Michael Cronin

Romantic Ireland revisited: sexuality, masculinity and nationalism in some recent Irish texts

[Jeffrey Dudgeon response of September 2005 at end]

Contents

Introduction and Acknowledgements

1. ‘The best-looking man in the GPO’: sex, gender and revisionism

in Michael Collins and A Star Called Henry 18

2. ‘He’s my country’: gay men and the nation in At Swim, Two Boys 38

3. ‘A gay hero’: sexuality, pluralism and the Casement Diaries 42

Bibliography

Irish history, like any history, has to re-present the past for the present. The anxieties

of the present determine what elements of the past are most in need of signification.

Seamus Deane − ‘Wherever Green is Read’

Introduction

(i) Alien lifestyles and cultural faultlines

In the autumn of 2001 a new magazine called GI, aimed primarily at a gay male

readership, was launched in Dublin. With its glossy cover, the emphasis in its layout

on the visual over written copy and the predominance of fashion, travel and other

aspects of urban, metropolitan ‘lifestyle’, it followed very closely the template of such

magazines in other Western countries, particularly Britain. To advertise the new

magazine there were a number of large billboards around the city with an image of

two men kissing. The men were dressed in the playing kit, and two different county

colours, of Gaelic football or hurling players. The appearance of (relatively genteel)

homoerotic images in public places, and on such a large scale, in Dublin for the first

time was always bound to generate some comment and controversy, as the magazine

publishers and their advertising agency presumably hoped it would. The decision to

have the two men dressed as Gaelic games players was clearly intended, however, to

add a frisson to the poster’s reception. Among the complaints about the campaign

which the Advertising Standards Authority received was one from the solicitor for the

body which runs Gaelic games, the GAA (Gaelic Athletic Association) saying that the

organisation objected to the use of the GAA in advertising a magazine ‘which has as

its object the promotion of a lifestyle which is alien to the lifestyle promoted by it [the

GAA].’I

We can interpret this incident as an illustration of Eve Sedgwick’s theory that the

homosocial and the homoerotic, rather than being clearly distinct and separate,

actually exist on a continuum.ii Therefore those spaces of most intense homosocial

bonding are also those spaces most urgently in need of policing against homoerotic

desire; hence they are also spaces of most intense homophobia, which is the form this

policing takes. With its mixture of often-intense emotions, physicality and − in the

dressing rooms − nakedness, all-male team sports are an exemplary site in Western

culture of this dynamic. However, it is also necessary to see the incident in the context

of the role of the GAA in Irish society, both North and South, since its foundation in

1884. Founded at the time of the mass movement for land reform organised by the

Land League, and the political campaign for Home Rule being pursued by the Irish

Parliamentary Party, ‘from its very inception, the GAA…has to be viewed as a

cultural organisation dominated and driven by the demands of nationalist politics and

identity.’iii Mike Cronin draws a distinction between the GAA’s organisational

support for political nationalism − the IPP under C.S. Parnell and John Redmond, and

later the more radical Irish Volunteers and Sinn Féin in the period of revolutionary

nationalism of 1912 to 1922 − and its role in ‘sustaining cultural nationalism, thereby

giving the Irish people an identity.’ Since independence, the GAA has been

‘successful in projecting an image, so that it is seen as an integral part of the very

definition of Irish nationalism.’ Institutionally it has ignored partition, organising

across the thirty-two counties. It has had a controversial rule against members of the

Northern Ireland police or the British Army being members and has been a significant

focus, materially and symbolically, for Northern Irish Catholics and Nationalists − a

view of it shared by the Catholic and Nationalists themselves, and by the British

government and army; the Army’s departure from the GAA grounds in Crossmaglen,

County Antrim which it had occupied for many years was a minor but significant

element in the implementation of the 1998 British–Irish Agreement. In Southern

Ireland, the dominant liberal view has portrayed the GAA, along with the Catholic

Church, as the key institution of the ‘traditional’ rural Ireland which, until the 1990s,

was held to be so badly in need of modernising.

In the same month as these billboards appeared around Dublin the Irish government

organised a state ceremony in which the bodies of ten men were disinterred from the

burial ground of Mountjoy Prison and nine of them re-buried in Glasnevin cemetery.

The ten, the most famous of whom was Kevin Barry, had been executed in 1921 and

1922 after being tried by a British military court for their activities as Irish nationalist

militants in the War of Independence. The elaborate state ceremony − it was attended

by the President and the entire cabinet; the funeral mass was said by a cardinal; the

remains of the ten were given a military escort as they were taken in procession

through the city − was largely the initiative of the Fianna Fáil-led government and the

Taoiseach, Bertie Ahern, who gave a graveside oration at Glasnevin. It was, he said,

about ‘the nation collectively, without distinction, paying honour to those ten patriots

who sacrificed so much on our behalf.’iv Funerals have often been political events in

Irish history. The speech by one of the leaders of the 1916 rebellion, Pádraig Pearse,

at the burial of O’Donovan Rossa, the Irish-American Fenian leader, in 1915 provided

an important opportunity for the articulation of revolutionary nationalism in the

period prior to the Rising. The funeral of Terence MacSwiney, the nationalist Lord

Mayor of Cork who died on hunger strike while in British custody, in Cork in 1920,

and the funerals of the ten Republican prisoners who died on hunger strike, in

Northern Ireland in 1981, became popular demonstrations of anger and resistance

which took on a major political significance. An estimated 100,000 people attended

the funeral of Bobby Sands in Belfast in May 1981; ‘it was the silence of the numbers

which made the deepest impression − not frightening, but awe-inspiring.’v Funerals of

this kind still provide important occasions for political expression to the Palestinians

living under Israeli occupation; as I write, in August 2003, such a funeral has taken

place in Gaza for the Hamas leader, Ismail Abu Shanab, who was assassinated by the

Israeli army.

