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Government ought to be as much open to improvement as anything which appertains to man; instead of which it has been monopolised, from age to age, by the most ignorant and vicious of the human race. Need we any other proof of their wretched management, than the excess of debts and taxes with which every nation groans, and the quarrels into which they have precipitated the world?


Thomas Paine
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‘Do you know what a republic is?’: The Adventure and Misadventures of an Idea


FINTAN O’TOOLE







Either we shall find a way to reinforce republican politics and culture, or we shall have to resign ourselves to living in nations whose governments are controlled by the cunning and the arrogant.


Maurizio Viroli





The Twentieth Century Never Happened


In November 2011, the finance committee of parliament discussed Ireland’s forthcoming budget in considerable detail. It pored over figures such as a 2 per cent rise in value added tax, a household tax of €100 and changes to capital gains tax. This was an excellent example of a republican democracy at work, with important policies being tested in public rather than merely handed down by a minister for finance like Moses bringing the tablets from the mountain top. Practices that are central to the notion of a republic – openness, accountability, the power of the executive being challenged by the elected representatives of the people – could be seen in action. It was exemplary stuff.


Meanwhile, far away, in another, less enlightened European country the finance committee of another parliament was also in session. It knew nothing of these budgetary decisions. And why should it? Except that the parliament that was scrutinising the Irish budget was the Bundestag in Berlin and the one that was ignorant of it was the Dáil in Dublin. In relation to one of the most basic functions of an independent government, its annual budget, the German parliament was in the know and the Irish parliament was in the dark.


And not just the Irish parliament – it was clear that even the cabinet in Dublin had not yet discussed, let alone decided on, the tax rises that were being scrutinised in the Bundestag. The Taoiseach Enda Kenny put it plainly: ‘Let me confirm something to you, the cabinet has made no decision in regard to the budget which is on December 6th.’ Yet somebody had decided what was in the budget. When it became public that the Bundestag had all of these details, the official line in Dublin was that the relevant document was only a draft. But this was obviously not so. A letter from the Irish finance minister Michael Noonan to the European Commission, accompanying the document (it was the Commission in turn that had sent it to the Bundestag), uses the phrase ‘we have decided’ before listing the measures. And in fact the details as set out in the document were exactly those later unveiled when the budget was presented to the Dáil.


This meant, in effect, that the Irish constitution had been quietly suspended.


Article 28 defines the cabinet directly as ‘the Government’. It then states, with the same absolute simplicity, that ‘The executive power of the State shall, subject to the provisions of this Constitution, be exercised by or on the authority of the Government.’ This power, moreover, must be exercised collectively: ‘The Government shall meet and act as a collective authority …’ The standard work on the constitution, by John Kelly, glosses this as meaning that, in relation to the statutory functions of government, ‘the valid exercise of these functions must presuppose a formal consideration and decision at a Government meeting’. There is no doubt that in relation to the 2012 budget, executive decisions were made and communicated to the EU before they were brought to the cabinet table, let alone presented to the Dáil. ‘This’, an unapologetic German government official told the Irish Times, ‘is the shape of things to come.’1


As indeed it was. Something similar happened in late February 2012, when the Bundestag again discussed a European Commission document on the Irish economy, suggesting that further ‘fiscal tightening’ might be necessary. The document had not been given to the Dáil. The Taoiseach shrugged off the significance of the event in a way that suggested that this kind of thing was no longer a big deal: ‘These things are unhelpful but sometimes they’re overplayed.’


The German finance ministry was again patiently unapologetic, explaining that the only problem was that the document had been leaked from the parliamentary committee to which it had been given:




German law requires parliament to be involved and informed before any EFSF [European Financial Stability Facility, i.e. bailout] moneys can be disbursed. In order to fulfil this legal obligation, members of parliament require full documentation and information. The government, which has a duty to provide MPs with the information they require, very much deplores it whenever confidential information finds its way into the public domain.2





In fact, at around the same time, the German supreme court ruled that it was not enough that such information should be given to a small select panel of Bundestag members. Either the entire parliament or at least the 41-member budget committee would have to be convened every time a decision was to be made in relation to the use of European bailout funds. The court cited the need for ‘as much parliamentary legitimisation as possible’ as a reason for upholding a complaint by two opposition MPs that the panel infringed the basic right of lawmakers to decide on budgetary matters. The strong message to Ireland and to the other heavily indebted nations of the eurozone was: get used to it. The right of public, democratic scrutiny of your affairs now lies within our German democracy.


The ironies would have been too heavy-handed for good fiction. The German courts and the Bundestag were acting as such institutions ought to do in a republican democracy: insisting on openness, transparency, scrutiny and ‘parliamentary legitimisation’ of decisions that might affect German citizens. But they were doing so in relation to a supposed republican democracy where none of these things actually function. There could be in Ireland no openness, no advance scrutiny, no insistence on ‘full documentation and information’, no legitimisation of policies by elected representatives of the people. At a stroke, these parliamentary episodes demonstrated two things: (a) what republican democracies are, and (b) the fact that Ireland emphatically cannot be listed among them.


The three institutional pillars of democracy are the government, the parliament (Oireachtas) and the constitution (and hence the courts). The presentation of the budget to the Bundestag did Irish people the favour of making a nonsense of all three at once. It clarified what had been murky: that the government is no longer the executive authority, that the parliament is largely irrelevant and that the constitution has been silently suspended. It marked the death of an illusion: that Ireland is, in any meaningful sense, a republic. And it raised a poignant question: what was all that fuss and bother of the Irish twentieth century, all the thrill and trauma of a struggle for independence, actually about? It was as if the twentieth century had not happened, or rather as if a different twentieth century had unfolded in its place.


In the approach to the First World War, and in the early stages of that conflict, militant Irish nationalists asked themselves a sensible question: what if Germany wins? In 1913, in the Fortnightly Review, the Scots-Irish writer Sir Arthur Conan Doyle posed this three-pipe problem for Ireland, suggesting that, if Irish nationalists thought British rule was bad, they should think what the future would be like under the German Reich:




I would venture to say one word here to my Irish fellow-countrymen of all political persuasions. If they imagine that they can stand politically or economically while Britain falls they are woefully mistaken. The British Fleet is their one shield. If it be broken, Ireland will go down. They may well throw themselves heartily into the common defence, for no sword can transfix England without the point reaching Ireland behind her.





In the Irish Review, a publication closely associated with two of the later signatories of the 1916 proclamation of an Irish republic, Thomas MacDonagh and Joseph Mary Plunkett, the pseudonymous ‘Sean Van Vocht’ replied to Doyle. He or she considered in some detail the idea that







an Ireland administered, say, by Prussians would soon bitterly regret the milder manners of the Anglo-Saxon and pine for the good old days of ‘doles’ from Westminster. I know many Irishmen who admit that as between England and Germany they would prefer to remain in the hands of the former – on the principle that it is better to keep the devil you know than fall into the hands of a new devil. German rule, we are asked to believe, would be so bad, so stern, that under it Ireland, however much she might have suffered from England in the past, would soon yearn to be restored to the arms of her sorrowing sister.3





But ‘Sean Van Vocht’ believed that this was nonsense. What, after all, would be so bad about being ruled by Germany?




