‘Life-long’ in the circumstances might seem a trifle fulsome, but that didn’t worry Dr Waldheim a bit. Like the competent diplomatist he is, he returned the compliment in such a way as to turn it to his own advantage. ‘The Pope is the conscience of the world,’ said Kurt Waldheim.


With admirers like that, John Paul II doesn’t have to worry about critics like me.

















Passion and Cunning


An Essay on the Politics of W. B. Yeats*





The day the news of Yeats’s death reached Dublin I was lunching with my mother’s sister, Hanna Sheehy-Skeffington. Hanna was the widow of Frank Skeffington, pacifist and socialist, who had been murdered on the orders of a British officer, Bowen-Colthurst, in Easter Week 1916. She was not consistently a pacifist, but an Irish revolutionary; Madame MacBride and Countess Markievicz were among her close political friends, Countess Markievicz being, however, politically the closer. Physically, she looked a little like Queen Victoria and – a comparison that would have pleased her better – a little like Krupskaya. Mentally she was extremely and variously alert. Her conversation, when politics were not the theme, was relaxed, humorous and widely tolerant of human eccentricity; when politics were the theme she always spoke very quietly and economically, with a lethal wit and a cutting contempt for ‘moderates’ and compromisers. Hers was the kind of Irish mind which Yeats could call – when he felt it to be on his side – ‘cold’, ‘detonating’, ‘Swiftian’, or when, as in this case, it was not on his side, ‘bitter’, ‘abstract’, ‘fanatical’.


On this day I tried to tell her something of my generation’s sense of loss by Yeats’s death. I was genuinely moved, a little pompous, discussing a great literary event with my aunt, a well-read woman who loved poetry.


Her large, blue eyes became increasingly blank almost to the polar expression they took on in controversy. Then she relaxed a little: I was young and meant no harm. She almost audibly did not say several things that occurred to her. She wished, I know, to say something kind; she could not say anything she did not believe to be true. After a pause she spoke:


‘Yes,’ she said, ‘he was a Link with the Past.’


I had been speaking of the poet; she was thinking of the politician.


At the time I thought this attitude exasperating and even ludicrous. Who cared about Yeats the politician? What mattered was the poetry; the fact that Yeats had been at sea in politics – as I then thought – was irrelevant, Yeats the poet was all-in-all.


This opinion was characteristic of my generation – which is partly why I cite it – and, as that generation is now middle-aged, it is now perhaps the dominant one. On rereading Yeats’s poetry, and some of his prose – and reading some of the prose for the first time – I no longer think this opinion quite adequate. I no longer believe Yeats’s political activities to have been foolish or fundamentally inconsistent or his political attitude to be detachable from the rest of his personality, disconnected from action, or irrelevant to his poetry. His politics were, it now seems to me, marked by a considerable degree of inner consistency between thought and action, by a powerful emotional drive, cautious experimentalism in action, and, in expression, extravagances and disengagements which succeeded one another not without calculation and not without reference to the given political conjuncture of the moment.


It is true that warrant – rather too much warrant – can be found in his poetry for the conventional picture of the impractical poet drawn to politics by romantic love and generous emotion, and recoiling ruefully from each political failure to poetry, his proper sphere:








All things can tempt me from this craft of verse


One time it was a woman’s face or worse –


The seeming needs of my fool-driven land (1909)











And again: 








I think it better that in times like these


A poet’s mouth be silent, for in truth


We have no gift to set a statesman right (1916)











And again:








Dear shadows, now you know it all


All the folly of a fight


With a common wrong or right (1927)











And finally:








I never bade you go


To Moscow or to Rome


Renounce that drudgery


Call the Muses home (1938)











Such apolitical or anti-political pronouncements, scattered over thirty years of Yeats’s writing, represent ‘the true Yeats’ for three large classes of Yeats’s admirers: those who are bored by Irish politics, those who are bored by all politics, and those who are frightened by Yeats’s politics. ‘We have no gift to set a statesman right’ is particularly popular because it sets a neat and memorable dividing line between literature and politics. Yet the poet who wrote it was exercising a political choice: he was refusing to write a war poem – probably solicited for the cause of the Allies in the First World War, a cause which did not move Yeats. He politely and elegantly refused to be drawn. That the aphorism produced in the process was not, for him, a guiding maxim, he was to prove a few months later when he wrote a series of noble war poems in a cause which did move him, that of Ireland. He who had no gift to set a statesman right was no longer troubled by this disability when he wrote after the executions of the leaders of the 1916 Rebellion:








You say that we should still the land


Till Germany’s overcome;


But who is there to argue that


Now Pearse is deaf and dumb?


And is their logic to outweigh


MacDonagh’s bony thumb?











When the Muses came home, they came full of politics; there is a far higher proportion of poems with political themes in the last book than in any other, and the last four poems of all, when there was no longer time for politeness or pretence, carry a burden of politics. Throughout his life as a writer Yeats had abiding, and intensifying, political interests and passions. It is misleading to make him essentially non-political, on the strength of certain disclaimers, refusals and ironies. The fact that General Ludendorff carried out a number of tactical withdrawals did not necessarily make him a pacifist.


This essay is concerned, not primarily with Yeats’s ‘political philosophy’, but with the forms of his actual involvement, at certain critical times, in the political life of his own day.1 Yeats’s biographers have recounted some of his political activities, and in some of what follows I am indebted in particular to J. M. Hone’s W. B. Yeats, Dr Richard Ellmann’s Yeats: The Man and the Masks and Dr A. N. Jeffares’s W. B. Yeats, Man and Poet. But a biographer may feel that he cannot – without toppling his book over – give the detail necessary to situate a given action, or inaction, in the political context of its time. In biographies, as in literary histories, we necessarily find, instead of the complexities of actual political conjunctures, a generalized ‘political background’, lacking the texture and the weight of real politics. It is often assumed, I think, that this does not matter much in the case of a writer like Yeats because his politics, if they existed, were probably rather vague and generalized themselves. In what follows I shall present some reasons for believing that Yeats’s politics were less vague than is commonly supposed. At the bottom of it all was the Anglo-Irish predicament. The Irish Protestant stock from which Yeats came was no longer a ruling class but still a superior caste, and thought of itself in this way.2 When he wrote towards the end of his life of ‘the caste system that has saved the intellect of India’,3 he was almost certainly thinking not so much of India, as Ireland. His people were in the habit of looking down on their Catholic neighbours – the majority of those among whom they lived – and this habit Yeats never entirely lost. But when he went to school in England Yeats was to find, as Parnell and others had found, that this distinction had lost much of its validity. Unsophisticated Englishmen – including all the young – made no more distinction between ‘Protestant-Irish’ and ‘Catholic-Irish’ than they did between Brahmin and untouchable. The Irish were known by their brogue – which in Yeats’s case must have been quite marked at this stage – and they were all comic, inferior and ‘mad’;4 among the sophisticated classes these same categories found gentler nuances: witty, impractical, imaginative. The Irish Protestant thus acquired two basic bits of information: the important thing about him, in relation to Ireland, was that he was a Protestant; in relation to England, that he was an Irishman.


For proud and sensitive natures, exposed at this period to the English view of the Irish, a political reaction was predictable, starting from the premises: ‘I, an Irishman, am as good as any Englishman. Ireland is therefore as good as England. Yet England governs herself; Ireland is governed by England. Can this be right?’


Parnell thought not; Yeats’s father thought not; Yeats thought not.


It used to be widely assumed in Ireland that Yeats became entangled in politics by Maud Gonne. This is of course wrong; Yeats had been drawn into politics before he ever heard of Maud Gonne, and the most active phases of his political life were to come after he had quarrelled with Maud Gonne. Yeats entered politics under the influence of John O’Leary, the Fenian convict and exile, who returned to Ireland in 1884. Yeats now became what he was to remain all his life – as he was to repeat towards the end – ‘a nationalist of the school of John O’Leary’.


What was the school of John O’Leary? Its central doctrines were those of classical, uncompromising Irish republicanism: ‘the tone’, as O’Leary himself said, ‘of Wolfe Tone’ – but scarcely less important were certain limitations placed, by O’Leary himself, on the practical application of the doctrine. ‘There are certain things,’ he used to say, ‘that a man ought not to do to save his country.’ It was a phrase that Yeats was often to repeat. The ‘certain things’ included – along with some pleasant personal taboos such as ‘a man ought not to cry in public for his country’ – some of practical political importance. The school of John O’Leary withheld its endorsement from parliamentary action, frowned on agrarian agitation, and vehemently condemned acts of individual terrorism.