The most obvious precedent for the state funerals in 2001, that is funerals which are

political in the sense of being carefully choreographed by the state rather than

occasions of mass mobilisation, was the ceremony in 1965 when the body of Roger

Casement was returned to Ireland for reburial from Pentonville Prison, where he had

been buried following his execution in 1916. The coincidence of these two events −

the GI campaign and the state funeral − during the Autumn of 2001, and to a far more

significant extent the renewed interest in Casement as a figure from the period of

revolutionary nationalism and in the controversy over his homoerotic diaries,

illustrate the degree to which masculinity, sexuality (and in a particular way, male

homosexuality) and revolutionary nationalism constitute faultlines in contemporary

Irish culture. Following Alan Sinfield’s characterisation of faultline stories as ‘the

ones that require most assiduous and continuos reworking; they address the awkward

unresolved issues, the ones in which the conditions of plausibility are in dispute,’ this

dissertation considers a group of recent texts − literary, cinematic, biographical and

historiagraphical − as sites where Irish culture’s current need to address these issues

converges.vi It will attempt to analyse the use of cultural forms and of narrative in

these texts, relating this to the complex and contradictory cultural constructions of

gender, sexuality and nationalism encoded in them. The texts will be situated in their

wider political and ideological context by way of understanding their deployment

within the discursive construction of the Irish past, but also, and more urgently, of the

Irish present and its place in the dominant global order. The approach which this

dissertation takes to these texts and these questions is one which draws on the insight

of Fredric Jameson that:

the convenient working distinction between cultural texts that are social and

political and those that are not becomes something worse than an error;

namely a symptom and a reinforcement of the reification and privatisation of

contemporary life…the only effective liberation from such constraints begins

with the recognition that there is nothing that is not social and historical −

indeed, that everything is “in the last analysis”, political. The assertion of a

political unconscious proposes that we undertake just such a final analysis and

explore the multiple paths that lead to the unmasking of cultural artifacts as

socially symbolic acts.vii

(ii) Ireland, gay men and globalisation

Arguably, the state funerals in 2001 had only become possible in the wake of the

cease-fire by the Provisional IRA in 1993 and the subsequent ‘peace process’; such a

gesture towards the country’s revolutionary nationalist past would have been

politically impossible for a government at war with an organisation claiming that

revolutionary past as part of their ideological basis for the war. The ‘peace process’

involved the British and Irish governments and the political parties within Northern

Ireland engaging in various ‘strands’ of negotiation to establish a new settlement

within Northern Ireland and between the two states. This culminated in the British −

Irish Agreement (the ‘Belfast’ or ‘Good Friday’ Agreement) which was signed in

April 1998, followed by its ratification in two referenda held in Northern and

Southern Ireland in May and the elections to the first Northern Ireland assembly in

June. The Agreement established new institutions for the devolved internal

governance of Northern Ireland − the Assembly and the Executive − with complex

procedures to avoid either Unionist or Nationalist domination. It also established new

institutions for co-operation between Northern Ireland and the Republic − the North-

South Ministerial Council − and between the various sovereign and devolved

governments on the two islands, the British–Irish Council.

The state funerals also need to be seen in the context of party politics in southern

Ireland and the increasing popularity of Sinn Féin − in the general elections of May

2002, the party’s representation in the Dáil went from one seat to five. In the Irish

system of proportional representation this is sufficient to wield considerable power −

the Progressive Democrats, the junior partners in the coalition government, are of

similar size. In this context the state funerals can be seen as part of an attempt by the

largest political party, Fianna Fáil − which has as its slogan ‘the Republican Party’ −

to position itself in an electoral and ideological struggle with Sinn Féin; the party

leader, the Taoiseach Bertie Ahern, has a penchant for being photographed in his

office with a photograph of Padraig Pearse behind him.

The southern state’s symbolic identification with the revolutionary nationalist past

also need to be seen in the context of its steady loss of sovereignty over the course of

the 1990s. As part of the 1998 Agreement, and following the referendum, articles two

and three of the Irish constitution − in which the southern state had asserted its right to

sovereignty over the island of Ireland − were removed and replaced with an aspiration

to ‘in harmony and friendship …unite all the people who share the territory of the

island of Ireland, in all the diversity of their identities and traditions.’viii There has also

been a progressive transference of power from the Irish government to the centralised

institutions of the European Union through the various treaties − Maastricht,

Amsterdam, Nice − over that time. The establishment of the European Central Bank

in 1998, and the switch from the pound to the euro in 2001, mean that the Irish

government no longer has any control over monetary policy.

The economist Mary O’Sullivan has observed that ‘ironically, as Ireland has become

more integrated with the European Union in macroeconomic terms, the

microeconomic structure of her industrial economy has evolved to more closely

resemble a region of the United States.’ix The southern Irish economy is highly

dependent on investment by foreign capital; at the end of the nineties this accounted

for ‘about half of Irish manufacturing employees and over two thirds of gross

manufacturing output.’x According to O’Sullivan, over eighty per cent of this

investment was from the US in the late nineties. This situation has been the result of a

deliberate adoption of a policy of dependent development, with a heavy emphasis on

the pursuit of foreign investment, by successive Irish governments since the 1960s.

The success of the southern Irish economy, the exceptionally high levels of economic

growth and the dramatic drop in unemployment, from the mid-nineties has been

interpreted as the positive outcome of this policy. The economic boom has also been

interpreted as resulting, in the more immediate term, from the enthusiastic and skilful

adaptation to the new conditions of a liberalised global free market by both the Irish

state and Irish society; this contemporary success ‘owes much to the enthusiasm with

which Ireland has…approached the globalisation of its economy and the opening up

of its society to outside influences.’xi

The dominant reading of the ‘Celtic Tiger’ has, according to Peadar Kirby, been to

characterise it as a story of the successful adjustment to global market forces in which “the state has been deeply implicated…managing both economic development and the

welfare state”…this has resulted in significant increases in well-paid

employment in the modern, high-tech economy, in an array of innovative

programmes to combat social exclusion and in significant increases in overall

living standards (3).