An Ireland annexed to the German Empire … as one of the fruits of a German victory over Great Britain, would clearly be administered as a common possession of the German people, and not as a Prussian province … What, then, would be the paramount object of Germany in her administration of an overseas Reichsland of such extraordinary geographical importance to her future as Ireland would be? Clearly not to impoverish and depress that new-won possession, but to enhance its exceeding strategic importance by vigorous and wise administration, so as to make it the main counterpoise to any possible recovery of British maritime supremacy … A prosperous and flourishing Ireland, recognising that her own interests lay with those of the new administration, would assuredly be the first and chief aim of German statesmanship. The very geographical situation of Ireland would alone ensure wise and able administration by her new rulers had Germany no other and special interest in advancing Irish well-being; for to rule from Hamburg and Berlin a remote island and a discontented people, with a highly discontented and separated Britain intervening, by methods of exploitation and centralisation, would be a task beyond the capacity of German statecraft. German effort, then, would be plainly directed to creating an Ireland satisfied with the change, and fully determined to maintain it. And it might be remembered that Germany is possibly better equipped, intellectually and educationally, for the task of developing Ireland than even 20th-century England.





Ireland, the writer imagined, would be at first like Alsace-Lorraine, annexed from France by Germany forty years earlier. The nation would feel ‘alien in sentiment to her new masters to a degree that Ireland could not but be to any changes of authority imposed on her from without’. But it would learn to enjoy the benefits of wise German administration, just as Alsace-Lorraine had ‘doubled in prosperity and greatly increased in population, despite … a rule denounced from the first as hateful. However hateful, the Prussian has proved himself an able administrator and an honest and most capable instructor. In his strong hands, Strassburg [sic] has expanded from being an ill-kept, pent-in French garrison town to a great and beautiful city.’ Ireland, likewise, would benefit from ‘the ablest brains in Germany, scientific, commercial and financial, no less than military and strategic’ who ‘would be devoted to the great task of making sure the conquest not only of an island but of the intelligence of a not unintelligent people, and by wisely developing so priceless a possession to reconcile its inhabitants, through growing prosperity and an excellent administration, to so great a change in their political environment’.


Even James Connolly, who in 1916 strung up a banner on Liberty Hall proclaiming that ‘We serve neither King nor Kaiser but Ireland’ was not unhappy at the thought of Ireland as ‘an overseas Reichsland’, a little bit of Prussia in the Atlantic. He felt that ‘the German people are a highly civilised people, responsive to every progressive influence, and rapidly forging weapons of their own emancipation from native tyranny’. But even that ‘tyranny’ of empire seemed reasonably pleasant to his usually sceptical mind, despite the appalling realities of German colonialism in Namibia:




The German Empire is a homogeneous Empire of self-governing peoples; the British Empire is a heterogeneous collection in which a very small number of self-governing communities connive at the subjugation, by force, of a vast number of despotically ruled subject populations. We do not wish to be ruled by either empire, but we certainly believe that the first named contains in germ more of the possibilities of freedom and civilisation than the latter.4





By 1916, of course, the Germans had become, in the words of the proclamation read out by Patrick Pearse in the same year, ‘our gallant allies in Europe’ – the Irish republic would implicitly be born under the wing of the German imperial eagle.


There is, now, no German empire. Germany did not win the war, nor the next one. And it would be hysterical to suggest, as some English eurosceptics do, that the European Union is now effectively a German Reich under another guise. Germany is a fine and admirable democracy, not a militaristic Prussian autocracy. Ireland has not been annexed to anybody’s empire – it used its independence to destroy its own sovereignty. But there is none the less an inescapable reality that the centre of governance that was moved from London to Dublin in 1922 has now moved again to Berlin and to Frankfurt, home of the European Central Bank, which is unquestionably the single most powerful institution in Irish public life.


This happened because, in the banking crisis that erupted in 2008, the Irish government did exactly as it was told by the ECB. Brian Cowen, who was Taoiseach at the time, has since made it plain that he was only following orders when he made the catastrophic decision to guarantee all of the debts of the Irish banks, including the extravagantly delinquent Anglo Irish Bank:




At no stage during the crisis would the European authorities, especially the European Central Bank, have countenanced the dishonouring of senior bank bonds. The euro-area policy of ‘No bank failures and no burning of senior bank creditors’ has been a constant during the crisis. And as a member of the euro area, Ireland must play by the rules.5





There were in fact no such ‘rules’ – at no point did the Irish parliament ever debate, let alone accede to, the idea of a legal requirement to nationalise private debt at the cost of destroying its own public finances, losing its capacity to borrow on international markets and being forced to give up its sovereignty in return for a so-called bailout by the same people who had pushed the country into beggary.


This, indeed, is a perfect example of what writers in the classical tradition of republicanism defined as tyranny: the imposition on a people of laws it had not itself made or consented to. In this sense, Irish sovereignty was not lost in the dramatic moment when officials from the European Commission, the ECB and the International Monetary Fund arrived in Dublin to impose conditions in return for money. It was lost when an Irish government was bullied or persuaded to follow ‘rules’ that had no basis in law or democracy, even when doing so had dire long-term consequences for its own citizens.


Ireland’s current status, resulting from those decisions, is not unlike the kind of Home Rule that was supposed to come into force in 1914: local autonomy without fiscal or budgetary control. Except that such control does not reside in England but in Germany. This was, for the revolutionaries of 1916, not their desired outcome, but an acceptable second best. And it is now, in a highly qualified but none the less grotesque sense, the terminus of the journey they initiated. The country is now actually rather like the ‘self-governing’ entity under German hegemony that Connolly thought it might be if the outcome of the First World War had been different. In a strange and unexpected way, the alternative future that radical Irish nationalists imagined at that time has become the one in which their political descendants actually live.


Forgetting the Republic


There is, in the approach to the centenary of the 1916 Rising, a concern with how the declaration of the republic is to be remembered and commemorated. But in fact what characterises the Irish republic is much more the act of forgetting it. At least three times, the republic has been declared and then allowed to slip from the national consciousness.


Amnesia, as the French thinker Ernest Renan suggested in 1882, is essential to the foundation of nations. ‘Forgetfulness, and I shall even say historical error, form an essential factor in the creation of a nation.’ What must be forgotten? The ‘deeds of violence that have taken place at the commencement of all political formations … Unity is ever achieved by brutality.’ A nation is also based on a common forgetting of its inevitably mixed ethnic origins. ‘But the essence of a nation is that all its individual members should have many things in common; and also that all of them should hold many things in oblivion … It is good for all to know how to forget.’6


The Irish republic, though, is not quite like this. It is steeped in forgetting but in a most peculiar way. Renan’s amnesia is a creative act – nations found themselves on acts of forgetting. But the Irish republic goes much further – it forgets its own foundation, time and again. And what it shoves to the back of its mind is not the circumstance of its creation but its own existence.


There is something decidedly odd about the 1916 proclamation. Its signatories ‘hereby proclaim the Irish Republic as a Sovereign Independent State, and we pledge our lives and the lives of our comrades in arms to the cause of its freedom, of its welfare, and of its exaltation among the nations’. The authors seem to forget that the organisation to which they belong, the Irish Republican Brotherhood, had long since declared this Irish republic as an existing entity. Logically, the 1916 proclamation should have been a restatement or a rededication, not a founding act at all.


For, almost half a century earlier, in 1867, the IRB issued an apparently definitive declaration: ‘Herewith we proclaim the Irish Republic.’ That this first proclamation is remembered only by historians and never referred to in public discourse is in itself unremarkable. What is remarkable is that the IRB seems to have wilfully dis-remembered it. Perhaps it was felt to be more dramatically potent to begin again, to mark the Easter Rising as a self-conscious point of origin. Perhaps a grand proclamation is easier to kill and die for than an act of memory and recapitulation.


