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INTRODUCTION





This talk was given in the Mansion House in Dublin on 24 September 1963, the bicentenary of Wolfe Tone’s birth.


Much has altered since then, but I believe that my argument has not been affected by the passage of time and that it is pointless to restate it in the terms of 1985 rather than those of 1963.


Yet in the meantime certain things have happened that cannot be ignored. The New Ireland Forum made a valiant attempt peacefully to revive ‘the Common Name of Irishman’ and to arrest the spiralling violence, which threatens to overwhelm us all, north and south, from which without help we shall never recover. And our history tells us that outside helpers usually come to stay.


The Forum failed of its effect but left a lingering sweetness in the air. The desire for unity and harmony is something like the desire for sleep. Sleep is chased away by too eager a pursuit. It slips in unbidden and unobserved when its time has come, the scarcely valued by-product of some more significant harmony, whose source is elsewhere. ‘A healty nation’, wrote Bernard Shaw, ‘is as unconscious of its nationality as a healty man is of his bones.’


The authors of the Forum Report believe that in the New Ireland ‘the cultural and linguistic diversity of the north and south’ could be ‘a source of enrichment and vitality’ and they believe it could be politically guaranteed. Yet how can a government guarantee anything so elusive as the cross-fertilization of cultures? It happens spontaneously or not at all.


Cultural diversity was honoured more than now in the days of Douglas Hyde and his Gaelic League, of Yeats and his colleagues of the Abbey Theatre. They received no government support nor encouragement but they proved that the blending of English and Irish temperaments and talent can be a rich and fruitful one.


The Irish with the defeat and flight of their ruling classes became a peasant people ashamed of their native language, which they associated with subjection and poverty. It was the nineteenth century scholars and writers, mainly men of Anglo-Irish stock, who first gave it dignity and honour. If unity in diversity is ever again to be achieved, it must be done not by governments but by individuals of both English and Irish loyalties. And, in fact, unperceived there is already a slow but steady move in that direction.


There have been ‘pairings’ of towns and villages in the six counties and and the twenty-six. Unrecorded by the press there have been many cultural exchanges, theatrical, literary or merely social. In this neighbourhood for example the Northern Ireland Project was started in the Christian Brothers School in Carrick-on-Suir. Accompanied by pupils from Kilkenny College, a Protestant foundation, its students visited Ballymena Academy in their Easter holidays and their visit was returned. This has happened for five years now.


Multiply these enterprises by a hundred or a thousand and wait for ten or twenty years, and the dreams of the New Ireland Forum will for the most part be realised. Will there be a United Ireland? Who knows? But the Common Name of Irishmen will have abolished the memory of past dissensions.
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I regretted, when it was too late, the rather foolish title I have chosen for this talk, ‘The Ideology of Tone’, for, of course, what made Tone great was that he had no ideology. It was he who first used the famous phrase, ‘The Common Name of Irishman’, a name with which he hoped to supersede all the ideologies with which the Ireland of his day was divided. Well-known as they are, I shan’t apologise for repeating his exact words; it was his ambition, he wrote, ‘to unite the whole people of Ireland, to abolish the memory of all past dissensions and to substitute the common name of Irishman in place of the denominations of Protestant, Catholic and Dissenter’.


These talks are supposed to be about Tone’s relevance to modern Ireland. Is he a completely out-of-date figure or do his ideas still have something to say to us? And what I want in particular to discuss is this notion of a ‘common name of Irishman’. For Tone it was full of gun powder. He expected to overthrow with it the Irish Parliament, to break the connection with England and, with the aid of revolutionary France, to establish an independent Irish Republic. Well, the explosion did happen, and appalling havoc was wrought and, though it appeared to many of his contemporaries that all the wrong things were blown up and Irish freedom postponed for some generations and then mutilated, plainly there was dynamism in the idea of ‘The Common Name of Irishman’. At least about that Tone had not been deceived. Like a great inventor, who blows up himself and his friends with the thing he invents, he had discovered something, which nobody had observed before. He was the father of Irish Republicanism and also I think of Irish nationalism, and since such ideas are very contagious, he was probably answerable in some indirect way for Garibaldi and Kossuth and a dozen national heroes who handled, after him and more effectually, the same explosive material. In most cases their problems were easier than his, for Ireland was more deeply divided than any other country in Europe. Garibaldi and the others wanted to bring freedom to some oppressed but more or less homogeneous and like-minded people, Italian, Polish, Hungarian, Czech. Tone had to invent a nation out of a native majority and a powerful minority which had strong loyalties and affinities outside Ireland. The two parts were linked together by little but a common history and the encircling sea. Even now many people are more impressed by the disaster that befell the United Irishmen than by Tone’s discovery that such hostile groups could ever unite under a common name.


In unity they had slowly come to the decision that the Irish government was the worst of all possible governments and that the English and Protestant domination, which it represented, must be overthrown. Tone, a Protestant himself of English descent, decided that this could not be achieved without violence and the help of revolutionary France.


Tone’s rebellion, as we know, was an utter calamity and ushered in one of the worst of Irish centuries. The Irish Parliament, corrupt and unrepresentative but at least Irish, was dissolved; the Orange Order, seeing no tyranny but Popish tyranny, swept away the last traces of that Protestant Republicanism of the north on which Tone had based his hopes of a United Ireland. The Catholic Church in Ireland became increasingly segregationist and it was considered godless for a Catholic Irishman to be educated alongside his Protestant compatriots. The Irish people, whose distinctive character the eighteenth century had taken for granted, lost its language and, after the Famine, many of its traditions. A period of industrial expansion was followed by one of poverty and emigration. Finally, the partition of Ireland in the twenties of our century set an official seal on all the historical divisions of our country, racial and cultural and religious, which Tone had striven to abolish.
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