The ubiquity of this reading in public discourse has generated ‘a widespread mood of

self-congratulation.’ However, as Kirby also points out, ‘there is substantial evidence

to show that Ireland’s economic boom is resulting in growing social polarisation

between those benefiting from it and those marginalised by it’ (5). The type of

employment generated has predominantly been low-paid work in the services sector,

and even when it has been in technology the types of jobs situated in Ireland have

tended to be at the low-skilled end of the sector. There has also been a marked growth

in ‘flexible’ or ‘non-standard’ work patterns, with its consequences of low pay and

insecurity. Kirby also provides evidence of growing inequality in access to housing,

education and healthcare. Housing is a particularly acute problem. As the rate at

which house prices, and rent in the private rented sector, has increased has far

outstripped the rate of increase in average industrial earnings since 1994 many people

are in effect worse off and ‘access to home ownership…has been eliminated for low

to average income households and an increasing number of middle to higher income

households’ (48). The net effect of the way in which the benefits of the boom have

been distributed, Kirby concludes, has been that ‘relative poverty has increased

substantially under the Celtic Tiger’ (56). Or, as Kieran Allen puts it, ‘there has been

a systematic transfer of wealth to the better off sections of Irish society.’xii

The generation of such inequality has always been a structural element of capitalism

as a mode of production and distribution. From the post-war settlement to the oil

crisis of the late seventies, the application of Keynesian economic policies and the

institutions of welfare capitalism had attempted to ameliorate this, but in the current

phase of deregulated global capitalism it is widely recognised that the generation of

stratification and inequality has accelerated enormously. In the Unites States,

‘productivity has been steadily rising over the past two decades while the incomes of

the majority − eight out of ten − have stagnated or fallen. Such a growth in economic

inequality is historically unprecedented.’xiii As Zygmunt Bauman defines it,

globalisation, ‘divides as much as it unites, it divides as it unites − the causes of

division being identical with those which promote the uniformity of the globe…what

appears as globalisation for some, means localisation for others; signalling freedom

for some, upon many others it descends as an uninvited and cruel fate.’xiv Among the

effects of this new phase of capitalism has been that ‘it emancipates certain humans

from territorial constraints and renders certain community-generating meaning

extraterritorial − while denuding the territory, to which other people go on being

confined, of its meaning and its identity-endowing capacity’(18).

It is in this context that Irish culture’s recent imaginative engagements with the

historic period of revolutionary nationalism from 1916 to 1922 needs to be seen.

Firstly, in terms of the southern Irish state seeking political legitimacy from the

nation, while it is in an evolving process of losing sovereignty in various ways, and

moral legitimacy from the history of anti-colonial struggle, while it is positioning

itself within a divided and unjust global system. Secondly, this cultural engagement

needs to be seen as an attempt to resolve the most serious contradiction in the

dominant liberal conception of Irish society. The anxiety within this liberal discourse

since the 1960s about Ireland’s modernity, and the need to transform Ireland from a

traditional to a modern society, has lead to an uncritical and enthusiastic analysis of

globalisation and its effects on Ireland.xv However, the other main plank of the liberal

conception has been a commitment to the notions of pluralism and equality, and the

stratification and growing inequality which globalisation structurally produces

manifestly runs counter to this. The history of revolutionary nationalism is being

deployed then in an attempt to restore what Bauman terms ‘community generating

meaning’ to the local but without dislodging a commitment to the primacy of the

global, and to reaffirm the pluralist vision of society, and a conception of equality

which is concerned with diversity and identity rather than economics and class.

However, there are certain conditions which revolutionary nationalism has to meet

before it can be used in this way. The state, since an important element of its power is

the monopoly over political violence, and liberalism, since a significant element of the

liberal discourse in Ireland has been concerned with the revisionist repudiation of

militant nationalism, share a concern that the recuperation of revolutionary

nationalism should also involve a disavowal of political violence. Secondly, neither

the state, all states being inherently conservative institutions, nor liberalism has any

interest in recovering the revolutionary element of Irish nationalism. The conception

of nationalism as a movement, and the vision of the nation which issues from this, is

one which gives priority to identity and diversity at the expense of any notion of class

and class struggle.

It is in this regard that we can then view the ideological use to which lesbian and gay

identity is being put in southern Ireland. Since the early 1990s the greater freedom

and visibility won by the lesbian and gay communities has become an important

element in the liberal conception of southern Ireland as a tolerant, progressive and

modern society. This is shared by mainstream commentators and leading lesbian and

gay activists; the decriminalisation of sex between men in 1993 − and that the new

laws made no distinction, in particular with regard to age of consent, between

heterosexuality and homosexuality and was therefore considerably better than the

partial decriminalisation won in England − and the invitation from the then President,

Mary Robinson, to a group of lesbian and gay activists to meet with her at her official

residence, Áras an Uachtarán, in 1992 are seen as the key tangible and symbolic

moments in this. This narrative of forward movement, progress and the centrality of

legal reform structured the documentary on the history of lesbian and gay life in

Ireland broadcast on RTÉ in 2000.xvi The conception of sexuality as an identity, and

of lesbians and gay men as constituting a minority with a social and political identity,

has been a constitutive element within the discourses of pluralism, equality and social

partnership, the latter of which has ‘been elevated to a shared political ideology which

infuses all aspects of public policy-making and with minimal dissent.’xvii

Here I will separate lesbian and gay male identity from each other and concentrate on

the latter. This is partly in keeping with the texts, At Swim, Two Boys and those on the

Casement diaries, on which I have chosen to focus. It is also, however, because while

the political discourse of pluralism and equality use inclusive concepts such as sexual

orientation and sexual identity, in cultural representations the two tend to be separate.

Moreover, that element of the dominant cultural representations which I want to

mention here − the relationship which these representations construct between gay

male identity, a metropolitan, urban identity, consumption and global capitalism −

seems to me to be much stronger in the case of representations of gay men. Danae

Clark has shown the extent to which such a connection is being made culturally with

lesbian identity, specifically in that case in the United States.xviii The predominance of

representations of gay men can also be understood in terms of the persistent disparity

in economic and cultural power between men, gay or otherwise, and women, lesbian

or otherwise, in contemporary society. Nevertheless, the degree to which a

constitutive connection is being forged in cultural representations between gay men,

consumption and the dominant mode of capitalism extends beyond a question of

quantity to, I think, constitute the principal distinction between such representations

of gay men and of lesbians.

The most fundamental shift in such cultural representations of gay men has been that

from one where gay men were ‘other’ − marginalised figures of hate, fear or pity − to

one where gay men are exemplary and constitute the very embodiment of what a

subject is supposed to be, a consumer. According to Bauman, ‘the way present-day

society shapes its members is dictated first and foremost by the duty to play the role

of the consumer. The norm our society holds up to its members is that of the ability

and willingness to play it’(80). As Donald Morton has pointed out, ‘while the

commodifcation process is, at one level, a matter of turning goods into sell-able items,

at another level it is a matter of “training” people to be “good” consumers − creating

in them a state of mind which finds the goods for sale to be “unquestionably”

desirable.’xix The fundamental difference between the 1970s, when Adrienne Rich

coined the phrase ‘compulsory heterosexuality’ and contemporary society, is that

under the current dominant form of capitalism, ‘the ultimate determinate structure is

not one which promotes compulsory heterosexuality but one which promotes

compulsory consumption’ (ibid, 192).