Or perhaps the first declaration of the Irish republic was a little uncomfortable in its social radicalism and open secularism. The 1867 proclamation has none of the religious and mystical language of the 1916 proclamation. God, invoked twice in 1916, was not imagined as an honorary citizen of the 1867 republic – he or she is entirely absent. Ireland is not invoked as an abstract entity, summoning ‘her children to her flag’. The 1867 references to the country are concrete: ‘the soil of Ireland’; ‘the Irish people’. On the other hand, the 1867 proclamation does mention certain things absent in 1916: a republican form of government (as against both ‘oligarchy’ and ‘the curse of Monarchical Government’); economic injustice (‘the oppression of labour’); and economic equality (‘we aim at founding a Republic based on universal suffrage, which shall secure to all the intrinsic value of their labour’).


Even more uncomfortably, the 1867 proclamation resists ideas of either religious or ethnic solidarity as the basis for the Irish republic. It is explicitly secular: ‘We declare, also, in favour of absolute liberty of conscience, and complete separation of Church and State.’ And it does not create a simple opposition of ‘Irish’ to ‘English’. It declares war on ‘aristocratic locusts, whether English or Irish, who have eaten the verdure of our fields’. On the other hand, it imagines, however fancifully, a common cause with the English working class: ‘As for you, workmen of England, it is not only your hearts we wish, but your arms.’


This putative Irish republic had to be forgotten in 1916, even though the leaders of the Rising had in fact sworn oaths of allegiance to it. Strikingly, though, this is not the only act of wilful amnesia in the 1916 proclamation. It explicitly calls to mind the idea of oblivion, declaring the new republic to be ‘oblivious of the differences carefully fostered by an alien Government, which have divided a minority from the majority in the past’. The desired import is that ‘differences’ – the profound division between largely Catholic nationalism and largely Protestant unionism that had just brought the island to the brink of civil war – should be forgotten. But the effect is, rather, that they have been forgotten. The proclamation is in this sense too an act of forgetting – its whole gesture of declaring a republic relies on the throwing of a mental cordon sanitaire around Unionism. It is delicately and euphemistically broached, but only in order to be immediately dismissed from consciousness. ‘Oblivious’ here is a well-chosen word.


In any event, the 1916 republic was itself quickly forgotten. It was, in part, overtaken by partition. But it was also treated with little respect by its own heirs – the politicians who came to power in the southern Free State. In 1919, the first Dáil attempted to formulate in concrete terms what the republic might actually mean. That meaning, it agreed, would have to centre on the idea of social equality – the republic would have to belong equally to all its citizens. In introducing the Democratic Programme which the Dáil adopted, Richard Mulcahy said, ‘A nation cannot be fully free in which even a small section of its people have not freedom. A nation cannot be said fully to live in spirit, or materially, while there is denied to any section of its people a share of the wealth and the riches that God bestowed around them.’ Accordingly, the Democratic Programme explicitly announced that the 1916 proclamation meant that ‘all right to private property must be subordinated to the public right and welfare’. It defined the republic as one whose first duty would be to the welfare of children, which would create ‘a sympathetic native scheme for the care of the Nation’s aged and infirm, who shall not be regarded as a burden, but rather entitled to the Nation’s gratitude and consideration’; and which would create an effective public healthcare system.7


All of this was adopted unanimously and without debate – a sign not that it represented the serious commitment of the Dáil but in fact that it did not. In Irish political culture, it is a safe bet that anything that is unanimous is a mere gesture. The first Dáil actually did something extraordinary: it teased out what the real meaning of the republic declared in 1916 would be and then promptly forgot all about it. Within four months, by April 1919, Eamon de Valera announced that the implementation of the Democratic Programme would have to be postponed. Kevin O’Higgins, one of the most influential figures in the early years of the Free State, later dismissed the Democratic Programme as ‘mostly poetry’. It was, in the event, not merely consigned to oblivion but actively traduced: child welfare, for example, was monumentally abused.


But did the 1916 republic ever exist in any corporeal form? In 1935, the senior surviving leader of the Rising, Eamon de Valera, declared that ‘they were not going to declare a republic during this period of office’.8 Yet, by 1937, he was declaring that his new constitution gave Ireland ‘all the symbols and institutions of a Republic except the title’. But yet again in 1937, he declared that ‘the unity of Ireland under a new Constitution is far more desirable for him than any declaration of a republic for the truncated country’.9 Even the arch-republican could not say whether Ireland was a republic or not.


And so the republic, twice forgotten, was declared all over again. The Irish republic was inaugurated, this time by an Irish government, on Easter Monday, 18 April 1949, with a ceremony at the General Post Office in Dublin. The day and place were chosen to resonate with the declaration of the republic at the same spot thirty-three years earlier. But the irony of the gesture seems to have escaped the government: it was proclaiming again the republic that had been proclaimed in 1916 by those who believed it had already been proclaimed in 1867. This was a republic so good they proclaimed it thrice. Or, perhaps, one so nebulous that, however often it was declared, it remained always intangible and out of reach.


And this third declaration of the republic was itself effectively being forgotten even as it was being declared. It generated little public excitement: ‘It was noted that the ceremonies chiefly involved politicians and the military. The inauguration of a republic and the ceremonies associated with it failed to engage the enthusiastic support of the population in general.10 This is unsurprising. The declaration had been made suddenly and without prior discussion in the Dáil or in public: the citizens of this new republic learned of it in news from Canada, where it was announced by the Taoiseach, John A. Costello.


In fact, the great day of the third inauguration of the republic had elements of high comedy. It provided an Irish twist on Karl Marx: the republic was declared the second time (in 1916) as tragedy and the third (in 1949) as farce. De Valera refused to attend, ostentatiously spending the day at Arbour Hill ‘praying for the men of 1916’. (Considering the men of 1916 had long since been canonised, it is not clear why they needed his prayers.) A barman – that source of infallible popular wisdom – commented, ‘Sure, it’s all politics. Costello and his crowd have wiped Dev’s eye and now Dev is trying to get his own back on them.’11 The Irish Grand National at Fairyhouse drew larger crowds than the birth of the republic.


Brian Inglis in the Irish Times reported:




There was very little real warmth in the cheering, very little real gaiety in the atmosphere. There were loud cheers, but they were the cheers of people just tired of standing there, waiting for something to happen. There were gay crowds, but they were the usual, idle, bank holiday crowds, prepared to watch any free show until such time as the cinemas opened their doors, and they could settle down in earnest to the business of enjoying the holiday.





There was even trouble getting the new republic’s tricolour of green, white and orange right:




There appears to be some doubt in the public mind, or in the minds of the manufacturers of flags, as to what exactly constitutes the national flag of the Republic. Apart from the normal variations in the hue – primrose yellow to blood orange – quite a number of the small hand flags had the orange instead of the green next to the staff, and I saw one small girl waving a tricolour on which the green, white and orange stripes had been arranged horizontally instead of vertically.