Now in the 1880s these, and no others, were the methods effectively used to weaken the foundations of English rule. The successful application of agrarian ostracism had just given a new word – boycott – to the language of the world, and the dynamite of the Clan-na-Gael had reinforced the arguments of Parnell’s disciplined parliamentary party so that Englishmen were beginning, for the first time in their lives, to feel that self-government for Ireland was a question within the bounds of practical politics. ‘Violence’, as William O’Brien so rightly said, ‘is the only way of ensuring a hearing for moderation.’ O’Leary had little use for O’Brien’s kind of moderation and no use for the kinds of violence O’Brien had in mind. The Dublin Fenians whom O’Leary led – and whom Yeats was to join – spent their time not in causing but in preventing acts of terrorism. Their task, it seems, was to keep an organization in being for the day when a general rising would become a practical possibility. The distant future was to show that their work was not in vain, but in the 1880s insurrection seemed – and was – a very remote contingency. In the 1880s the people who were hanged were political and agrarian terrorists; the people who were beaten by the police and put in jail were the ‘moderate’ agrarian nationalists of the Plan of Campaign. O’Leary’s group, shunning alike agrarian action, terrorism and moderation, was left alone by the police.5


The school of John O’Leary, then, was in the 1880s and 1890s extreme but not dangerous. This combination has a natural appeal to two of Yeats’s most enduring characteristics: his pride and his prudence. With the power he knew to be in him he had much to be both proud and prudent about. The prudent Yeats, the sound calculator of chances, is as it seems the manager of the poet. A poet, if he is to survive long enough to be recognized as a great poet, has need of such a manager. The poet Yeats is drawn to nationalism by a deep sense of injured dignity and by a hatred proportionate to his power: hatred is always strong in him, and by far the strongest of his political emotions. ‘There are moments’, he wrote, ‘when hatred [of England, in the context] poisons my life and I accuse myself of effeminacy because I have not given it adequate expression.’6 Yeats the manager was always there to see that he gave it just the right degree of expression for any given time. One can imagine him saying to the poet trembling on the verge of national politics: ‘Oh well, if you must you must, but for God’s sake don’t do anything – like getting jailed or killed – that would stop your poetry. I’ll tell you what – I’ll arrange an introduction to John O’Leary.’


Yet there were some things no manager could have arranged. How could it come about that the extremist politician most likely to attract the manager, should also have the magnificence – in moral stature, in style of speech and in personal appearance – which could hold the poet:








Beautiful lofty things, O’Leary’s noble head.











Or what manager could have arranged that the young woman, ablaze with politics,7 who called on him with an introduction from the O’Learys on that fateful winter day in 1889 should be the most beautiful woman of her time:








Pallas Athene in that straight back and arrogant head


All the Olympians – a thing never known again.











One has to remind oneself that O’Leary and Maud Gonne were historical figures and not simply invented by Yeats, like Michael Robartes and Owen Aherne:








As if some ballad-singer had sung it all











Yeats’s long and splendidly unhappy relation to Maud Gonne had, of course, profound effects on his life and work but I do not find that it had any proportionate effect, at least directly, on his political alignment. It is true that it was after he met her – and probably at her urging – that he actually joined the Fenian brotherhood, but they were O’Leary Fenians, he was already closely associated with them, and joining them committed him, as we have seen, to little of practical consequence. There was also a sound practical argument for going with the Fenians. ‘In this country’, O’Leary had told him, ‘a man must have upon his side the Church or the Fenians, and you will never have the Church.’8 His letters, just after he first met Maud Gonne, do show some trace of her specific influence. He wrote to Katherine Tynan, about the murder in America of a supposed informer by members of the Clan-na-Gael: ‘He seems to have been a great rascal. It was really a very becoming thing to remove him … a Spy has no rights.’9 These ferocious sentiments are definitely not ‘school of John O’Leary’; they are characteristic of Maud Gonne, whom Yeats had met six months before. The difference was that Maud Gonne perhaps meant them, and might conceivably have acted on them;10 Yeats probably did not mean them and certainly would not have acted on them. His letter went on: ‘There! You will be angry with me for all these dreadful sentiments. I may think the other way tomorrow.’


In practice, where Maud Gonne differed from O’Leary – as she did in favouring agrarian agitation – Yeats does not seem to have followed her, although he did intercede for her with O’Leary.11 Maud Gonne did not affect Yeats’s political course at this time so profoundly as is usually assumed. What did affect it were events which took place two to three years later – the fall and death of Parnell.


*


‘The modern literature of Ireland,’ Yeats told the Swedish Academy in 1925, ‘and indeed all that stir of thought which prepared for the Anglo-Irish war, began when Parnell fell from power in 1891. A disillusioned and embittered Ireland turned from parliamentary politics; an event was conceived and the race began, as I think, to be troubled by that event’s long gestation.’12 Elsewhere he speaks of Four Bells, ‘four deep tragic notes’ in Irish history, the first being the war that ended with the Flight of the Earls (1603), the fourth being the death of Parnell in 1891.


‘I heard the first note of the Fourth Bell forty years ago on a stormy October morning. I had gone to Kingston [sic] Pier to meet the Mail Boat that arrived about 6 A.M. I was expecting a friend, but met what I thought much less of at the time, the body of Parnell.’13


The friend was, of course, Maud Gonne, who came over on the boat that brought Parnell’s body back to Ireland.


Few historians, I think, would challenge Yeats’s estimate, in his Swedish address, of the impact of Parnell’s fall and death, or his summary account of a process in which he himself played an important part. His historical sense was keen, as his political sense also was. For he not only saw in retrospect the crucial importance of the fall and death of Parnell. He saw it at the time, immediately, and he saw in it his opportunity and took that opportunity. He had not been a follower of Parnell before his fall – the ‘school of John O’Leary’ forbade it – and does not seem to have become intensely interested in Parnell until the moment of his fall. Since, in later life, he made Parnell a symbol, almost a god indeed, in whose name he as priest excommunicated prominent public figures of the day, it is interesting that in his letters of the time there is no note of grief at his fall or even at his death. The first note is one of rather gleeful excitement at an event and an opportunity; the creation of a vacuum. ‘This Parnell business’, he wrote to O’Leary after the divorce case, ‘is most exciting. Hope he will hold on. As it is he has driven up into dust and vacuum no end of insincerities. The whole matter of Irish politics will be better of it.’14 In a later letter to O’Leary Yeats expresses an optimism, which sounds a little artificial, about Parnell’s chances and gives some not altogether random reasons for being on Parnell’s side: the priests and ‘the Sullivan gang’ were on the other side.


Then Parnell died. Yeats wrote a poem about him on that day for publication that evening. The poem was called, ‘Mourn and then Onward’.15 It concluded: 








Mourn – and then onward, there is no returning


He guides ye from the tomb


His memory now is a tall pillar burning


Before us in the gloom.











There is not much gloom in the covering letter with which the poet sent this dirge to his sister:




I send you a copy of United Ireland with a poem of mine on Parnell written on the day he died to be in time for the press that evening. It has been a success.


The Funeral [which Yeats did not attend] is just over. The people are breathing fire and slaughter. The wreaths have such inscriptions as ‘Murdered by the Priests’ and a number of Wexford men were heard by a man I know promising to remove a Bishop and seven priests before next Sunday. Tomorrow will bring them cooler heads I doubt not.16





Yeats, according to Dr Ellmann, ‘had grasped instinctively that the time had come for him to act’. The word ‘instinctively’ may be misleading. Yeats in later life, when he had no more use, for the moment, for nationalist political activity, used to write as if his political activity at this time had been a sad mistake, committed mainly because of his passion for Maud Gonne. Critics and biographers have tended to follow him in exaggerating, as I believe, the importance of the Gonne factor in his politics. This influences presentation: thus Dr Ellmann reserves the entrance of Maud Gonne into his narrative for the moment of Parnell’s death, although the natural moment to have brought her in would, one would have thought, have been the time at which Yeats first met her and fell in love with her, almost three years before. Keeping her back intensifies the drama but blurs the politics. It helps to perpetuate Yeats’s myth of himself as ‘a foolish passionate man’, whereas the weight of the evidence suggests that he was something much more interesting: a cunning passionate man17 In this case the cunning was more in evidence than the passion.


Yeats was still almost unknown. He had been glad to get space, through O’Leary’s influence, in a paper like The Gael – the organ of the Gaelic Athletic Association – and was sometimes in danger of being squeezed out by a big football match. Now he had an opportunity of reaching, with powerful impact, at a time of maximum national emotion, the widest possible Irish audience. United Ireland was Parnell’s last paper and Irish people everywhere must have fought for copies of its issue of 10 October, to see what it had to say about the death of the Chief. And they found there the poem and the name of W. B. Yeats. There can have been few – and hardly any on the Parnellite side – who were not more moved by ‘Mourn and then Onward’ than Yeats was. A name almost unknown the day before became known to most of Ireland overnight.


I can see no reason to suppose that, in writing this poem and above all in getting it to the press with the necessary celerity, Yeats was just reacting instinctively or trying to please Maud Gonne. He had an eye for an opportunity – a politician’s eye, and a politician’s sense of timing.18


Some will perhaps find offensive the suggestion that Yeats used Parnell’s coffin for a platform. Parnell, who made his own name out of the Manchester Martyrs, would have approved Yeats. Parnell knew, as Pearse knew, by Rossa’s grave, that in Ireland there is no better platform than a hero’s coffin.


Yeats had seen Parnell, after consolidating his Irish fief, impose himself on the politics of the United Kingdom. ‘Mourn and then Onward’ was not exactly a bid for the mantle of Parnell – a garment which was just then, as Yeats well knew, being thoroughly torn to pieces – but may reasonably be interpreted as an attempt, by bringing poetry into the political vacuum left by Parnell’s death, to become as a poet something of what Parnell had been in politics: a virtual dictator in Ireland: a power, and sometimes an arbiter, in England. If so, it was not a wild aim, and Yeats in large measure made it good. Not that power, in itself, was the object, as it is for the man who is primarily a politician, but that the power already in him needed living-space. The poet Yeats wanted elbow-room and an audience, and the politician Yeats saw to it that he got them.