In Keith Ridgway’s novel, The Long Falling (1998), the story of an abused woman

who kills her violent husband, it is to her gay son, Paul, living in Dublin that Grace

escapes from the bleakness of rural Ireland. The story is set in 1993, during the X case

when the Irish State attempted to prevent a fourteen-year-old rape victim travelling to

Britain for an abortion. In the novel’s juxtaposition of two Irelands − a rural,

traditional Ireland where dreadful things happen to women and children, and an

kinder, tolerant and by implication urban Ireland of the future − co-existing and

clashing, it is with the latter that the gay male character is associated. Similarly, in

Colm Tóibín’s The Blackwater Lightship (1999) in which two gay men accompany

their dying friend to his grandmother’s house in rural County Wexford, it is

interesting that one of the gay men lives in Brussels, working for the European

Commission. Since the Republic joined the then EEC in 1973, ‘Europe’ − the

distinction between the institution and the geographical area is usually disregarded −

has been a central totem of modernity in liberal political discourse in southern Ireland.

On one hand then, Irish gay men, or more precisely their cultural representation,

offers Irish culture an emblem of modernity and of a metropolitan, global culture

distinguished by mass consumption. This culture is not merely to be accepted as an

inevitable consequence of economic development, but is to be actively aspired

towards as something signalling more than economic prosperity, but also social and

even psychic progress and enlightenment. As a ‘minority’ bearing an ‘identity’ they

can simultaneously be deployed as signifiers of Irish pluralism and diversity − as

guarantors of equality in the face of the gross inequality which the dynamics of

globalisation, of which they are also signifiers, is actually producing.

The first section begins with a brief outline of two key strands in Irish political and

cultural discourse in the last four decades; the opposition between tradition and

modernity, and the critical attack on revolutionary Irish nationalism by revisionist

historians and commentators. I will then trace the dynamic between these ideological

concerns and notions of gender and sexuality which can, I will argue, be seen

operating in Michael Collins and A Star Called Henry. The next section will be

concerned with analysing the relationship between the conceptions of the Irish nation

and of modern gay male identity as they are imagined in At Swim, Two Boys. The

final section sketches the dimensions of the recent renewal of the controversy about

the diaries of Roger Casement, paying particular attention to sexuality and the politics

of pluralism as they feature in the discursive formation of ‘Casement’ as a figure

which can then be deployed ideologically.
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(1) ‘The best-looking man in the GPO’: sex, gender and revisionism in Michael

Collins and A Star Called Henry

One of the dominant structuring binaries in Irish political, historiagraphical and

literary discourse since the 1960s has been that between ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity.’xx

In this schema, which has been largely, and uncritically, adopted from American postwar

theories on modernisation and development, two ideal types of society are

counterpoised: the ‘traditional’ (also called ‘rural’, ‘backward’ or ‘underdeveloped’)

society and the ‘modern’ (or ‘urban’, ‘developed’ or ‘industrial’) society.

Modernisation theories ‘assume that so-called traditional societies can follow the

same patterns of change undergone earlier by more developed nations; they seek,

therefore, to explore the institutional arrangements, cultural values and other social

variables that allow traditional societies to become modern as effectively as

possible.’xxi In this view, ‘modernisation can only be viewed in wholly positive terms,

and opposition to it, from whatever source, can always be dismissed as simply another

manifestation of recaltricant “tradition.”’

In this view of southern Irish economic history the key date is 1958 and the adoption

by the then Fianna Fáil government of the First Programme for Economic Expansion.

For the previous thirty years, the official policy had been to ‘build up domestic

industry behind a protective wall of tariff barriers designed to stimulate Irish

economic self-sufficiency and to reduce an inherited dependence on British markets’

(106). This policy was now radically reversed in favour of a model of dependent

development under which fiscal incentives and the abolition of trade restrictions were

used to attract foreign (chiefly US) capital into the country and integrate the Irish

economy more fully into the circuits of global capitalism. Though this policy failed to

prevent the Irish economy going into sharp decline from the 1970s to the early 1990s,

the success of the ‘Celtic Tiger’ since then is now represented as a vindication of its

adoption.

Modernisation, in this theory, is not however restricted to industrialisation and

economic development, since economic success is held to bring with it ‘a

corresponding drive towards ‘modernisation’ in the wider socio-political sphere as

well’ (107). In this view, those progressive changes in Irish society, most notably the

greater economic, social and sexual freedom achieved by women, since the 1970s are

seen not as the achievements of social movements and political activism but as

issuing from the arrival, however delayed, of modernity − by which is meant, liberal

capitalism − in Ireland. The foundational binary of modernity and tradition

reverberates then through a range of discourses in numerous forms: autarkic against

dependent development; the 1937 Constitution against the 1958 Programme; rural

against urban; backwardness against progress; sexual repression against sexual

liberation. It has come to be embodied in two historical figures: Sean Lemass, who led

the government which implemented the 1958 programme and who, along with the

civil servant T.K Whittaker, is the figure most strongly associated with it, and

Lemass’s predecessor as Taoiseach and leader of Fianna Fáil, Eamon de Valera. As

the leader of the Irish government for twenty one of the twenty seven years up to

1959 and as principal drafter of the 1937 Constitution, de Valera was one of the chief

strategists behind the policy of autarkic development. He is perhaps even better

known as its principal rhetorician. In the much parodied St Patrick’s Day speech of

1943, he laid out a vision of Ireland as ‘a land whose countryside would be bright

with cosy homesteads, whose fields and villages would be joyous with the sounds of

industry…it would, in short, be the home of a people living the life that God desires

that man should live.’xxii He goes on in the speech, which is principally concerned

with the Irish language and its decline, to place this vision of Ireland within the

nationalist tradition from Thomas Davis and the Young Irelanders of the midnineteenth

century onwards.