Souvenir sellers were having a hard time. They shouted ‘get your Republican colours … get your colours for the Republic’ in the same tone, Inglis noted, as they usually roared ‘get your colours for the match’. But to little avail. The price of souvenirs – small Irish flags with gold tassels and pictures of Wolfe Tone or the GPO – started at sixpence. By the time the military parade got under way, the price was down to twopence, and even before it ended they were being knocked down for a penny.12


Souvenirs, after all, are meant to stir memories. The crowd may have sensed that this republic, too, would be forgotten. In reality, the declaration of a republic in 1949 changed nothing much. Ireland left the British Commonwealth and this negative act was the only meaning the new republic ever had. Asked by the London editor of the Irish Times whether the Republic of Ireland Act marked a step forward in Ireland’s development, a sceptical George Bernard Shaw replied, ‘Ask me five years hence. If the terrible vital statistics improve to a civilised level, then our steps will have been steps forward. If not, there will be nothing for us but the ancient prescription of the submergence of the island for ten minutes in the Irish Sea.’


Shaw’s scepticism was entirely justified. The new republic changed little – not even the name of the state, which remained simply Ireland. The term ‘Republic of Ireland’ was declared to be ‘the description of the State’ – not its name. The Republic of Ireland Act is in fact a desultory piece of legislation, containing five sentences totalling 96 words. It could be so short because it had nothing to say, nothing to bring into effect. Everything carried on exactly as before. The vital statistics of the population – life expectancy, health status, poverty, levels of education – did not improve, unless, of course, people left for other countries, as they did in their droves in the decade after the new republic was inaugurated.


This, in itself, surely says something about the idea of an Irish republic. If you can declare it in 96 words that have no consequence, it is only because you have become used to forgetting it. It is an airy, insubstantial thing.





The Republic of Vague


One of the things that makes ‘the republic’ a slippery concept is the existence of two quite separate traditions of republicanism. Philip Pettit has drawn a sharp distinction between them. The first tradition is the one that emerged from classical Roman thought (‘what affects all must be decided by all’), by way of the Italian Renaissance. It took shape in Florence, Venice and the other city states, and went on to underpin the overthrow of monarchs in Poland, Holland and England in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It enormously influenced the American Revolution and partly (but only partly) shaped the French.


This stream of thought had three basic elements. First, freedom should be understood as the condition, in Pettit’s formulation, of ‘not having to live under the potentially harmful power of another’ person: in other words, ‘non-domination’. The state’s job is not merely to uphold this freedom but – crucially – to uphold it equally for all citizens.


This makes the idea of republican freedom very different from liberal and neoliberal definitions of ‘freedom’, which include the freedom to exploit and control others. ‘Non-domination’ is not the same thing as ‘non-interference’. Non-domination actually requires radical state interference at times: to uphold the equal rights of women, for example, or to prevent employers from exploiting their dominance over their workers, or to stop banks from engaging in behaviour that will impose crushing debts on citizens. It may even require at times a degree of compulsion: paying taxes, for example, is a duty because the state has to have the resources to provide those things that are necessary for everyone to live with dignity. ‘The continual whine of lamenting the burden of taxes …’, says the great republican Thomas Paine, ‘is inconsistent with the sense and spirit of a republic.’13


Classical republicanism is concerned, in a way that liberalism is not, with the cost to human dignity of being in a state of dependence on the whims of others. As Maurizio Viroli puts it:




Liberal liberty aims to protect individuals only from interferences, from actions interfering with their freedom of choice; republican liberty aims to emancipate them from the conditions of dependence. What worries a liberal is having anyone’s freedom of action dominated or controlled; a republican worries about this but worries even more about the dispiritedness that affects men and women who live dependent lives.14





In this sense, republicanism is very much at odds with the currently dominant idea that good societies can be shaped by governments whose main concern is simply not to interfere with the functioning of markets. It is an ideal of freedom – but freedom defined much more richly than the liberty that right-wing orthodoxy proclaims as its central principle.


Republicanism requires a strong state, therefore, but it also seeks to limit and contest the power of the state. Hence the second and third elements of classical republican thinking. The second principle holds that government should be ‘mixed’, its various powers and functions broken up among different and independent bodies to ensure that no one could exercise unaccountable power. Third, it is up to citizens, individually and collectively, to keep the republic on its toes, in Pettit’s phrase to ‘track and contest public policies and initiatives’. Crudely, in a republic, nobody gets to dominate anybody else, nobody gets unaccountable power and citizens have a duty to be obstreperous. The aim of all of this is to strike a balance: the state should be strong enough to stop one citizen from bullying another, but not so strong that it itself becomes the bully.


These ideals were, historically, limited in their application. The citizens who made up the early republican states were male property owners. Slaves, women, the poor and colonial subjects were generally beyond its pale. Other groups – non-whites, indigenous peoples, Jews, Catholics and so on – might or might not be allowed into the republic. Republics often acted in practice as guarantors of non-domination for their members but as instruments of domination towards others. But this does not mean that the principles themselves are to be despised. On the contrary, the very fact that privileged groups have hoarded them for themselves and kept them from others suggests that they are well worth possessing. Their point, after all, is human dignity, the ideal, in Pettit’s words, of ‘being sufficiently empowered to stand on equal terms with others, as a citizen among citizens … [to] be able to walk tall, live without shame or indignity, and look one another in the eye without any reason for fear or deference’.


There is, though, another, radically different, tradition of republicanism. It is the tradition of Rousseau, crucially influential on the French Revolution and on much Continental European thinking since. It accepts and indeed insists on the first principle of the other tradition: that citizens should be free of domination by others. But it rejects the other two: the ideas of mixed government and of the obstreperous citizenry. Instead of the idea that power should be deliberately divided, the Rousseau tradition argues for the notion of a single, sovereign popular will: ‘the People’ effectively taking the place of the king in a monarchy. A popular assembly should decide the ‘general will’, which then becomes absolute law. There is no room in the general will for different parts of government holding each other in check. This would ‘turn the Sovereign into a being that is fantastical and formed of disparate parts’. And it follows also that there is no room for obstreperous citizens. Once the ‘general will’ has been expressed by the assembly, it must be accepted and obeyed – otherwise it would not be general. As Pettit characterises this position:




Far from every law being a fair target for civic critique and challenge, each comes draped in an authority and majesty that brooks no individual opposition. Having been party to the creation of the popular sovereign no one as an individual retains the right of contesting the decisions of the collectivity, even if those decisions were ones that the person argued against in assembly.





In this view, a republic is essentially the right to participate in decision-making. Once decisions have been made, the entire force of the state and of the citizens collectively is assumed to be behind them.


The immediate question that faces us here is not which of these republican traditions is best but which of them Ireland has followed. Is the republic, as it has taken shape in nineteenth- and twentieth-century politics, of the first (let’s call it Renaissance) kind? Or is it of the Rousseau variety? The answer, as with so much in Irish culture, is both and neither. The Irish republic has strong elements of both traditions but has never functioned as a coherent expression of either. There are good historical reasons for this – Irish republicanism being halfway between the American and French Revolutions – but the result is a blurry, and therefore largely impotent, concept.


In some ways, the Irish republic has been expressed in terms that Rousseau would recognise. In the way Rousseau’s ideas are developed through European nationalism, ‘the people or community gets to be sacralized, as it assumes the role of the popular, incontestable sovereign, incapable of doing wrong to its own members’. There is a very strong tradition of imagining Ireland in this way, as a sacred, incontestable and sovereign entity who commands the allegiance of her children. In the opening paragraph of the 1916 proclamation: ‘Ireland, through us, summons her children …’ ‘Ireland’ is imagined as a single, sacred and sovereign force, the embodiment of the popular or general will.