Ireland was now, as he said, ‘like wax’ and he set about shaping it. In later years – after the fighting had begun – the phrase ‘the litherary side of the Movement’ came to be used derisively, but in the 1890s and in the early years of the new century ‘the litherary side of the Movement’ was the only side that was moving, and its leader was Yeats. In founding the Irish Literary Society in London and the National Literary Society in Dublin, and the theatre which later became the Abbey Theatre, the politician Yeats was about the poet’s business, using for the ends of poetry the political energy diverted by the fall of Parnell. Later, he liked to talk as if he had been duped, and wrote bitterly of evenings spent with ‘some small organizer’ pouring his third glass of whiskey into the spittoon.19


One may feel that, if anyone was duped, it was more likely to be the unfortunate ‘small organizer’ than Yeats, the big organizer. But there is no need to speak of dupes at all; both Yeats and the ‘small organizer’ were serving, in their different ways, the dignity of the nation to which they both belonged. For the small organizer the end was a political one, and poetry a means; for Yeats the end was a poetic one and the means political. They had to part in the end, but there is no need now to regret, or to quarrel over, the road they travelled together.


*


They parted, of course, in 1903, with the marriage of Maud Gonne to Major John MacBride. Nature, deferential to the poet, made this ‘the year of the big wind’, in which trees blew down all over Ireland, including in Lady Gregory’s park at Coole. It was the great turning-point in Yeats’s life, in politics as well as in other ways. The fact that he broke – for a time and in a way – with Irish politics after Maud Gonne’s marriage has naturally contributed to the romantic belief, encouraged by himself, that his politics were ‘just Maud Gonne’. The evidence does not warrant this conclusion. As we have seen he had made his political choice before he met Maud Gonne, and his entry into effective politics dates, not from his meeting with Maud Gonne, but from the political opportunity created by the fall of Parnell. The most that can be said of Maud Gonne – politically – is that she deepened his political involvement, and probably kept him politically involved for some time after he would otherwise have quit. For her he had written Cathleen Ni Houlihan, and she played the part, so that a member of the audience could write this:




The effect of Cathleen Ni Houlihan on me was that I went home asking myself if such plays should be produced unless one was prepared for people to go out to shoot and be shot… Miss Gonne’s impersonation had stirred the audience as I have never seen another audience stirred.20





After the curtain fell on Cathleen Ni Houlihan (1902) it could fairly be said that Yeats’s work for the Irish revolution had been accomplished. It seems, in retrospect, considerate of Maud Gonne to have married in the following year.


The poet – having acquired in his political years a name, an audience and the dramatic society that was about to become the Abbey Theatre – now turned aside from Irish politics. He did not cease – he never ceased – to be an Irish nationalist, but his nationalism now became aristocratic and archaizing, instead of being popular and active. Aristocratic nationalism was not, in Ireland, practical politics, because the aristocracy was almost entirely Unionist, that is to say anti-nationalist. This did not matter to Yeats, who had had enough, for the moment, of practical politics. In his new aristocratism he was releasing a part of his personality he had been forced to try to suppress during the years of political activity. In those years this Irish Protestant had necessarily emphasized his Irishness, minimizing or denying the separate and distinct tradition which the word Protestant implies. The Protestant now re-emerged with an audible sigh of relief. It had been stuffy in there, and getting stuffier. For, in the first years of Yeats’s involvement in active politics there had been special circumstances making political life among Irish nationalists tolerable for a Protestant: by 1900 these special circumstances had disappeared.


The fall of Parnell had produced, as well as a ‘clerical’ party, led by Dillon, an anti-clerical Parnellite party led by John Redmond. Parnellite circles – to which Yeats had directed his first appeal, and which probably made up the larger part of his audiences – were distinguished by a scarcity of priests and a minimum of priestly authority. The glee with which Yeats in his letters chronicles threats against priests is significant. It was not that he necessarily hated priests himself – though he certainly did not like them – but that an atmosphere of priestly authority, in which for example priests tended to be arbiters of taste, was inimical to Protestant and poet. This atmosphere was temporarily dissipated in a considerable part of Ireland, including Dublin, in 1891, and Yeats must have found the going relatively easy then. By 1900, however, with the reunification of the Irish Party and the burying of the Parnellite hatchet – which was an anti-clerical hatchet – the clergy had recovered most of their former authority, and life among nationalists must have become proportionately depressing for Protestants.21 It was already depressing enough, for reasons of class. Yeats has left us a collective picture of his political associates of the 1890s: ‘Men who had risen above the traditions of the countryman, without learning those of cultivated life, or even educating themselves and who because of their poverty, their ignorance, their superstitious piety, are much subject to all kinds of fear.’22


This is a classical statement of the Irish Protestant view of the rising Catholic middle class. From this class Yeats was now recoiling and the violence of his recoil did much to determine the political direction of his later years.


‘One thing that Marxist criticism has not succeeded in doing,’ as George Orwell points out, ‘is to trace the connection between “tendency” and “literary style”.’23 Orwell goes on, in the essay on Yeats, to reveal, unconsciously, some of the reasons for that failure. He seeks, in Yeats’s work, ‘some kind of connection between his wayward, even tortured, style of writing and his rather sinister vision of life’. He finds this connection, as far as he finds it at all, in Yeats’s archaisms, affectations and ‘quaintness’. This does not fit very well, for the ‘quaintness’ was at its height in the 1890s, when Yeats’s vision of life was, from either an Orwellian or a Marxist point of view, at its least sinister: when he was identified with the popular cause in his own country and when, in England, he sat at the feet of William Morris and looked on Socialism with a friendly eye. Unfortunately for Orwell’s thesis, it was precisely at the moment – after the turning-point of 1903 – when Yeats’s vision of life began to turn ‘sinister’ – aristocratic and proto-Fascist – that he began to purge his style of quaintness, and his greatest poetry was written near the end of his life when his ideas were at their most sinister.


A Marxist critique which starts from the assumption that bad politics make for bad style will continue ‘not to succeed’. The opposite assumption, though not entirely true, would be nearer to the truth. The politics of the left – any left, even a popular ‘National movement’ – impose, by their emphasis on collective effort and on sacrifice, a constraint on the artist, a constraint which may show itself in artificialities of style, vagueness or simple carelessness. Right-wing politics, with their emphasis on the freedoms of the elite, impose less constraint, require less pretence, allow style to become more personal and direct.


It is not necessary to claim that these generalizations are universally valid; they were, I think, valid for Yeats and for many of his generation and that immediately following. Snobbery – ‘abhorring the multitude’ – was then a more acceptable, and therefore comfortable, attitude than it now would be. A hero of François Mauriac’s, after a day spent among workers in some Christian Socialist movement, used to change into black silk pyjamas in the evening and read Laforgue, pour se désencanailler. Yeats after 1903 se désencanaillait in the company of Lady Gregory and her circle. Now that he had withdrawn for the time from active politics, politics became explicit in his poetry. His bitterness about Maud Gonne’s marriage took a political form:








Why should I blame her that she filled my days


With misery or that she would of late


Have taught to ignorant men most violent ways


Or hurled the little streets upon the great


Had they but courage equal to desire?











If the snobbery endemic in his class and generation takes in his writing from now on an almost hysterical intensity, it is, I think, that he felt himself to have undergone, in his political years, a kind of contamination, a loss of caste, through ‘the contagion of the throng’ and that in the end, he had suffered a deep injury to his pride. ‘One must accept’, he had written to Lady Gregory near the end of his political involvement, ‘the baptism of the gutter.’24 ‘The foul ditch’ and ‘the abounding gutter’ became recurring symbols of disgust in his later poetry. In the same letter in which he accepted the baptism of the gutter, he spoke of trying to get someone to resign from something ‘in favour of MacBride of the Irish Brigade’ – the man whom Maud Gonne was to marry three years later:








My love is angry that of late


I cry all base blood down


As though she had not taught me hate


By kisses to a clown.











There were moments when he felt ashamed of this hate,25 but it proved enduring. Hatred of England had been with him early; hatred of ‘the base’ in Ireland now joined it. The two hates represented an abnormal intensification of the normal dualism of the Irish Protestant. They formed an unstable and potentially explosive combination: a volcanic substance which would from time to time erupt through the often placid surface of Yeats’s public life.