The repudiation of de Valera’s political project from 1960 onwards took place on

three grounds. The rejection of a vision of Irish society as a pre-modern Gemeinschaft

where people would be ‘satisfied with frugal comfort’ in favour of a capitalist

consumption-driven economy, was lead by his own party and quickly became the

orthodox position in Irish politics. The rejection of the Christianity, specifically

Catholicism, which underpinned it, was much slower and more uneven − until the

early 1990s it was largely restricted to the radical left and, more significantly, an

urban, middle-class intellectual elite. Luke Gibbons has pointed out, however, that the

two referenda on abortion and divorce in the 1980s and phenomena like the ‘moving

statues’ during 1984 and 1985, which were interpreted by liberal writers such as

Fintan O’Toole and Colm Toibin as exemplifying the continued power of the Catholic

Church and ‘tradition’ in Ireland, can be read as symptomatic of the reactionary turn

in Western societies generally during that decade.xxiii

The third element in this was the repudiation of revolutionary Irish nationalism, what

has become known as revisionism. Originally the term referred to a movement among

academic historians from the 1930s onwards to apply more rigorously ‘objective’

methods to the study of Irish history.xxiv It took on a broader political currency from

the 1960s onwards in reaction to two developments. One of these was the political,

intellectual and cultural project of modernising southern Ireland in line with its

economic move towards industrialisation; ‘the task of forging a new set of cultural

values for a liberal, modernising society is easier if the ideology it is trying to replace

is shown to be insular, illogical and narrow-minded.’xxv The second was the

simultaneous emergence of the civil rights movement among Northern Irish Catholics

and the subsequent emergence of the Provisional IRA in the early 1970s; ‘when the

militant republicans in the North appropriated for themselves the southern state’s

revolutionary nationalist heritage, the southern elite accelerated its drive to divest

itself of the increasingly embarrassing trappings of its own revolutionary nationalist

past.’xxvi

Revisionist historians and commentators, the best known internationally of whom has

been the writer and former Irish government minister, Conor Cruise O’Brien, have

been concerned to characterise Irish nationalism as inherently violent, irrational,

sectarian and anti-democratic. They place much emphasis on the value of

‘objectivity’, characterising previous nationalist interpretations of Irish history as

‘mythology’. They have been equally hostile to more recent applications of postcolonial

interpretations to Irish history, either dismissing it as not applicable in the

Irish context or viewing imperialism as ‘an essentially progressive process of

modernisation.’xxvii Despite the claim to objectivity, however, revisionist

historiography has frequently been narrowly selective in the elements of Irish

nationalism on which it has focused, ignoring the history of socialist republicanism

and other more progressive strands and equating nationalism tout court with the

religiously-inspired rhetoric of figures like Pádraig Pearse; ‘one of the attractions of

blood-sacrifice and messianic themes for revisionist critics and historians is that they

clearly establish myth, violence and Catholicism as the co-ordinates of militant

nationalism.’

xxviii The rigorous deconstruction of Irish nationalism, which in many

ways was a necessary and valuable development, was never extended however to

other ‘mythologies’, those of Unionism, of British nationalism or of imperialism.

Moreover, the reaction of many revisionist commentators to the IRA cease-fire in

1993, and to the attempted new settlement established by the 1998 Belfast Agreement,

has made their previous claims to objectivity and political neutrality redundant − most

notably, Cruise O’Brien now identifies himself politically as a unionist and stood for

the Northern Ireland Assembly as an anti-Agreement unionist candidate.

Neil Jordan has written that the making of Michael Collins (USA,1996) could not

have been possible without the IRA cease-fire and the subsequent peace process; the

critical animosity which the film incurred was exacerbated by the fact that the ceasefire

had broken down at the time of the film’s release.xxix This would suggest that

Jordan’s film was in a position to take advantage of the new situation in Northern

Ireland to initiate a new cultural engagement with the period of anti-colonial struggle

form 1916 to 1922 which could reassess the history of revolutionary nationalism in

Ireland and counter the prevailing revisionist orthodoxy. However, both Michael

Collins and Roddy Doyle’s novel, A Star Called Henry (1999) show the extent to

which revisionism and ongoing liberal anxieties about modernisation still shape

contemporary southern Irish culture’s perception of revolutionary nationalism.xxx

As a symbol of the traditional past which needed to be rejected and overcome for

modern Ireland to emerge, the elderly de Valera (he continued in public life as

President until two years before his death aged ninety three) as an old and enfeebled

patriarch offered a particularly striking figure to the post-1960 generation of Irish

liberals. He was, moreover, almost completely blind for most of his fourteen years as

President, which added an even greater symbolic resonance. As Joe Cleary has

pointed out, while in other countries, particularly the US and India, the railway has

become an iconic symbol of industrialisation and modernity, in Ireland the scheme to

bring electricity to rural areas in the 1950s has taken on a similarly iconic role. This

suggests that ‘in the Irish context there is a particularly acute stress on modernisation

not simply as a matter of technological or industrial development, but as a project

which is expected to deliver cultural and psychological enlightenment as well.’xxxi

The motif of darkness and enlightenment in the cultural construction of this period of

southern Irish history has consistently articulated with the question of sexuality. The

deforming sexual repression of the mid-century decades has been perhaps the most

assiduously worked theme in Irish literature and cinema since the publication of

Patrick Kavanagh’s The Great Hunger in 1948 − most notably in the novels of John

MacGahern and Edna O’Brien. In Paul Durcan’s poem ‘Making Love Outside Áras

an Uachtarán’ an authoritarian repression of sexuality is explicitly embodied in the

figure of de Valera:

I see him now in the heat-haze of the day

Blindly stalking us down;

And, levelling an ancient rifle, he says ‘Stop

Making love outside Áras an Uachtaráin’xxxii

That the command against making love is backed up with the threat of force,

implicates de Valera not just in the repression of sexuality, but also in political

violence − in the past of the Civil War, but also, since the poem was written in the

late 1970s and Durcan was one of the most vocal southern critics of the Provisional

IRA, in the present. However, while his blindness suggests darkness, and narrowness

of vision, it also suggests impairment and handicap; this is the last futile gesture of the

old regime and the youthful, modern Ireland of “myself and my girl” will, it is

implied, ultimately prevail.

The arrival of prosperity to some sections of Irish society, and the emergence of an

urban, metropolitan, ‘global’ culture in the 1990s has not, as might be expected,

lessened the cultural preoccupation with the mid-century decades of ‘de Valera’s

Ireland’ and their consequences. On the contrary, it has been the dominant theme in

some of the most prominent and internationally successful Irish work of the decade.