But there is a refinement. At least in Rousseau, the general will is decided by a deliberative assembly of the people before it becomes sacred and commanding. But the conditions of Ireland – first British rule, then partition – mean that this great democratic assembly has never happened, except, perhaps, as a result of the 1918 general election when the whole island voted at the same time. So who is to decide the general will in the meantime? A vanguard or elite that has distinguished itself by the absolute nature of its commitment to Ireland. It will act, often violently, in the certain knowledge that it is expressing the general will and that the great assembly, whenever it becomes possible, will retrospectively endorse those actions. This is an extreme version of Rousseau – sacred, unified and implacable sovereignty but without the initial act of democratic deliberation.


This is what those who are habitually referred to, even now, as ‘republicans’ – members of the IRA or one of its many offshoots – believe. But the idea has also had a milder expression  in the less fanatical politics of the real Irish state. The idea of Ireland as a single, sovereign entity that is sacred and therefore not to be argued with lies behind an authoritarian streak in Irish politics. Here, the ‘general will’ becomes the ‘national interest’ – a concept that always happens to coincide with the specific interests of a ruling party and/or of a powerful section of society. (It was in the ‘national interest’ that all private banking debts be rendered public, therefore public discussion or scrutiny was deemed irrelevant at best, impertinent at worst.) In vulgar terms, the appeal is made to ‘pull on the green jersey’ – to obey the summons of ‘Ireland’ without further discussion. The idea of accountability implicit in mixed government is ditched. And the citizenry’s duty to be obstreperous is annulled. On the contrary, its duty is to be stoical, taciturn and ‘resilient’.


This strain of republicanism has been expressed in Irish politics chiefly through the historic dominance of an organisation that saw itself, quite explicitly, as the expression of the ‘general will’. Fianna Fáil, The Republican Party (to give it its full official title) refused to see itself as one political party among others and therefore as a group of citizens engaged in the open contest of democracy. Its self-image is, rather, that of a ‘nation al movement’. This is the primary idea in its constitution which begins ‘Fianna Fáil is a National Movement’ and then dictates that ‘the Movement shall be organised and known as Fianna Fáil, The Republican Party’.


The suggestion here is that of a relationship similar to that of God the Father to God the Son. On earth, God the Son takes a physical, corporeal, human form: Fianna Fáil. But this physical and temporal form is just a manifestation of something entirely beyond our human ken, the national movement. And, of course, inherent in this mystical politics is the notion that the national movement really is the nation and that disloyalty to the party is really a form of treachery. Even after its humiliation in the 2011 general election, the party’s self-description continues to state baldly, ‘Fianna Fáil represents the mainstream of Irish life.’ To be outside a party that 80 per cent of Irish people do not support is thus to be outside the Irish mainstream, to be marginal and inauthentic.


But this idea could be, and was, pushed even further. The party connected itself rhetorically to the French Revolution, defining its republicanism as a mixture of nationalism and internationalism. ‘Republican’, it says, ‘stands both for the unity of the island and a commitment to the historic principles of European republican philosophy, namely liberty, equality and fraternity.’ But just as the ‘general will’ in the French Revolution found its ultimate expression in Napoleonic triumphalism, Fianna Fáil inevitably produced its own mini-Napoleon, Charles Haughey. Haughey (who was privately obsessed with Napoleon) gave his grandiose collection of speeches the Rousseauesque title ‘The Spirit of the Nation’. The logic was impeccable: if the party was really the mere physical manifestation of the nation, its leader must represent in himself the embodiment of the general will, the nation’s abiding spirit. (And bribes to the leader were not bribes but votive offerings, sacrifices to the nation itself.)


Ludicrous as all of this was and is, it is well to remember that the claim that Fianna Fáil represented ‘the mainstream of Irish life’ was perfectly tenable for seventy-five years. It had – and may still have – a powerful hold. There are, therefore, strong elements of the Rousseau tradition of republicanism in Irish political culture.


But only elements. For at the same time, Irish republicanism, in the institutional form it has taken in the southern state, draws heavily on the other, Renaissance, tradition. It accepts, at least in theory, the two principles that Rousseau rejects. It has a classic mixed government, with power divided among the executive, the judiciary and the parliament. It is a society of laws: courts can and do overrule the actions of the government when they impinge on the rights of citizens. And it does acknowledge at least the basic foundations of active, vigilant citizenship – rights to freedom of expression and assembly, for example.


In practice, however, the Irish state has been very far from the conception of a classical republic. It can be tested against the three basic components of that tradition and found starkly wanting:


Non-domination


For most of its history, the state failed miserably in the basic task of ensuring that citizens were free from subjection to the arbitrary will of others. It allowed the institutional Catholic Church (as opposed to Catholics themselves) to exercise unaccountable and secretive power in key areas of the public and private lives of citizens, from access to contraception to basic public services such as healthcare and education. The state also actively colluded in grotesque systems of arbitrary power, such as industrial schools, Magdalene Homes and mental hospitals – incarcerating without trial a higher proportion of its citizens than the Soviet Union did.


More recently, the state itself has been dominated by private interests. Corruption allowed wealthy citizens to purchase public policy, to the detriment of the majority of their fellow citizens. The skewing of the planning process for the capital city over two decades is just one example. And even when corruption was not at play, specific interest groups – the banks being an obvious example – acquired a position of complete (and in the event, disastrous) dominance over key areas of public policy.


Mixed Government


In principle, the Irish state was structured around a classic division of power, with the idea that the government, the courts and the parliament would each keep the others in check. In practice, the division of power has been at best partial. It is broadly true that courts have acted as a check on government, though even this has to be qualified by three important factors. One is that access to the courts has been unequal, with some citizens having no practical way to vindicate their rights. The second is that the law itself has been unequally applied, with some categories of intensely destructive crime (corruption, fraud, tax evasion) enjoying large-scale impunity and others (generally those committed by the denizens of the underclass) being harshly punished. Thirdly, the independence of the judiciary from the government it is supposed to check is severely limited: judges depend on government for appointment and there is a strong connection between judicial appointments and membership of the party in power.


But if the judicial and legal side of the exercise of power has been imperfect, the parliamentary side has been virtually non-existent. Parliament, in general, does not initiate legislation; it passes it. Scrutiny of legislation is often extremely minimal. The accountability of ministers is barely existent, and that of senior civil servants (who in effect make many key decisions) is virtually non-existent. This key aspect of republican tradition amounts, in the Irish case, to little more than a constitutional fiction.





Obstreperous Citizens


The third plank of the Renaissance republican tradition is the idea that citizens, individually and collectively, have both the right and the duty to be critically engaged with everything the state is doing on their behalf. It is somewhat ironic that the most famous formulation of this idea is Irish: John Philpot Curran, on his election as Lord Mayor of Dublin in 1790 said that the ‘condition upon which God hath given liberty to man is eternal vigilance’ (subsequently quoted as ‘the price of liberty is eternal vigilance’ and widely misattributed to Thomas Jefferson). It would be an exaggeration to say that this vigilant citizenry has been absent from the Irish republic. But its presence has been limited and ineffective.


The limitations are fourfold. First, the political system (and the wider political culture) has encouraged Irish people to think of themselves not as citizens but as clients. Voting is a deal: I get you a state or local-government service and you pay me with your vote. The model is closer to the logic of the marketplace than to that of an active democracy. Second, the arena in which it should be easiest for citizens to acquire the habit of exercising their right to a voice and their responsibility to make good choices – local democracy – is extraordinarily weak by international standards.