*


Although Yeats withdrew in a sense from Irish politics about 1903, this did not mean that Irish politics withdrew from him. His theatre, because of Cathleen Ni Houlihan, had just become a kind of Holy Place of Irish nationalism and his new frame of mind – fortunately for the theatre – was far from that of a custodian of such a Holy Place. Militant nationalists, of whom the most vocal Dublin leader at this time was Arthur Griffith, the founder of Sinn Fein, naturally wanted the theatre to serve the cause actively, as it had done with Cathleen Ni Houlihan. They also – and with them a wider public – insisted that it must not ‘play into the enemy’s hands’ by presenting a ‘degrading’ image of Irish life. Here nationalist pressures and Catholic pressures – which often worked against each other, as Parnell and the Fenians knew – converged in turbulent menace. Plays that showed Irishmen as sinful – or, even, for example, coarse in speech – were hurtful to many militant nationalists as denigrating the inherently virtuous and refined character of ‘the Irish race’ (a phrase much in use at the time); to many militant Catholics such plays were both inherently immoral and scandalous, and also offensive by the suggestion that the Catholic education of the Irishman left something to be desired. ‘An insult to Ireland’, cried the first set of voices, and the second set responded: ‘an insult to Catholic Ireland’.26 ‘Audience’, telegraphed Lady Gregory on the first night of The Playboy of the Western World, ‘broke up in disorder at the word shift [chemise].’27


It seems in retrospect surprising – and it is a tribute to the courage, tenacity and skill of Yeats and Lady Gregory – that the theatre should have been able to survive at all under the combined pressure – only fitfully applied it is true – of the two most powerful forces in Irish life. Yeats had many battles to fight and fought them with gusto. ‘Into the dozen or so fairly important quarrels in the theatre movement from 1903 till 1911 he threw himself with something like abandon. The issue was in almost every case national art versus nationalist propaganda.’28


The art that he defended in his theatre was that which belonged to ‘life’ as against – his words – ‘the desire which every political party has to substitute for life a bunch of reliable principles and assertions’.29 He never, as we say in Dublin, said a truer word. He was here taking his stand as an artist, in defence of the life of art in his country. For him then – and for us now – the politics of the matter come on a much lower level. But it is with that lower level – in which he took an ever-renewed interest – that we are concerned here. On that level the defence of ‘national art’ against ‘nationalist propaganda’ represented a political shift; for Yeats, in Cathleen Ni Houlihan, had produced one of the most powerful pieces of nationalist propaganda ever written. Yeats could be an excellent propagandist when he wanted to, and he often did want to. ‘You have been liable at times, only at times,’ his father wrote to him anxiously, ‘to a touch of the propaganda fiend.’30 And he himself affirmed more sweepingly: ‘I have been a propagandist all my life.’


Those who looked to him and his theatre for nationalist propaganda, and did not get it, had therefore some reason to feel confusion and disappointment. The fact was that their cause – the nationalist cause – did not sufficiently stir Yeats at this particular time (between 1903 and 1916) to make him write (or encourage others to write) in a way which would have had the effect they desired – as he had written before and as he was to write again. The nationalist in him was dormant, and the aristocrat wide awake, dominating the mob from the stage.31 For those in whose bloodstream Cathleen Ni Houlihan was still working this was an unfortunate conjuncture; for those who detested all that that play stood for, it was an auspicious one. The young men from Trinity came to the Abbey to defend artistic freedom by singing ‘God Save the King’.32


There is one important apparent break in the otherwise consistently aristocratic line of thought and action which he pursued in these years and – with the partial exception of certain nationalist flare-ups – throughout his life from about 1903 to the end. This apparent break is constituted by the stand he took on the great Dublin Lock-out, when the Dublin employers led by William Martin Murphy tried to starve the Dublin workers into submission33 in order to break Jim Larkin’s Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union. Few who had read Yeats’s writings, or considered his attitude to public questions in the preceding ten years, could have expected him to come out on the side of Larkin’s men. William Martin Murphy – if he had had time for Yeats or for his poetry – might plausibly have claimed that if ever there was a man who:








… taught to ignorant men most violent ways











that man was Big Jim Larkin. He could also have contended – and proved his case, certainly to the satisfaction of a Dublin court of the time – that it was actually Larkin’s policy to:








… hurl the little streets upon the great.











For this Larkin himself, if not all his followers, had ‘courage equal to desire’. ‘My advice to you’, Larkin had told his men, ‘is to be round the doors and corners, and if one of our class should fall, then two of the others should fall for that one. We will demonstrate in O’Connell Street [Dublin’s principal thoroughfare]. It is our street as well as William Martin Murphy’s. We are fighting for bread and butter. We will hold our meeting in the streets, and if any one of our men fall, there must be justice. By the living God if they want war they can have it.’


A conservative admirer of Yeats could reasonably have expected to find him, in such a war, on the side of public order, the rights of property and the rule of the educated. What Yeats did, however, was to come out explicitly and vehemently against the activities of the employers’ principal allies – police, press and clergy. His protest – in the form of a letter to Larkin’s Irish Worker – is important enough, in the context of the present discussion, to be quoted in full:




I do not complain of Dublin’s capacity for fanaticism whether in priest or layman, for you cannot have strong feeling without that capacity, but neither those who directed the police nor the editors of our newspapers can plead fanaticism. They are supposed to watch over our civil liberties, and I charge the Dublin Nationalist newspapers with deliberately arousing religious passion to break up the organization of the workingman, with appealing to mob law day after day, with publishing the names of workingmen and their wives for purposes of intimidation.


And I charge the Unionist Press of Dublin and those who directed the police with conniving at this conspiracy. I want to know why the ‘Daily Express’, which is directly and indirectly inciting Ulster to rebellion in defence of what it calls ‘the liberty of the subject’ is so indifferent to that liberty here in Dublin that it has not made one editorial comment, and I ask the ‘Irish Times’ why a few sentences at the end of an article, too late in the week to be of any service, has been the measure of its love for civil liberty?


I want to know why there were only (according to the press reports) two policemen at Kingsbridge on Saturday when Mr Sheehy Skeffington was assaulted and a man prevented from buying a ticket for his own child? There had been tumults every night at every Dublin railway station, and I can only assume that the police authorities wished those tumults to continue.


I want to know why the mob at North Wall and elsewhere were permitted to drag children from their parents’ arms, and by what right one woman was compelled to open her box and show a marriage certificate; I want to know by what right the police have refused to accept charges against rioters; I want to know who has ordered the abrogation of the most elementary rights of the citizens, and why authorities who are bound to protect every man in doing that which he has a legal right to do – even though they have to call upon all the forces of the Crown – have permitted the Ancient Order of Hibernians to besiege Dublin, taking possession of the railway stations like a foreign army.


Prime Ministers have fallen, and Ministers of State have been impeached for less than this. I demand that the coming Police Inquiry shall be so widened that we may get to the bottom of a conspiracy, whose like has not been seen in any English-speaking town during living memory. Intriguers have met together somewhere behind the scenes that they might turn the religion of Him who thought it hard for a rich man to enter into the Kingdom of Heaven into an oppression of the poor.





‘It may be surmised’, wrote the late J. M. Hone about this letter, ‘that Yeats was not actuated solely by humanitarian zeal.’34 It may indeed – as we shall see – but Hone’s comment needs itself to be treated with some reserve. Hone was a friend of Yeats, and in tune with his political views, but his conservatism was of a colder and more intellectual stamp than Yeats’s. It is clear from Hone’s references to the Lock-out – he pays tribute to Murphy’s services to Dublin – that the employers, rather than the workers, commanded such store of sympathy as he possessed.35 The very use of the words ‘humanitarian zeal’ conveys as much. Granted his premises this was a logical position. But Yeats was not logical in this chilly way. He was an enthusiast, in the old sense of the word; he was not only capable of generous indignation – he positively revelled in it, as he was to show again and again. We may – and I do – accept the view that Yeats on this occasion was not activated solely by humanitarian zeal, but we need more stress on the ‘solely’ than Hone, in the context, seems to imply. The events of the Dublin Lock-out – including the events which Yeats described – aroused strong emotions and there can be no doubt that Yeats’s indignation was genuine, and that it sprang, in part, from those human feelings which, when we find them inconvenient, we call ‘humanitarian zeal’.


Yet, as Hone suggests, feelings of this kind would hardly by themselves explain the phenomenon of the letter. There is no reason to suppose that Yeats was either peculiarly accessible, or peculiarly resistant, to such feelings. He could, like most other politically minded people, modulate the expression of such feelings – and perhaps even, to some extent, the feelings themselves – in accordance with his judgement of the social and political context in which the ‘crimes’ or ‘regrettable incidents’, as the case might be, occurred. Thus, in later years, Yeats did not, as we shall see, allow his humane feelings to overpower his political judgement in connection either with the repressive measures of the first Free State government, or with the penal achievements of the Fascist governments. Nor, in these later contexts, did he show the marked specific concern for civil liberties which he shows here. It is true that he became more conservative – and more than conservative – as he grew older, but a conservative aristocratic pattern had already, by 1913, become quite distinct. The concern about the ‘oppression of the poor’ in this letter does not fit more easily into this pattern than the apparent Christian piety of the last sentence fits into the pattern of Yeats’s religious ideas.


The explanation of the letter which Hone suggests is, as far as it goes, helpful. This is that Yeats was already violently incensed against Murphy on an artistic issue: Murphy’s opposition, in his powerful paper The Irish Independent, to the housing by Dublin Corporation of the Lane collection of paintings, in the manner prescribed by Lane. When Murphy attacked Lane, Larkin praised Lane. Yeats, it is hinted – no more than a hint is given – came to the support of Larkin for similar reasons to those that made Larkin come to the support of Lane. The poet was naturally no more predisposed in favour of the labour leader than the labour leader was in favour of the art connoisseur, but all three had a common enemy in the person of the arch-philistine and arch-bourgeois, William Martin Murphy. This is illuminating, and the reminder that Murphy had been a prominent anti-Parnellite is also highly relevant. If this were all, however, the letter would be little more than an incident in something like a personal feud, with little relevance to the wider pattern of Yeats’s politics. I believe, however, that this is not all, and that the letter is both more relevant to that pattern, and more consistent with it, than appears at first sight.