This includes novels such as MacGahern’s Amongst Women (1990) and Patrick

McCabe’s The Butcher Boy (1992); Brian Friel’s play Dancing at Lughnasa (1990);

Jim Sheridan’s film of The Field (1990) and film adaptations of Friels’ play and

McCabe’s novel by Pat O’Connor (1998) and Neil Jordan (1998) and the television

adaptation of MacGahern’s novel (1998); Frank MacCourt’s best-selling

autobiography Angela’s Ashes (1996) which was also subsequently adapted for

cinema by Alan Parker (1999). All of this suggests, as Joe Cleary points out, that

the recurrent return to that period, usually conceived as a grimly oppressive

‘dark age’, clearly acts as a negative validation of the present, which whatever

else it might be, is understood as a lucky escape ‘from all that’…there can be

little doubt that contemporary Irish culture has constructed this period as the

defining zone of memory for an understanding of Irish society today (108).

In this context we can view Michael Collins being as much concerned with the midcentury

decades as it is with the War of Independence and the Civil War. If the film is

attempting to restore to the cultural memory the period of anti-colonial struggle, it is

equally concerned with repudiating the mid-century decades of the independent state.

Ultimately though, Jordan’s film is concerned with contemporary southern Ireland −

specifically with embodying the nation as a young, sexy, masculine and active hero

rather than an aged, asexual, cerebral and feminised demagogue.

Formally, Jordan’s deployment of the ‘gangster’ genre creates a structural

requirement for a villain in opposition to the hero; with the British defeated after the

War of independence, it is de Valera who occupies the role for the film’s second part

dealing with the Civil War.xxxiii Moreover, the image of Collins as a tragic hero dying

young is one which fits within a history of such iconography in Western culture from

Romanticism onwards − from Henry Wallace’s painting, The Death of Chatterton

(1856), to James Dean.

One striking aspect of the film’s dynamic of simultaneously valorising Collins and

repudiating de Valera is the deployment of sexuality and gender within this. Elizabeth

Butler Cullingford has pointed out Jordan’s ‘tendency to eroticise political

choices.’xxxiv In her interpretation of the relationship in the film between Collins, Kitty

Kiernan and Harry Boland, Cullingford draws on Eve Sedgwick’s reading of the

recurring motif in Western culture of the ‘love triangle’ of two men in love with the

same woman. In Sedgwick’s analysis, the most fully realised and emotionally intense

relationship is that between the men, with this relationship simultaneously effecting a

homoerotic dynamic between the men and a mysoginistic exclusion of the woman.

Cullingford extends this reading to see a second emotional and homoerotic triangle

operating in the film, this one involving Collins, Boland and de Valera. She interprets

Jordan as ascribing two key decisions by de Valera − to spend a year of the war in

America (and insisting on Boland travelling with him) and sending Collins to London

in 1921 to lead the Irish side in the Treaty negotiations − to ‘not only conscious

political jealousy of Collins, but…unconscious resentment of Collin’s intense and

intimate relationship with Harry Boland.’ She concludes that ‘the film suggests,

without much historic sanction, that the Civil War was rooted in the dynamics of

homoeroticism.’

While provocative, this reading of the film is, I think, less persuasive than one which

sees Collins’ relationship with Kitty Kiernan in more conventionally heterosexual

terms, and in which this is part of a wider attempt to represent Collins as fully

rounded and emotionally healthy in opposition to the sexually repressed and therefore

neurotic and emotionally crippled de Valera. The film could rely on the historical and

current cultural representations of the historic mid-century period personified by

deValera as sexually repressive − and of the psychological consequences of this − to

frame an audience’s reading of the film in this way. Within the film itself, the

narrative of Collin’s and Kitty Kiernan’s relationship consistently runs parallel to that

of the war: the film is framed by a prologue where Kitty is told of his death; at crucial

points in the war − Bloody Sunday and when he hears about the truce − Collins is

with her; the scenes of his assassination are intercut with scenes of her wearing her

wedding dress in Dublin. This allows us to see Collins as a lover, a sexual and

emotional being. This is in marked contrast to de Valera. Historically, deValera had

been married to his wife Sinead since 1910 and three of their seven children where

born in the period covered in the film, yet we never see de Valera with his family.xxxv

There is a brief scene where some children, presumably, though this is not made

explicit, young deValeras, play in the background while Collins, de Valera and

Boland meet − interestingly though it is Collins who goes out to affectionately and

spontaneously play with them. de Valera is never shown as having any friendships,

certainly nothing like that between Collins and Boland; when Cathal Brugha clashes

with Collins in the cabinet meeting and in the Treaty debate in the Dail, he is clearly

motivated less by loyalty to deValera than animosity towards Collins. Visually, his

relationship with Kitty allows us to see Collins in domestic or intimate spaces − the

Kiernan’s family home and hotel bedrooms. Again this is in contrast to de Valera

whom we see in either solitary confinement in prison, or in public or official spaces

such as his office, cabinet meetings and, significantly, delivering speeches on public

platforms. Here the film invokes the conventional distinction between the public and

the private, with the private as the realm of emotions and authenticity behind the mask

of public performance.

Having Collins spend the morning of Bloody Sunday in 1920 with Kitty Kiernan in a

Dublin hotel room, while small teams of his guerrillas kill nineteen of the most senior

British agents around the city, allows Jordan to achieve a number of related things.

Placing Collins in such physical and emotional intimacy with Kitty marks this as a

significant scene in that process of establishing Collins as a heterosexual lover and as

a complex emotional being. Moreover, having him share with Kitty his anguish at the

murders being committed on his orders while they are being carried out allows the

film to use the voice of an agent of revolutionary political violence to disavow it. The

films’ mise-en-scene, moving between the different murders and the anguished

Collins in the hotel room, also allows the film, in keeping with its formal qualities as a

gangster film, to reproduce the pleasures of violence as spectacle while

simultaneously distancing itself from the political justification of such acts. As

Cullingford points out, both those British and Irish critics from a Revisionist

perspective who attacked the film for its endorsement of militant nationalism and anti-

Britishness, and those critics who applauded its portrayal of the nationalist struggle,

got it wrong:

British commentators were too indignant at being seen as murderous thugs to

note that in condemning de Valera’s obstinacy over the Treaty Michael

Collins aligns itself ideologically against the Republican tradition. An

Phoblacht’s reviewer was too impressed by the representation of the British

massacre at Croke Park to worry about the anti-Republican implications of the

film as a whole.xxxvi

In contrast to the scene in the hotel room, which is just one of several where Collins

voices his anguish and regret over the violence, the “bloody mayhem” he is

orchestrating, is the scene where de Valera delivers a speech in the period between the

Dáil split over the Treaty and the outbreak of the Civil War. The Volunteers, he says,

‘may have to wade through Irish blood, through the blood of some members of the

cabinet, to gain Irish freedom.’ This places the blame for the Civil War, for Collin’s

death and, by implication, for the use of violence by Republicans in Northern Ireland

later in the century on de Valera. Moreover, the bloodthirsty words combine with

Alan Rickman’s hysteria-tinged portrayal of de Valera in the scene to present him as

an unhinged and dangerous demagogue. On one hand, this is part of the overall

repudiation of de Valera personally and of the politics and historical era he is

conventionally represented as embodying in the film. However, it also serves as part

of the film’s disavowal of political violence. Moreover, it combines with the

representation of de Valera as an asexual neurotic to disavow not just political

violence but to deny that it is political, since it places its motivation in the realm of

psychological dysfunction which is connected with sexual and emotional repression.