Third, the basic precondition for an engaged citizenship is information. Citizens need to know what it is they’re supposed to be vigilant about. The Irish republic has an extremely poor record of transparency and openness. For much of the history of the state, free discussion was heavily discouraged by the power of the institutional Church, its ‘moral monopoly’ on opinions on a range of issues, and by active censorship. More recently, experiments with freedom of state information in the 1990s were actively and deliberately rolled back. The capacity of citizens to know what the state is doing remains extremely limited. The blanket guarantee given to Irish banks in 2008 is a prime example – at no point was the public ever given the most basic information about its cost until it was far too late.


Lastly and more nebulously, Ireland has a very strong cultural orientation towards the acceptance of orthodoxies and the marginalisation or co-option of dissent. The very weak role of ideology in the political culture (with the two main parties being effectively identical in almost every area of policy) has discouraged the notion that a clash of ideas is healthy. The intimate nature of the society has encouraged an ideal of consensus. The heavy concentration of ownership, especially in the print media, has limited the scope for genuine debate. Those in power have been very adept at buying off useful dissidents when they can and closing them down when they must. And Irish culture is heavily shaped by fatalism and a sense of powerlessness. Its instinct is to adapt to circumstances rather than to change them. All of these factors have greatly weakened the idea of a powerful, engaged citizenry that is so central to classical republicanism.




 





Ireland has thus had elements of both the competing traditions of republicanism, without fully engaging with either of them. It has been, at best, a blurry republic, in which the two traditions have tended to cancel each other out. The vagueness has not been entirely disadvantageous. It is a reasonable guess that if one of the traditions were to have clarified itself sufficiently to have become entirely dominant, it would not have been the more open, sceptical and engaged Renaissance one. That tradition might have been relatively weak, but it was strong enough to act as a barrier to the complete triumph of the ‘general will’. It was able to resist the pull of an ethnic, mystical, authoritarian republicanism which the Provisional IRA tried to mobilise between the 1960s and the 1990s. And though it failed to stop Haughey from doing immense harm to the body politic, it did at least put limits on the extent of his power.


A blurry republicanism with some saving graces is, however, still too slippery and uncertain to achieve what a republican ethic is supposed to: to create and sustain a political community that belongs equally to all its members and has their common good as its purpose. And arguably one of the reasons that never happened is that there has never been a time when Irish people have been offered the hard bargain that a republic implies: an offer of freedom and dignity that demands in return a collective commitment to the maintenance of the conditions that make those things available to all.


Terms and Conditions Apply


During the French Revolution of 1848, an angry crowd stormed the Hôtel de Ville in Paris where the provisional government was sitting. They demanded to see its head, the poet Alphonse de Lamartine.


‘We have upset the monarchy, let Lamartine tell us do they mean to give us the republic?’


‘Who said republic?’ asked Lamartine.


‘All!’


‘Do you know what you are asking? Do you know what a republic means?’


‘Tell us.’


‘The republic, do you know that it is the government of the reason of all men? Do you think you are prepared to be rulers of yourselves, and to have no other masters than your own reason?’


‘Yes!’


‘The republic, do you know that it is the government of justice? Are you just enough to do right even to your enemies?’


‘Yes!’


‘Are you virtuous enough to forbear vengeance, proscriptions, and blood, which dishonoured the former republic?’


‘Yes, yes!’


‘You will? You are? You swear it? You call Heaven to witness it?’


A thunder of affirmation followed.


‘Well, then,’ said Lamartine, ‘you shall be a republic, if you are as worthy to keep it as you have been to conquer it. But understand, we must not begin the republic by injustice: we have no business to steal a republic, we can only declare our wish in the name of the people of Paris. It is a glorious initiative; but the thirty millions of men who compose the French people are not here: they have a right to be consulted. The forms of our institutions shall be decided by the universal suffrage of the French people: it is the only basis of a national republic.’


‘Yes,’ cried the crowd. ‘It is just. Paris is the head, but it is not France. The head has no right to oppress the members. Vive la République!’15


The story has obviously been shaped as a heroic epic, but it is suggestive none the less. It is striking that Lamartine says, not ‘you shall have a republic’, but ‘you shall be a republic’. A republic is not something people are given but something they choose to become. The choice is conscious, deliberate and difficult. And it is tested. There is this moment in French history when the demand for a republic is met with three key questions. Do you know what it is? Are you ready to take on the responsibilities of self-rule? And do you accept that terms and conditions apply, that your own anger and passion are not enough but must be qualified by reason, justice and democratic consent? At least in this epic myth, the French crowd is given the opportunity to answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’.


These questions have never actually been asked of the Irish people, even in a romantic myth. The Irish have no narrative of republican call and response; they have only the call, the ‘summons’ of the 1916 proclamation. Republics have been declared for them: in 1867 and 1916 by secretive revolutionary vanguards and in 1948 by a Taoiseach on a trip to Canada. Each time, the republic has come as a surprise to its putative citizens. It has been easily forgotten because it was easily invented. Lamartine’s hard question – Do you think you are prepared to be rulers of yourselves? – has never been truly probed.


That question is about one of the basic ideas that has always been present in republican thinking: civic virtue, defined as the ‘willingness and capacity [of citizens] to serve the common good’. Citizens have to be ‘as worthy to keep’ a republic as they are to get it in the first place. A republic demands constant care. In 1944, just before he was executed at the age of nineteen by a fascist firing squad, the Italian resistance fighter Giacomo Ulivi wrote of the republic he was willing to die for that ‘we need to take direct, personal care of it’.16


It is obvious that the Irish people as a whole have taken spectacularly bad care of their republic. If it was a child, the social workers would have come for it long ago, for it has shown terrible signs of abuse and neglect. They have not demanded accountability of their leaders. They have continued to elect politicians they know to have abused power. They voted in large numbers for Haughey, who openly flaunted extreme wealth after a lifetime in public office. They chose to suspend their disbelief in the ridiculous lies spun by Haughey’s protégé Bertie Ahern to explain large sums of cash for which he could not account. They displayed what the report of the Mahon Tribunal into the perversion of the planning process calls ‘general apathy’ towards the existence of ‘systemic and endemic’ corruption.


To return to Ernest Renan, he argued that a nation is made up of two things: the past and the present. A nation ‘implies a past; but it is summed up in the present by a tangible fact – consent, the clearly expressed desire to live a common life’. The same might more accurately be said of republics. Ireland is very strong on the first aspect, the past. But is very weak on the present. It has never manifested ‘the clearly expressed desire to live a common life’. But then the citizens have never really been asked to express clearly their commitment to a republic.


Talk of civic virtue conjures up unfortunate images of idealised Romans dressed in togas or of fanatical Robes pierres sharpening their own incorruptibility to such a keen edge that it can cut off the heads of the unworthy. In fact, it is a much simpler and less po-faced idea: ‘Civic virtue is not a martial, heroic and austere virtue, but a civilised, ordinary tolerant one.’17 It is not even at odds with the idea that is often counter poised against it: self-interest. It simply asks that self-interest be enlightened. It suggests that the ‘self’ in which we are interested is not an isolated, robotic machine for calculating immediate advantage, but a nexus of connections to family, to place and nature, to community, to society, to the imaginary but potent entity we call a nation. It entails a belief that human beings take personal pleasure in trust and decency and collective achievement. It imagines the self to include both a moral sense that finds satisfaction in justice and an aesthetic sense that is repelled by the chaos, disorder and obscenity of a society that pits all against all and is gratified by balance and decency.