‘Yeats’, according to Hone, ‘chose to regard Martin Murphy as a representative type and leader of the middle class which had begun to rise to power under the shadow of the Land League …’36 Both Yeats and Hone are rather vague about this middle class; it is possible to be a little more specific. The Land League (1879–81), with its successor movements, had profoundly weakened the influence, formerly overpowering, of the old Protestant Ascendancy, with which Yeats liked to identify himself; it threatened also the privileged social position – and sometimes directly hit the incomes – of the Protestant middle class to which Yeats did, in fact, belong.


The boycott, in which the people had received and absorbed effective instruction from the Land League times on, was certainly not intended by its organizers as a lever to help in bringing about the emergence of a Catholic middle class, but it is probable that that is one of the ways in which it actually worked. People who sold goods to, or had dealings with, boycotted farmers, land agents, etc., were themselves boycotted; those who attempted to break the boycott in this way had a high propensity to be, in politics Unionist, and in religion Protestant. It may be imagined that a ‘Nationalist’ shopkeeper would not be backward in urging the boycott of a ‘Unionist’ competitor; in this way a socio-political movement could shade over into a communal-religious one.


This process is still a reality of life, within the experience of the present writer, in parts of Northern Ireland. I remember being gently chided, by a group of nationalist friends in a northern city, for not staying at the ‘nationalist hotel’; in fact, they not only chided me, but with two telephone calls neatly transferred my hotel-political allegiance.37 These friends were quite conscious about their intent: to shift as much economic power as possible from ‘their’ hands into ‘ours’. They had not the air of having invented the idea and I believe that it was an important, though seldom mentioned, feature of Irish life for many years. Conditions between the invention of the boycott and the first war – that is during the first phases of Yeats’s active life – must have been particularly propitious to it. Yeats, in associating as he did – rather strangely at first sight – the ‘new middle class’ with the agrarian agitation, had this set of phenomena in mind. For the class from which Yeats had come – the Protestant merchants and professional people – ‘the shadow of the Land League’ meant the boycott, in its wide variety of forms, as an instrument for the transfer of economic power out of their hands into those of the more astute, energetic and rapacious of the conquered caste, now beginning to form a ‘new middle class’.38


Yeats was not wrong in seeing in ‘the Sullivan gang’ – that clan from Bantry, Co. Cork, of which the economic head was William Martin Murphy and the political head Tim Healy – representative leaders of this new class. The qualities of acumen and energy all Ireland, friend and foe, conceded to them; the quality of unscrupulous rapacity was persistently attributed to them by their numerous enemies. They had not been particularly closely associated with the Land League, but they were associated with the varieties of religious-communal economic and social activity which I have been describing as arising from the successful operation of the boycott. The Land League itself had not been clerically inspired or dominated – far from it – but, in its successor body, the National League, the clergy began to play a direct and recognized political part.39


After the Parnell divorce case ‘the Sullivan gang’, led by Healy and backed by Murphy’s money, emerged as the spearhead of the clerical attack on Parnell. Other, more important leaders who went against Parnell – John Dillon and William O’Brien – carefully eschewed ‘the moral issue’ and tried to spare Parnell. It was left to Healy and his clan, with the active support of the clergy, to hammer away at this issue, often in scurrilous language, and to Parnell’s undoing. To the young Yeats – whose dislike of ‘the Sullivan gang’ antedated these proceedings – the spectacle of the plebeian Healy taunting the falling aristocrat was a powerful symbol. Paradoxically, the Parnell split closed – for a time – the schism in his political soul between the ‘Protestant/ aristocrat’ and the Irish/nationalist’. The unified nationalist movement of 1880–90 – a movement in which ‘the Sullivan gang’ had followed Parnell – had been putting pressure on England, and there Yeats approved them, but they were also putting pressure on the superior caste in Ireland, and that he very much disliked. When Parnell and ‘the Sullivan gang’ flew apart, this tension in Yeats was relaxed. Parnell was fighting England and – no longer the Ascendancy, which began to discern merits in him for the first time – but the Catholic middle class, encouraged by the clergy and led by ‘the Sullivan gang.’


We know with what intensity this struggle revived in Yeats’s mind in 1913 when in the poem ‘To a Shade’ he apostrophized the ghost of Parnell. The line:








Your enemy an old foul mouth











refers to a collective Sullivan orifice – the tongue of Healy and the teeth of Murphy. The immediate occasion for the attack – the art-gallery controversy – was aesthetic, but the roots of the controversy, and its emotional charge, were social and political and – in the communal sense – religious. It is true that the poet attacked ‘the Sullivan gang’ for its Philistinism – and Murphy’s Irish Independent was indeed, and long remained, a philistine bastion – but he had hated them long before any artistic controversy arose; in any case the Sullivan clan were certainly, intellectually, well above the general level of the Irish middle and upper class as a whole (both Protestant and Catholic) and, aesthetically, did not lag conspicuously behind these.40 It was not primarily as art critics but as representatives of a class – the new middle class – and exponents of a method – clerical pressure – that they were obnoxious.


Yeats’s intervention in the 1913 industrial conflict came just at the moment when the leader of the obnoxious class brought the obnoxious method to bear. Murphy, supported in this by Archbishop Walsh, had enlisted clerical aid to prevent children of the Dublin workers from being sent to the homes of English sympathizers. From the Archbishop’s point of view the children’s departure involved a danger to their faith; from Murphy’s point of view it represented a danger to his economic blockade. If the children were not on hand, to go hungry – and be seen and heard to go hungry – then the men might be able to hold out, and Larkin would win. So the cry ‘the faith in danger’ was used to starve the children.


Yeats’s attack is directed first and foremost at Murphy’s use of ‘religion’. This first charge is against ‘the Dublin nationalist newspapers’ – which were led by Murphy’s Irish Independent  – for ‘deliberately arousing religious passion to break up the organization of the workingman’. The other charges are all ancillary to this – charges of connivance in Murphy’s methods of defending the faith, and some details of these methods.


One can discern, then, in this letter, honest disgust at an odious piece of cruel hypocrisy, a human desire for a crack at Murphy, and the wish to illuminate a particularly unlovely example of the social influence of the Catholic clergy. Concern for the workers is also present, but it must be noted that this, in itself, had not been sufficient to arouse Yeats to intervene. The Lock-out (of some workers) and strike (of others) and the police brutalities had begun in August, and protests began soon after. Yeats did not, however, protest until after the publication on 21 October of the letter from the Catholic Archbishop of Dublin, in which he told the workers’ wives that, if they allowed their hungry children to go to England to be fed, they would ‘no longer be held worthy of the name of Catholic mothers’.


Yeats’s indignation at the ‘saving of the children’ was spontaneous, comprehensible and creditable. It does not constitute – appearances to the contrary – an isolated pro-working class outbreak, unique in his career.41 The anti-clerical feelings in themselves were habitual in the class from which he himself sprang. Other members of that class could, however, muffle the expression of these feelings when, as now, it suited their economic interest to do so – that is the meaning of the charge of ‘connivance’ which Yeats directed against the (Protestant) Irish Times and Daily Express. Yeats himself could do some muffling at times, but when the provocation was great – as now – he had to give vent to his feelings, against the formidable alliance of savings and prayers.




What need you, being come to sense


    But fumble in a greasy till


And add the halfpence to the pence


    And prayer to shivering prayer until


You have dried the marrow from the bone;


    For men were born to pray and save


Romantic Ireland’s dead and gone


    It’s with O’Leary in the grave.


                                       (September 1913)42





Most of the leaders who planned the rising which proved – three years later – that romantic Ireland was not yet dead and gone, belonged to the general class which Yeats distrusted; not to the climbing ‘Sullivan gang’ section of it, but to the ‘clerks and shopkeepers’ whom he thought of as ‘the base’; they included the basest of the base – from Yeats’s point of view – Major MacBride himself. They had all been engaged for years in the kind of politics on which he had turned his back. But in 1916 they were shot by the English:








All changed, changed utterly


A terrible beauty is born











The poems ‘Easter 1916’, ‘Sixteen Dead Men’, ‘The Rose Tree’ and ‘On a Political Prisoner’ drew strength from the complexity as well as from the intensity of the emotions involved; the sense – which became explicit years after – of his own share in the ‘gestation’ of the event,43 and the presence in the event of the strongest love and the strongest personal hatred of his life. They showed an old hate, and even a kind of disgust, for much of what the insurrection meant,








Blind and leader of the blind


Drinking the foul ditch where they lie











an even older and deeper hate for those who crushed the insurrection; and finally a prophetic sense of the still more bitter struggle yet to come:








But who can talk of give and take


What should be and what not


While those dead men are loitering there


To stir the boiling pot?











By the time when ‘Easter 1916’ and ‘The Rose Tree’ were published, in the autumn of 1920, the pot had boiled over. The Black-and-Tan terror was now at its height throughout Ireland. To publish these poems in this context was a political act, and a bold one: probably the boldest of Yeats’s career. Yeats could be fearless on issues where artistic integrity was involved – as he showed for example in facing the riots over The Playboy of the Western World in 1907 – and also when clerical meddling aroused his anger. But in national politics, even where he felt passionately, he usually acted prudently. And even at this point, although he acted with unusual boldness, he did not allow himself to be carried away. What he published in 1920 concerned a historical event of four years earlier; even on that event he did not publish, in England, the poem ‘Sixteen Dead Men’ which, with its ‘boiling pot’, had the most explicit bearing on contemporary politics. He did not publish, at all, the poem ‘Reprisals’ written against the Black-and-Tans and addressed to the ghost of Lady Gregory’s son, killed in the Great War:








Flit to Kiltartan Cross and stay


Till certain second thoughts have come


Upon the cause you served that we


Imagined such a fine affair:













Half-drunk or whole-mad soldiery


Are murdering your tenants there.