It is ironic that a film concerned with repudiating the conservatism of an era of Irish

history should deploy such conservative gender politics as part of that process of

repudiation. The most obvious example of the feminising of de Valera is when he is

dressed in a woman’s coat and hat while escaping from Lincoln Jail and is done for

comic effect. As interesting perhaps are those scenes around this. Just before we see

deValera dressed as an acolyte serving at a mass in the prison chapel. While this

allows us to admire de Valera’s ingenuity in stealing the chaplain’s key and making

an imprint with a candle to send back to Dublin, the stronger effect is, firstly, the

association of deValera and Catholicism and in particular the subservient role of the

State in relation to the Catholic Church in Ireland during his years in office, and

secondly, the image of deValera in a role usually associated with a young boy, that is

somebody vulnerable and not fully male. In the scenes after the escape we see de

Valera being moved around; off the boat that brings him back from England, around

safe houses in Dublin, onto the boat that will take him to England and then America.

These scenes place deValera in a role conventionally occupied by women in

Hollywood film − that is powerless, without control and in need of protection by men.

In the closing scenes he is placed in another conventionally gendered role within

cultural imagery, that of the hysterical woman. Jordan has admitted that placing

deValera in Cork at the time of Collin’s assassination was ‘a fiction based on

historical surmise.’xxxvii These scenes with de Valera are distinctly odd. They provide

no explanation for de Valera’s presence in West Cork − he is not, for instance, shown

meeting with any local Republicans or engaging in any political or military activity.

On one hand, his presence implicates him in Collin’s death. However, he is

simultaneously shown as having no control over what is happening. It is the young

man who shares these scenes with him who the film suggests is directly responsible

for the ambush; it is also interesting, in light of the film’s overall disavowal of

political violence, that this man is portrayed as an unhinged, callous thug rather than

being politically motivated. Moreover de Valera not only has no control over what is

happening militarily, but, as portrayed by Rickman, he has no control over himself.

He appears to be having a mental breakdown. He leans against a haystack in the

darkness, clutching himself in a foetal position, a mixture of fear and anguish on his

face. This is in contrast to Collins, who is at the same time being gregarious, singing

and drinking with the local men in the pub. These scenes only become intelligible

then when viewed within, what Elaine Showalter has identified as, ‘a cultural tradition

that represents “woman” as madness and that uses images of the female to stand for

irrationality in general…thus madness, even when experienced by men, is

metaphorically and symbolically represented as feminine.’xxxviii The film’s political

dynamic − the valorising of Collins and the repudiation of de Valera and the politics

he is held to represent − again takes form through the activation of another dynamic −

that of psychological health and dysfunction − which in turn activates cultural

conceptions of gender, and, in particular, of femininity as synonymous with

weakness and irrationality.

The figure of Collins can thus be used to allow contemporary southern Irish culture to

engage with the country’s revolutionary past without compromising its self-image as

produced in the dominant liberal discourse. That Irish history can be translated into

recognisably global (that is American) cultural forms − a Hollywood gangster movie;

a passionate romance; a hero who dies tragically young in the mode of James Dean −

is reassuring about the Republic’s place in the dominant global order. That the

narrative can reproduce this glamorous, sexy figure from the (comfortably) distant

past while simultaneously discrediting a figure who can embody the far more

uncomfortably recent past − the war in Northern Ireland; the irredeemably backward

mid-century decades − provides a valuable sense of security about what is held to be

Irish society’s still vulnerable modernity and its escape from that past.

With its detailed, visceral descriptions of life in Dublin’s slums at the beginning of the

twentieth century, and its focus on the part played by the socialist James Connolly and

the Citizen Army in the 1916 Rising, A Star Called Henry would appear to be

restoring class politics to our historical understanding of the period of anti-colonial

struggle; countering the revisionist account which, as Seamus Deane puts it,

“downplays the oppression the Rising sought to overthrow and upgrades the

oppression the Rising itself inaugurated in the name of freedom.’xxxix However, what

the novel ultimately does is to endorse the revisionist position that, as Deane also puts

it, ‘nationalism, we are told, is not compatible with democracy, nor with socialism.’

This begins in the GPO during the Rising itself when, at the sight of some of Dublin’s

poor looting the shops, the Volunteers, ‘who were itching to save Irish property’

threaten to shoot the looters, and Henry feels that ‘I was on the wrong side of the

barricades’ (113). Along with their anger at the looters, and willingness to use

violence against working class Dubliners, which identifies them as predominantly

lower middle class, conservative and reactionary, the other distinguishing feature of

the Volunteers is their religious piety, they spend much of their time in the GPO

praying the rosary. As Connolly puts it, they are ‘Catholic and capitalist…it’s an

appalling combination’ (116). After the 1918 election, when public opinion in Ireland

had turned in favour of the Republican movement, Sinn Féin, which had won an

overwhelming majority, had, according to Henry, ‘very quickly become respectable,

the party of parish priests and those middle-class men cute enough to know when the

wind was changing’ (199). An important figure here is Jack Dalton, who brings Henry

into the IRB (Irish Republican Brotherhood) after 1916, and through whom Doyle

outlines the dimensions of Irish nationalism as sectarian and narrow-minded; ‘his

Ireland was a small place’ (171). He tells Henry not to be ‘bothering yourself with

socialism…that stuffs only old Jewish shite’; having Henry become friends with a

Jewish refugee gives Doyle further scope to emphasise Dalton’s anti-Semitism, and

by implication the inherent anti-Semitism of Irish nationalism. That David Climatis is

later killed with Dalton’s collusion adds to the impression of nationalism as inherently

reactionary and violent.