It would be ridiculous to suggest that Irish people lack these qualities. There is no genetic flaw that makes the Irish less inclined to public virtue than other people. On the contrary, it is the very strong sense of collective identity, the obvious hunger for a sense of common purpose and the evidence of altruistic commitment at both the local and international levels that make the inability of these qualities to manifest themselves at the level of a national republic so extraordinary.


There are many factors at work and the biggest ones are obvious. Machine politics with a clientilistic ethic were already well established, both at home and in the wider culture of the Irish diaspora, before the foundation of the state. The strongest moral and philosophical influence on society – institutional Catholicism – was overwhelmingly concerned with ideas of private virtue (the control of sexuality in particular), largely to the exclusion of civic virtue. Cities – the arenas in which classical republicanism was incubated – were few and small. Conversely, an intense sense of and attachment to the local, which developed in response to the remoteness of power when Ireland was ruled from London, worked against identification with national politics: given a choice between a politician who would bring short-term benefits to the locality but harm the national body politic and one who would promise little for the locality but benefit the country as a whole, Irish voters would almost always choose the former.


Mass emigration continually undermined the idea of a ‘we’ on which a republican culture is based. The ‘desire to live a common life’ might have been present, but it was literally diffused. The ‘common life’ that binds together a culture shaped by mass emigration is a life of the imagination – memory, nostalgia, the myths of identity – but not of daily reality. It is, in Renan’s terms, a life of the past but not of the present.


Those who stayed at home, meanwhile, were caught in a largely static economy in which the idea of mutual benefit – an idea essential to republicanism – was not at all obvious. In a static world, everything is a zero-sum game. There is only so much of everything – money, land, prestige, education – so everything you get is something I’m not getting. Thus the inbred ethic of begrudgery so well caught by Joe Lee:




The Irish carry from their mother’s womb not so much a fanatic heart as a begrudger one. The begrudger mentality did derive fairly rationally from a mercantilist concept of the size of the status cake. The size of that cake was more or less fixed in more or less static communities and in small institutions. In a stunted society, one man’s gain did tend to be another man’s loss. Winners could flourish only at the expense of losers. Status depended not only on rising oneself but on preventing others from rising. For many, keeping the other fellow down presented the surest defence of their own position.18





One of the preconditions of a republic – that one’s status depends on one’s willingness to help others to rise – was not merely absent but turned on its head.


Another aspect of this culture was fatalism. Generations of suffering and poverty bred a habit of being grateful for small mercies. The German novelist Heinrich Böll, who lived much of the time on Achill island, wrote in 1957:




When something happens to you in Germany, when you miss a train, break a leg, go bankrupt, we say: It couldn’t have been any worse; whatever happens is always the worst. With the Irish it is almost the opposite: if you break a leg, miss a train, go bankrupt, they say: it could be worse; instead of a leg you might have broken your neck, instead of a train you might have missed Heaven … Whatever happens is never the worst; on the contrary, what’s worst never happens: if your revered and beloved grandmother dies, your revered and beloved grandfather might have died too … ‘It could be worse’ is one of the most common turns of speech, probably because only too often things are pretty bad and what’s worse offers the consolation of being relative.19





There is an element of stereotype in this, of course, but also a large element of truth: even in the years of prosperity, ‘Could be worse’ remained a standard response to the question ‘How are you?’


Beyond these obvious forces, there is the role of nationalism. There is no necessary contradiction between republicanism and nationalism. An ethnic or sectarian nationalism that insists on a homogeneous identity as the condition of full citizenship is certainly incompatible with classical republicanism. Ireland has obvious experience of that brand of identity. But there are other kinds of civic, pluralist nationalism that can sit perfectly well with the existence of a republic. In principle at least, Irish nationalism and a genuine Irish republicanism might have made comfortable bedfellows. But two aspects of nationalism – one general and one highly specific – made this marriage impossible.


The general question relates to the notion at the heart of civic virtue – that a republic can’t just be declared, it has to be maintained as a daily concern of all of its citizens: ‘We need to take direct, personal care of it.’ A republic can be gained, but it can also be lost: it can be hijacked by oligarchies or interest groups or it can slowly corrode through neglect or corruption. But this is absolutely not true of a nation in the way nationalism imagines it. In nationalist thinking, the nation is always there. It was created by god or nature or history. It is entirely independent of any particular set of laws and institutions. If Ireland was a monarchy or an anarcho-syndicalist commune, it would still be Ireland.


This sense of the permanence and robustness of the nation is especially strong in Irish culture. Its experience is precisely that of the survival of an Irish nation even under the rule and domination of another culture. The whole narrative of Irish nationality is one of indestructibility: it survived everything from invasion and colonisation to famine and mass emigration.


Because of the vagueness of Irish republicanism, there is a strong tendency to confuse the nation and the republic, to imagine that they are the same thing. In this confusion, there is a habit of thinking of the collective entity both as something given and natural and as something durable and indefatigable. It doesn’t need to be taken care of because it has shown through the centuries that it can take care of itself. But a republic is completely the reverse. It is not given or natural; it is a collective invention, a choice, a deal that people make with themselves and with each other. And it is not indestructible or indefatigable. It has to be watched over with the vigilance of civic virtue. It has to be recreated again and again. Membership of a nation is accidental and passive; citizenship in a republic has to be conscious and active.


It is perfectly understandable that the newly independent Irish state should be drawn towards the national, rather than the republican, side of this dichotomy. The achievement of national independence, however fraught and problematic, was both a triumph and relief. It might have changed little socially or economically but it provided a deep psychological satisfaction. Something long desired had been attained. It would have been hard to turn the mindset of relief and pride on its head and to say that actually the task of creating a republic had scarcely even begun. And that, even if a republic were built, it would always be in danger of being lost again.


The other, more specific aspect of nationalism that was problematic for republicanism actually came from the opposite direction – a sense not of permanence but of transience. Its focus was on partition and the quest for a United Ireland. This sustained the idea that the Irish state was radically incomplete and therefore temporary. The state was a limbo in which the spirit of the nation had to reside while waiting for admittance to the heaven of a United Ireland. It existed only provisionally, ‘pending’, in the words of the constitution, ‘the reintegration of the national territory’. (It is not accidental that this phrase has overtones of the Catholic imagining of souls waiting for their ultimate appointment with God. It was personally crafted by the Archbishop of Dublin, John Charles McQuaid.20)


The underlying psychology of this belief was deeply inimical to the task of creating and sustaining a republic. ‘The Republic’ was by definition something that did not and could not exist within the territory of the state. As with so much else, mainstream southern politics actually hovered continually between this belief and the idea that, for all practical purposes, the existing state was a republic – hence de Valera’s inability to say whether or not the state he had created by the 1937 constitution was actually a republic. But in the half of the official brain that still saw the state as a temporary thing, the republic must always be ‘pending’. To create a working republic in the south would be like pouring your savings into repairing and beautifying a house rented on a short lease. It could even be seen as a betrayal of the ideal of a United Ireland: if a fulfilled and fulfilling democracy were built in the twenty-six counties, what would happen to the notion that they need the missing six to make them whole?


All of these factors help to explain the weakness of civic virtue for most of the history of the state. What they do not explain, however, is why this culture did not change when the country was apparently transformed in its boom years between 1995 and 2008. Three huge things happened, after all. Ireland became a ‘modern’ economy of urbanised, industrial or service production. The power of the institutional Catholic Church was broken. And nationalism, in the shape of the quest for a United Ireland, the sense that the southern state was just a temporary contingency, was literally and intellectually disarmed by the peace process and the Belfast Agreement of 1998. If localism, the Church’s obsession with sexual morality and the effects of nationalism were major contributors to the weakness of classic republicanism, how come these shifts didn’t create the opportunity for it to flourish? Especially since the changes were happening in a context of economic buoyancy, optimism and collective confidence.