Men that revere your father yet


Are shot at on the open plain


Where may new-married women sit


And suckle children now? Armed men


May murder them in passing by


Nor law nor parliament take heed


Then close your ears with dust and lie


Among the other cheated dead.44





Yeats’s indignation was spontaneous: his method of giving public expression to that indignation seems calculated.45 By publishing the 1916 poems in 1920 he placed himself openly ‘on Ireland’s side’ in the fight with England, but he closed no doors in terms of contemporary politics. For it was known, in 1920, that Ireland was going to get some form of self-government. If the rebels were beaten, it would be the Home Rule (with partition) of the British Act of 1920. If the rebels won, it would be the Republic proclaimed in 1916. The two poems that Yeats chose to publish covered, as it happened, both eventualities neatly. The spirit of the Proclamation of the Republic was in them:








‘But where can we draw water’


Said Pearse to Connolly


‘When all the wells are parched away


As plain as plain can be


There’s nothing but our own red blood


Can make a right Rose Tree’











But there were also in them the doubts and reservations which most Irishmen had felt about the Proclamation of 1916: the doubts and reservations of those for whom Home Rule and the Act of 1920 represented an acceptable settlement:








Was it needless death after all?


For England may keep faith


For all that is done and said.


We know their dream; enough


To know they dreamed and are dead; 


And what if excess of love


Bewildered them till they died?











In the event the Anglo-Irish Treaty brought to Ireland the realities of the Act of 1920 with some of the trappings of 1916. This treaty set up, not the Republic proclaimed in 1916, but a Free State within the Empire and without the six counties of the north-east. Many – probably more than half – of those who had been fighting the Black-and-Tans while Yeats had been publishing his 1916 poems, felt that this was a betrayal, as Yeats’s Pearse and Connolly might have felt:








Maybe a breath of politic words


Has withered our Rose Tree











Those who felt in this way tried to reject the treaty and carry on the struggle. The majority of the people, tired of war, had voted, in effect, for the acceptance of the treaty. The Free State Government, with the aid of British artillery and armoured cars, now set about liquidating the Republican forces. Whether it had behind it, in this effort, all of those who had given it its majority may be doubted. It certainly had behind it all the wealthier elements in the country, including the Anglo-Irish, and it had W. B. Yeats, nominated by President Cosgrave to the Senate of the Irish Free State in December 1922. The Civil War had now been raging for six months.


The Free State forces, in destroying the Republican forces, were obliged to use some of the same methods as the Black-and-Tans (flogging, shooting of hostages), but applied these with greater efficiency, based on far better intelligence, and with proportionately less accompanying publicity.46 It was a pattern that was to be repeated – perhaps copied – after the mid-century, in many ex-colonies, and came to be assailed as neo-colonialism. Many of those who had denounced the excesses of the Black-and-Tans were plunged in deeper horror by what happened during the Civil War and in its aftermath. These included Lady Gregory, whose journals tell a story:47 




[During the Civil War] Jan 23 [1923] These floggings in my mind. I wrote to Yeats in protest. The young men taken away were flogged as well as those left ‘with a thonged whip’. I was not surprised to hear Hogan’s house at Kilchreest has been destroyed. Hatred must grow – ‘death answering to death through the generations like clerks answering one another at the Mass’.


[After the Civil War] Aug 23 W. B. Yeats here yesterday. I say the fault of the Government is this hatred of the Republicans they show in their speeches. He says it is justified or at least excused by the information they have had from America that it is to be said, in case ‘of a Republican defeat’, that the elections were not carried out fairly and assassinations are threatened. But with the Republicans saying the prisoners are flogged or tortured they probably have the same hatred …


Nov 10 … There has been some talk about the hunger strike, Esmonde saying the Government would not yield. And this is Yeats’ view. I had some talk with him after we came home, the first time I had seen him close and again this morning. He says the Government cannot give in. That if they had let Miss MacSwiney die when she began it this new hunger strike would not have begun, but they had a sentimental feeling for her for her brother’s sake.48


We talked a long time this morning. I had had a bad night and thought it over a long time, and had come to a determination of writing to the papers about it, asking that the crime or accusation against these four hundred remaining on [hunger] strike might be told out, that we might know if consenting to their suicide is in accordance with the conscience of Christian nations and the law of God. I mean to go and consult ‘A. E.’49 about them. But Yeats is violently against my protest, says it is necessary to the stability of Government to hold out, says they cannot publish the accusations because many are on suspicion, or as they think certainty, but they have not evidence that can be shown …


I ask if that might not come under an amnesty at the conclusion of the war, for the Government themselves signed death sentences during it. But he says no, and he says the Government cannot publish the real reason for the detention of this thousand, they themselves are in danger of being assassinated by some among them.


I asked if they could not, on their side, try to get rid of the Oath [of Allegiance to the Crown]; that would do away with the real cause of trouble, the keeping of Republicans out of the Dail. He said they cannot in the present state of English feeling, it would be useless to ask for it, and besides we may probably want English help in getting the Loan. And the Senate can make no move in the matter …


Nov 11 … Went on to Jack Yeats [the painter, the poet’s brother] … Lennox Robinson … said: ‘Can we not do anything about the hunger strikers? Write a letter perhaps.’ Strange, because I had not spoken of my own restless night or my talk with Yeats. So we walked and planned and at last went into the Arts Club and wrote a letter. We thought Stephens [James]50 and Jack Yeats might join in signing it. He called in Cruise O’Brien51 from another room to ask if the Independent [pro-Government paper] would put it in. He thought so, made one or two slight alterations, thinking it showed a slight prepossession against the Government; then I came back to Merrion Square [to Yeats’s house].


Later Lennox Robinson telephoned that Jack Yeats had refused to sign, ‘he is much too red to do so’, and asked if we should still send it on with our own names and Stephens’, who has agreed. I said ‘Yes’. It may perhaps bring letters or suggestions from others and possibly save some lives. Then I told Yeats (W. B.) what I had done and proposed leaving his house for the hotel, as he might not approve. He would not allow that and after talking for a while thought perhaps we had done right. Of course one won’t have any gratitude from either side. But I slept better.


Nov 16. On Monday night ‘A. E.’ and Lieutenant ‘X’ were with Yeats. I looked in but didn’t stay. Yeats said they had talked of the prisoners. ‘X’ said they were not on hunger-strike, were being fed. And that the stories of ill-treatment are not true – gave instances, thinks it ‘likely only half a dozen men will die’. Dreadful, I think, even if that half-dozen were not of the bravest.52





Yeats was now an established public figure. Having become a senator in December 1922, he received an honorary doctorate from Trinity College in 1923 and the Nobel Prize for Literature in the same year. The Yeatses had now a house in Merrion Square, ‘the Berkeley Square of Ireland’, as he said. He was soberly pleased about his political position and prospects. ‘We’, he wrote of himself and his fellow senators, ‘are a fairly distinguished body and should get much government into our hands.’53 His political ideas were now explicitly reactionary: ‘Out of all this murder and rapine’, he wrote in 1922, ‘will come not a demagogic but an authoritarian government.’54 And again: ‘Everywhere one notices a drift towards Conservatism, perhaps towards Autocracy.’55 His ideas for Ireland were explicitly linked with the rise of Fascism in Europe:




We are preparing here, behind our screen of bombs and smoke, a return to conservative politics as elsewhere in Europe or at least to a substitution of the historical sense of logic. The return will be painful and perhaps violent but many educated men talk of it and must soon work for it and perhaps riot for it.


A curious sign is that ‘A. E. who was the most popular of men is now suffering some slight eclipse because of old democratic speeches – things of years ago. I on the other hand get hearers where I did not get them because I have been of the opposite party … the Ireland that reacts from the present disorder is turning its eyes towards individualist [i.e. Fascist] Italy.56





This letter was written just before Yeats’s nomination to the Senate of the Free State and just after Mussolini’s March on Rome (22 October 1922).


Many of Yeats’s contemporaries, younger admirers and subsequent writers about him refused to take all this very seriously.57 The Dublin to which Yeats belonged – in so far as he belonged to Dublin at all – the Dublin of the Arts Club, liked to treat Yeats’s politics as a joke, and this tradition went a long way back. More than twenty years before, when Yeats and Maud Gonne were stirring up opinion against Queen Victoria’s visit to Ireland, Percy French had made the Queen protest:








And there must be a slate, sez she


Off that Willie Yeats, sez she


He’d be betther at home, sez she


Frinch-polishin’ a pome, sez she


Than writin’ letthers, sez she


About his betthers, sez she


Paradin’ me crimes, sez she


In the Irish Times, sez she.











This mood of affectionate raillery persisted, and perhaps did something to protect Yeats from possible adverse consequences of his political involvement. My father, at the Arts Club, used to poke gentle fun at Yeats’s ‘Fascism’, parodying him as referring in a speech to ‘that very great man, Missolonghi’ and then, when corrected, saying majestically: ‘I am told the name is not Missolonghi but Mussolini – but, does it … really … matter?’