Rationally, the effects should have been more favourable to the creation of a republic because one of their most striking manifestations was the breaking of the links between ethnicity, religion and a sense of Irish belonging. On every front, there was a push towards pluralism. The Belfast Agreement enshrined the idea of a plural, complex Irish identity. Internal religious change created much larger faith minorities, both of believers and of non-believers. And the huge influx of migrants from central Europe, Africa and elsewhere added a sudden and profound element of ethnic and cultural diversity. Classical republicanism should have been enormously attractive in this context. On the one hand, it already had a powerful, if contradictory and unfulfilled, existence in Irish culture, so it could not be seen as an alien imposition. On the other, it is the one political ethic that offers a sense of common belonging without appealing to a specific religious or ethnic identity. Yet not only did its time not come, but whatever elements of a republican culture actually existed were in fact further eroded. The republic wasn’t remade, it moved steadily towards its present state of complete collapse.


Some of the reasons for this could be seen as accidental, the poor quality of political leadership being the most obvious. But there were deeper reasons, more large-scale forces that operated, not separately, but in association. Each of three positive changes – ‘modernity’, the breaking of institutional Catholicism and the disarming of mystical nationalism – had, from the point of view of classical republicanism, a dark side.


It is tempting – because largely accurate – to see the failure of Irish public culture to adapt successfully to the opportunities of boom-time prosperity as a result of a resurgence of essentially nineteenth-century habits of mind: an obsession with land and property as the primary source of wealth, the machine politics pioneered by Daniel O’Connell, and a lack of interest in the very technologies that were driving the economy. 21 But international ‘modernity’, in the form it came in the 1990s, didn’t offer an alternative that was especially hospitable to classical republicanism.


Ireland can be said, indeed, to have been unlucky in that it acquired its version of international ‘modernity’ at a time when the heroic age of that concept was well past. The classic period of the ‘modern’ state in the West was in the decades between 1945 and 1980. It was not a utopia by any means, but it did have certain key characteristics: a faith in the power of government to create better societies, a consequent prestige for the idea of public service as an admirable ethic, a commitment to the belief that societies should become more equal over time, and an optimistic view of human nature in which altruism, trust, self-sacrifice and mutual benefit were given at least as big a place as the potential for violence, hatred and self-destructive selfishness.


The problem for Ireland was that, just as it was reaching a point where it had its best opportunity to construct a republic, all of these ideas were being systematically dismantled. Beginning with a specific strain in mathematical economics in the United States, the idea took hold that human beings are actually isolated, coldly rational creatures who are programmed to seek only their own advantage. These instincts and desires could best be served and kept in equilibrium by understanding people as both competitors and consumers. They get resources by ruthlessly competing with each other and they express their individuality by using those resources to make consumer choices. Everything else – altruism, ‘the public interest’, ‘public service’ – is an illusion. Those who believe in such notions are either idiots or – in this mentality, more admirably – hypocrites, using rhetoric to mask their real pursuit of their own personal advantage.


This notion is literally paranoid: it was formulated in mathematics by John Nash while he was a paranoid schizophrenic who believed that everyone was plotting against him. But it became mainstream economic and political wisdom. Everything of value must be measurable by numbers: hence the ubiquity of numerical ‘targets’ in all forms of public life. (For example, the time that a home help can spend with an elderly person is now broken down into a series of timed tasks: 10 minutes to get up and dressed, 15 minutes for a shower and so on. Things that cannot be reduced to numbers – holding someone’s hand, having a chat – are not measurable and are therefore of no value.) And all public servants, including those in areas such as healthcare and higher education, must be encouraged to think of themselves as competitive individuals pursuing personal interests: hence the ubiquity of ‘incentives’ to reach ‘targets’. The implication of the bonus culture that became the norm is that no one really does anything except for money. The idea that worked well enough for thirty-five years – that people might acquire pleasure, satisfaction and self-worth from doing something that could benefit the community as a whole – was scrapped. That ‘modernity’ came in this cynical and pessimistic form limited its power to act as a catalyst for a new republican ethic in the boom years.


The changes in the nature of both Irish Catholicism and nationalism also proved to be much less useful to a republican project than they ought to have been. In part, this has to do with the way the changes happened. It would be nice to imagine, in a heroic republican narrative, that they happened on a wave of optimism, when empowered citizens cut off their chains and overthrew oppressive structures of thought. Some of that did happen – aspects of Irish public discourse, especially the rise of movements such as feminism and gay liberation, or in the searing testimonies of survivors of institutional abuse – have had their heady, exhilarating moments. There has been heroic courage. There have been moments when an individual insistence on personal honesty and witness has transformed the way the community has understood itself. If, in the future, a healthy republican democracy wants to erect monuments to its founders and exemplars, it will find plenty of them in the decades after 1960.


But the emotion that destroyed the power of both institutional Catholicism and of warped ‘republicanism’ was not heroic or triumphal. It was disgust. Violent ‘republicanism’ ended up disgusting even itself. As its logic became ever more nihilistic in acts such as the Enniskillen and Shankill bombings, it pushed itself to the edge of a moral abyss and realised that it had no choice but to step back. It had to defuse its own intellectual and psychological bombs. The credit it deserved for doing so did not occlude the reality that what was happening was about as heroic as an alcoholic’s moment of self-revulsion when the only remaining options are absolute abasement or a reconnection with the everyday world. It didn’t help, either, that the act of abstaining from hideous violence was accompanied by the equivalent of the reformed alcoholic’s self-satisfaction, the demand to be continually applauded for not being a destructive wreck.


With the institutional Church, disgust had the same centrality. (Again, I emphasise institutional. What is at issue is not Catholicism itself but the quasi-monarchical power structure that was built on top of sincere faith.) It is certainly the case that the political power of the Church would have declined gradually in any case. It was ebbing away because of urbanisation, education, the liberation of women, the emergence of new forms of authority through the mass media, the general resistance to obeying diktats in a plugged-in culture. But this process was dramatically short-circuited – by utter disgust. It was the revelation, especially through the extraordinary work of a single journalist, Mary Raftery, of the sheer horror of physical and sexual abuse of children by priests, nuns and religious orders, and the breathtaking cynicism of bishops in covering it up, that transformed the gradual erosion of a system of power into a catastrophic implosion.


Disgust can be a cleansing emotion and in these instances it was both rational and healthy. It was a visceral reaction against two forms of depravity: a nihilistic murder campaign and the enabling – by supposed moral arbiters – of the enslavement and exploitation of the country’s most vulnerable children. But if disgust is hygienic, it is also caustic. It is not keyhole surgery; it is radical chemotherapy – it sickens even as it heals. For an Irish person of a Catholic background to look squarely at some of the atrocities committed by ‘republicans’ in his or her name, or to read the Ryan or Murphy reports on child abuse by religious orders and priests, was to look into the vilest, darkest, most abysmally nightmarish aspects of one’s own culture. This was not the Goddess of Liberty storming the barricades of repression. It was the experience of looking into the hideous face of a distinctively Irish and Catholic Medusa and being turned to stone. Objectively, what was happening might have been a liberation, but subjectively it was petrifyingly awful.
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