Yeats enjoyed, and even encouraged, this kind of joke about himself and others: 








And thought before I had done


Of a mocking tale or a gibe


To please a companion


Around the fire at the club


Being certain that they and I


But lived where motley is worn











For those who admired Yeats, but were made uneasy by his politics, the idea that his politics were vague, ill-informed and funny, offered a way out; a way out, left open by Yeats himself. Yet his politics had this much serious about them: that practice and theory tended to concur. The poet admired Mussolini from afar:58 the senator admired, and worked with, Ireland’s strong man, Kevin O’Higgins.59 O’Higgins, in Irish politics – he was Minister of Justice in the Free State Government – was thought to stand for what was most ruthless and implacable in the party of property: seventy-seven executions and the famous words, ‘if necessary seven hundred and seventy-seven’. This was not repugnant to Yeats; the ‘right of the State to take life in its own defence’ became dear to him. O’Higgins was ‘their sole statesman’; Yeats did him the honour of including him, along with Grattan, Parnell and Berkeley, in a list of great Irishmen – a list in which the sole Gaelic and Catholic name is that of O’Higgins. His portrait is among ‘my friends’ in ‘The Municipal Gallery Revisited’:








Kevin O’Higgins’ countenance that wears


A gentle questioning look that cannot hide


A soul incapable of remorse or rest.











Those who – like Yeats – admired in O’Higgins a potential autocrat, would not have taken it for granted that he, as his colleagues were to do in 1932, would have tamely allowed the party defeated in the Civil War to come to power through impeccably conducted free elections. But by then O’Higgins was no longer there; he had been assassinated in 1927:








A great man in his pride


Confronting murderous men











‘Nobody’, he had said in a phrase which impressed Yeats, ‘can expect to live who has done what I have.’60 How deeply hated he was not only by his political opponents, but by some of ‘his own side’ including his own police, I can remember myself. I was ten years old and returning from a drive in the country – my first drive in a motor-car – with my aunt Mrs Skeffington and a friend of hers. We were stopped at a road-block and the sergeant, recognizing my aunt, smiled broadly and said: ‘Ye’ll be delighted to hear, Ma’am – Kevin’s been shot!’


Countess Markievicz – ‘Madame’ as she was known among the poor of Dublin who loved her – died after O’Higgins was murdered. She had a great following among the street-traders of Moore Street; famed hecklers and the bane of every Free State politician, they were known at this time as ‘Madame’s wans’. About O’Higgins’s death, one of them said: ‘poor Madame’s last wish’.


It was of her that Yeats had written:








Did she in touching that lone wing


Recall the years before her mind


Become a bitter, an abstract thing,


Her thought some popular enmity:


Blind and leader of the blind


Drinking the foul ditch where they lie.











All Ireland was divided by the end of that week between those who mourned Countess Markievicz and those who mourned O’Higgins. The latter were probably fewer but more ‘respectable’. From a window in Parnell Square I watched O’Higgins’s funeral go by. I had not imagined there were so many top hats in the world; I was never to see so many again.61 They were there to honour a man who had defended what they stood for at the cost of many lives including his own. Senator Yeats must have been under one of the top hats. The poet had stayed away from Parnell’s funeral; the senator would not, I think, have stayed away from that of Kevin O’Higgins.62


*


In 1928, the year after O’Higgins’s death, Yeats lost his Senate seat; his term had expired and the government made no move to renew his nomination. For some time past the going had been increasingly difficult, for similar reasons to those which had applied at the turn of the century. That is to say that the specific influence of the Catholic Church in politics was growing more palpable again. It is true that the regime to which Yeats belonged had always been supported by the Church, but in the beginning it had also needed Protestant support. When it was struggling for its life, and needed money and guns from England, it had to reassure English opinion by giving places of prominence to the Protestant middle class, most of whom, though not Yeats, were classified as ‘Southern loyalists’. When the emergency was over, and ‘the Loan’ negotiated, the need to placate English opinion, by showing deference to Protestants, subsided. The government no longer needed British artillery; it still needed to have its position fully covered by the Canons of the Church. The vital principle for the party now in power was one later reduced by a member of that party to a lapidary formula – never to risk ‘a clout of a crogier’.


The fact was that ‘the Sullivan gang’ – Yeats’s old bugbears from 1890 to 1913 – were an important component in the regime which had made Yeats a senator. Healy was Governor-General and Yeats had called on him in that capacity; the Murphy press – which had called vociferously for the execution of the 1916 leaders – was a pillar of the Cosgrave regime; Kevin O’Higgins himself was a member of the clan, a nephew of Healy’s. Granted that Yeats’s hostility to this clan – and the ‘clerical bourgeoisie’ for which it stood – was sincere, as it surely was, how did he become so easily reconciled to them in 1922? The answer is, I think, a double one. First, the Civil War had changed many things. The Protestant middle and upper classes, which had so long regarded the social and political influence of the clergy as either a baneful or contemptible phenomenon, had now seen its advantages as a barrier against ‘anarchy’; the propertied classes had been made more conscious of a common danger and common interests, less insistent on differences and group competition. Yeats – who worked in the Senate generally in concert with the representatives of the Protestant propertied classes – could also move with them in suppressing his repugnance for what ‘the Bantry band’ represented. Second, the reconciliation was only partial and temporary:








A patched-up affair if you ask my opinion











As long as the ‘clerical bourgeoisie’ showed consideration for the susceptibilities of Protestants, it was possible to work with them. When the bishops began to dictate, the strain, for Yeats, became too great. The Irish bishops, crogier-happy, now extorted the legislation they wanted, forbidding divorce and the sale of contraceptives and later setting up a censorship of publications. The government party, which Yeats had supported on all major issues, carried out the wishes of the bishops on all these matters.


Irish Protestants generally did not care for the new trend, but most of them now made their political choices, not as Protestants but as bourgeoisie. The Government was obnoxiously Papist but it was sound on the essential: the rights of property. Nor did Protestants wish to say anything to confirm their fellow countrymen in an opinion to which they were already too prone: that the distinguishing characteristic of Protestantism is a devotion to divorce, contraceptives and dirty books. The new legislation was, in practice, not much more than a minor irritant; Belfast is not far away.


Most Irish Protestants therefore took a guarded line in the matter. But not Yeats.63 Yeats’s aristocratic feelings, and his pride as a senator, were hurt; the sage oligarchy to which he had felt himself to belong, the ‘fairly distinguished body’ which ‘should get much government into its hands’, was now taking its orders from a bunch of peasants in mitres.64 The ‘base’ were dictating to their betters. The peroration of his speech on divorce was not a liberal one; it was the statement of the spokesman of a superior caste, denying the right of inferior castes to make laws for it: 




We against whom you have done this thing are no petty people. We are one of the great stocks of Europe. We are the people of Burke; we are the people of Grattan; we are the people of Swift, the people of Emmet, the people of Parnell. We have created most of the modern literature of this country. We have created the best of its political intelligence.65





Some have felt that Yeats’s own political intelligence was not at its best on this occasion. Certainly he seemed to be committing political – or at the very least parliamentary – suicide. Yet he could not do otherwise; to remain in politics he would have had to swallow his pride, and pride was essential to his political life. His dilemma – the dilemma which, happily for his work, pushed him away from the centre and towards the margins of politics – was that he had become an anti-clerical conservative in a country where the clergy were an indispensable element of any practical conservative politics. Because of his conservative option in the Civil War he had cut himself off from all the forces in the country which were, in any notable degree, resistant to clerical pressure (or, for that matter, to the temptation of manipulating religious signs for their own ends). His political friends now showed themselves to be a clerical party, the direct heirs to the anti-Parnellites of the 1890s. What was still living in the Parnellite tradition had gone on the Republican side in the Civil War and regarded Yeats with aversion and a sense of betrayal. He now, by openly defying the Church, cut himself off, for a time at least, from the modern ‘anti-Parnellites’. Politically, he had become for the moment completely isolated.


*


The year 1932 was a turning-point in Irish political history. In that year the party, led by Mr Cosgrave, which had won the Civil War and ruled the country since the foundation of the State, fell from power. The party, led by de Valera, which represented the losers in the Civil War, now won a general election and took over the Government. The respect for democratic process shown by Mr Cosgrave’s government was, in the circumstances, rather remarkable. It was, indeed, too remarkable to please many of the members of the fallen party, and some of these now set about organizing a paramilitary movement, on the Fascist model, for the intimidation of their opponents and the recovery of power. ‘They have the Blackshirts in Italy,’ said one of the politicians concerned, ‘they have the Brownshirts in Germany, and now in Ireland we have the Blueshirts.’


Yeats took part in the launching of this movement and wrote songs for it:








What is equality? Muck in the yard.











It was necessary, he explained, to break ‘the reign of the mob’ and:




If any Government or Party undertook this work it will need force, marching men (the logic of fanaticism whether in a woman or a mob is drawn from a premise, protected by ignorance and therefore irrefutable); it will promise not this or that measure but a discipline, a way of life; that sacred drama must to all native eyes and ears become the greatest of the parables. There is no such government or party today; should either appear, I offer it these trivial songs and what remains to me of life. (April 1934)





Several months later he added this postscript:




P.S. Because a friend belonging to a political party wherewith I had once had some loose association told me that it had, or was about to have or might be persuaded to have, some such aim as mine, I wrote these songs. Finding that it neither would nor could, I increased their fantasy, their extravagance, their obscurity, that no party might sing them. (August 1934)





The picture presented in the postscript is that of a dreamy, unpractical poet hardly even on the fringes of politics, and innocent with regard to them, moved by an impulse, and misled by a friend, into a political gesture which he later regretted. On the whole this picture has been accepted. Yet the evidence of the letters suggests that his involvement was considerably deeper, and more conscious than he found it convenient, in retrospect, to say.


‘At the moment,’ he wrote in April 1933 to Olivia Shakespear, ‘I am trying in association with [an] ex-cabinet minister, an eminent lawyer and a philosopher to work out a social theory which can be used against Communism in Ireland. This country is exciting. I am told that de Valera has said in private that within three years he will be torn to pieces.’67 A few months later to the same correspondent:




Politics are growing heroic. De Valera has forced political thought to face the most fundamental issues.68 A Fascist opposition is forming behind the scenes to be ready should some tragic situation develop. I find myself constantly urging the despotic rule of the educated classes … I know half a dozen men any one of whom may be Caesar – or Catiline. It is amusing to live in a country where men will always act. Where nobody is satisfied with thought. There is so little in our stocking that we are ready at any moment to turn it inside out and how can we not feel emulous when we see Hitler juggling with his sausage of stocking. Our chosen colour is blue, and blue shirts are marching about all over the country and their organizer tells me that it was my suggestion – a suggestion I have entirely forgotten – that made them select for their flag a red St Patrick’s cross on a blue ground – all I can remember is that I have always denounced green and commended blue (the colour of my early book covers). The chance of being shot is raising everybody’s spirits enormously. There is some politics for you of which your newspapers know nothing.69





To the same, 23 July 1933:




The great secret is out – a convention of blue-shirts – National Guards – have received their new leader with the Fascist salute and the new leader announces reform of Parliament as his business.


When I wrote to you, the Fascist organizer of the blue-shirts had told me that he was about to bring to see me the man he had selected for leader that I might talk my anti-democratic philosophy. I was ready, for I had just re-written for the seventh time the part of A Vision that deals with the future. The leader turned out to be a Gen[eral] O’Duffy, head of the Irish Police for twelve years and a famous organizer … Italy, Poland, Germany, then perhaps Ireland. Doubtless I shall hate it (though not so much as I hate Irish democracy) but it is September and we must not behave like the gay young sparks of May or June. The Observer, The Sunday Times, the only English newspapers I see, have noticed nothing though Cosgrave’s ablest ministers are with O’Duffy. O’Duffy himself is autocratic, directing the movement from above down as though it were an army. I did not think him a great man though a pleasant one, but one never knows, his face and mind may harden or clarify.70





To the same, 17 August 1933:




The papers will have told you of the blue-shirt excitement here. The government is in a panic and has surrounded itself with armoured cars. The shirts themselves are made in batches of 600 and cannot be made fast enough. The organization is for an independent Ireland within the commonwealth. Whether it succeeds or not in abolishing parliamentary government as we know it today it will certainly bring into discussion all the things I care for. Three months ago there seemed not a trace of such a movement and when it did come into existence it had little apparent importance until that romantic dreamer I have described to you pitched on O’Duffy for a leader. About him the newspapers have probably told you enough. He seemed to me a plastic man but I could not judge whether he would prove plastic to the opinions of others, obvious political current or his own will (‘unity of being’).





To the same, 20 September 1933:




I wonder if the English newspapers have given you any idea of our political comedy. Act I. Capt Macmanus, the ex-British officer I spoke of, his head full of vague Fascism, got probably from me, decided that Gen[eral] O’Duffy should be made leader of a body of young men formed to keep meetings from being broken up. He put into O’Duffy’s head – he describes him as ‘a simple peasant’ – Fascist ideas and started him off to organize that body of young men. Act II. Some journalist announced that 30,000 of these young men were going to march through Dublin on a certain day (the correct number was 3,000). Government panic. Would not O’Duffy, who had once been head of the army, and more recently head of the police, march on the Government with 30,000 plus army and police? Result, martial law – in its Irish form – armoured cars in the streets, and new police force drawn from the IRA to guard the Government, and O’Duffy’s organization proclaimed. Act III. O’Duffy is made thereby so important that Cosgrave surrenders the leadership of his party to O’Duffy and all the opposition united under him. Two months ago he was unknown politically.





That was the climax; from then on the references to O’Duffy in Yeats’s letters become much sparser and increasingly disparaging, and Yeats soon adopts an attitude of political disengagement, which becomes explicit in the poem ‘Church and State’ (November 1934):








Here is fresh matter, poet,


Matter for old age meet;


Might of the Church and the State


Their mobs put under their feet.


O but heart’s wine shall run pure


Mind’s bread grow sweet







That were a cowardly song


Wander in dreams no more


What if the Church and the State


Are the mob that howls at the door?


Wine shall run thick to the end,


Bread taste sour.











It is customary to say that, at this point, Yeats had become ‘disillusioned with Fascism’. One may accept this judgment, but must also remark that the principal illusion which had been dissipated was the illusion that Fascism in Ireland stood a good chance of winning. In the spring and summer of 1933, the Fascism of the Irish Blueshirts looked to many people like a possible winner and in this phase Yeats was with the Blueshirts. By the autumn and winter of 1933–34, the Government’s energetic measures – described by Yeats as ‘panic measures’ – made it clear that de Valera was no von Papen. O’Duffy, failing to devise anything effective in reply, revealed that he was no Hitler. The blue began to fade, and Yeats’s interest in it faded proportionately.71


Commenting on a mildly anti-Blueshirt anecdote in a letter of Yeats’s, Professor Jeffares says: ‘This ironic attitude to the Blueshirts reveals the true Yeats, detached and merely playing with his thoughts, except for the intervals when he wanted to achieve complete directness and accuracy.’


The date of the anecdote in question is February 1934, by which date the Blueshirts were beginning to look a little silly. The thoughts Yeats had ‘played with’ in the days when they had looked possibly formidable were less ‘detached’. I cannot see on what grounds we are to regard the Yeats who began to sneer at the Blueshirts when they proved a flop, as being more ‘real’ than the Yeats who was excited about them when he thought they might win. It was the same Yeats, strongly drawn to Fascism, but no lover of hopeless causes.


In April 1934 – as we have seen (p. 55) – he was still advocating ‘force, marching men’ to ‘break the reign of the mob’, but professing somewhat disingenuously that ‘no such party’ as would undertake this work had yet appeared. By August 1934 – when the party for which he had in fact written the songs was on the verge of public disintegration – he had found that that party ‘neither could nor would’ do what he proposed for it. This, it will be noted, does not amount to a disavowal of the programme of ‘force, marching men’ to ‘break the reign of the mob’. The irony and detachment of the poem ‘The Church and the State’ belong to the period after the final break-up of the Blueshirt movement.


Comment on the question of Yeats’s attitude to Fascism has been bedevilled by the assumption that a great poet must be, even in politics, ‘a nice guy’. If this be assumed then it follows that, as Yeats obviously was a great poet he cannot really have favoured Fascism, which is obviously not a nice cause. Thus the critic or biographer is led to postulate a ‘true Yeats’, so that Yeats’s recorded words and actions of Fascist character must have been perpetrated by some bogus person with the same name and outward appearance.72


If one drops the assumption about poets having always to be nice in politics, then the puzzle disappears, and we see, I believe, that Yeats the man was as near to being a Fascist as the conditions of his own country permitted. His unstinted admiration had gone to Kevin O’Higgins, the most ruthless ‘strong man’ of his time in Ireland, and he linked his admiration explicitly to his rejoicing at the rise of Fascism in Europe – and this at the very beginning, within a few weeks of the March on Rome. Ten years later, after Hitler had moved to the centre of the political stage in Europe, Yeats was trying to create a movement in Ireland which would be overtly Fascist in language, costume, behaviour and intent. He turned his back on this movement when it began to fail, not before. Would the irony and detachment of this phase of disillusion have lasted if a more effective Fascist leader and movement had later emerged? One may doubt it. Many in Germany who were ‘disillusioned’ by the failure of the Kapp putsch and the beer-cellar putsch were speedily ‘reillusioned’ when Hitler succeeded – and ‘disillusioned’ again when he lost the war (see Introduction p. 10).


Post-war writers, touching with embarrassment on Yeats’s pro-Fascist opinions, have tended to treat these as a curious aberration of an idealistic but ill-informed poet. In fact such opinions were quite usual in the Irish Protestant middle class to which Yeats belonged (as well as in other middle classes) in the 1920s and 30s. The Irish Times, spokesman of that class, aroused no protest from its readers when it hailed Hitler (4 March 1933) as ‘Europe’s standard-bearer against Muscovite terrorism’ and its references to Mussolini were as consistently admiring as those to Soviet Russia were consistently damning. But the limiting factor on the pro-Fascist tendencies of the Irish Times and of the Irish Protestant middle class generally was the pull of loyalty to Britain – a factor which did not apply, or applied only with great ambivalence – in the case of Yeats. Mr T. R. Henn is quite right when he says that Yeats was ‘not alone in believing at that moment of history, that the discipline of Fascist theory might impose order upon a disintegrating world’. I cannot follow Mr Henn, however, to his conclusion that ‘nothing could be further from Yeats’s mind than [Fascism’s] violent and suppressive practice’.73 ‘Force, marching men’ and ‘the victory [in civil war] of the skilful, riding their machines as did the feudal knights their armoured horses’, surely belong to the domain of violent and suppressive practice.
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