The novel seems to have a particular animus against Pearse. During the stand off

between the Volunteers and the Citizen’s Army over the looting, Henry ‘put my rifle

on Pearse.’ Pearse, in keeping with the revisionist emphasis on his messianic

attraction to blood sacrifice and martyrdom, ‘turned slightly, giving me his profile,

hiding his squint; he was ready for an elegant death’ (115). Later he is described as

‘fat, and his arms had no more muscle than his poetry’ (124). This physical

description of Pearse becomes significant given the novel’s repeated descriptions of

Henry − his above average height, his strength and his sex appeal; ‘I was fourteen…I

was six foot two inches tall and had the shoulders of a boy built to carry the weight of

the world. I was probably the best-looking man in the GPO ” (89) − through which his

masculinity, which is registered through his physical strength and his heterosexuality,

emerges as central to his heroism. It is also significant in the context of the

reoccurring speculation about Pearse’s sexuality (see below in the ‘Casement diaries’

section.)

Henry’s exuberant sexuality − ‘I was just doing what came natural; I was fucking

women who wanted to fuck me’ − and his passionate relationship with Miss O’Shea,

serves to draw a contrast with the sexual repression of others in the nationalist

movement. In particular it stands in contrast to the sadistic misogyny of Ivan

Reynolds, the local IRA leader in Roscommon who ‘had cut the hair of girls who’d

been giving soldiers the eye, tied them to gates and railings, their hair cut with shears

and a singeing machine. And he always kept a lock of the hair, to post to the victim

weeks later…he’d punched two pig rings into a young one’s ears, because she was a

peeler’s niece’ (235). Ivan’s participation in the revolutionary nationalist struggle is

motivated less by politics than by a combination of psychological and sexual

dysfunction (he will later become an alcoholic, we are told) and cynical opportunism

(he will also later become a politican in the new state − it is probably a deliberate joke

on Doyle’s part that the Taoiseach in the early 1990s was Albert Reynolds, a

businessman from this part of Ireland). As he tells Henry,

there had to be a reason for the killing and the late nights, and it wasn’t

Ireland. Ireland’s an island, a dollop of muck. It’s about control of the

island…and I realised I already controlled the island, my part of it

anyway…I have cattle, land, a cut of the creameries, the pubs. Every bloody

thing. (314-315)

The career of the gangster Alfie Gandon, who changes his name to a cod-Gaelic

version and becomes a minister in the first Sinn Féin de-facto government but retains

the brothel from which he made his wealth, emphasises the hypocrisy of the new

regime, and suggests that sexual repression does not mean the absence of sex but

rather provides greater opportunity for corruption and exploitation. If the slums

Henry’s mother lived in twenty years before were ‘a place that survived on the buying

and selling of sex’ (8), not much, it is implied, will be different after independence.

Henry’s overdetermined sexual attraction for women − even as a child, ‘women saw

the future Henry under my crust and they melted; they saw a future they wanted now

and badly’ (65); when Miss O’Shea meets him again in the GPO she looks at him

‘feeding on my breeches’ (108) − serves the function of emphasising the dimensions

of his heterosexuality and the sexual dysfunction of the others in the nationalist

movement but also reduces the women characters to little more than ciphers. Granny

Nash, who magically finds herself able to read when Henry is born and thereafter

begins a fantastic consumption of books by women authors, occupies a quasisupernatural

role as malignant crone overseeing the action of the novel. The women

with whom he has sex, even Piano Annie who is more fully drawn, feature as little

more than occasions for asserting Henry’s sexuality and drawing a contrast between

the vitality of life and the arid sexlessness of politics. Miss O’Shea’s active

participation in the War of Independence and her commitment to revolutionary

nationalist politics does at least serve to reassert the part played by women, like those

being held in Kilmainham Jail whom Doyle names (340), in the Irish anti-colonial

struggle. Yet even this can be used in a revisionist move that again asserts the inherent

prejudice of nationalism, as it is in Ivan’s reaction to her activities as ‘Our Lady of the

Machine Gun.’ Miss O’Shea’s penchant for finding it a turn on to hear the names of

British Army regiments while having sex (121) also rehearses the suggestion that the

motivation for political violence lies as much in the psyche and in sexuality as it does

in political utility.

Granny Nash’s sudden ability to read is also part of the novel’s formal use of

elements of magic realism. The role Henry plays at key historic moments − being

responsible for the addition of the clause about the rights of children to the 1916

Proclamation; playing the bugle at the funeral of O’Donovan Rossa; being one of the

small group who took part in the Bloody Sunday murders − and the exploits of Miss

O’ Shea as ‘Our Lady of the Machine Gun’ are further aspects of this. One of the

effects of this playful use of history is to reduce the historic and political events of the

time to a sort of colourful backdrop for Henry’s, and to a lesser degree Miss

O’Shea’s, picaresque adventures. This use of magic realism co-exists, however, with

the novel’s dominant formal elements, which are those of naturalism. As Joe Cleary

points out, ‘naturalism shares with classical and critical realism an emphasis on exact

observation and description of the contemporary social world. What distinguishes it,

however, is its tendency to present the world in terms of diminished individuals who

are dwarfed by the vast and impersonal forces that confront them … for this reason, it

allows little scope for active human change.’xl The novels’ sharply observed details

of the extreme poverty in Dublin’s slums place the revolutionary socialism of

Connolly and the Citizen’s Army in its material and politcal context. However,

Henry’s motivation for participating in revolutionary political action is shown to be

either a futile, destructive rage − ‘the slightest thing or sound would save them and

release all the anger and rage I’d been storing for today. I wanted to demolish every

bit of glass and brick in front of me’ (99) − or the unfolding of an unresolved Oedipal

conflict with his dead father. As in Michael Collins, the line between political

violence and psychopathic violence is uncertain and the motivation for such violence

is traceable to the individual psyche, that of Ivan or of Henry. The movement of the

novel is towards Henry’s realisation that he has been used by the nationalist

movement, and that neither he nor the working class from which he comes will be the

ones to benefit from independence:

I was shaping the fate of my country but actually I was excluded from

everything…I was never one of the boys, I wasn’t a Christian Brothers

boy…I’d no farm in the family, no college, no priest, no past…And none of

the other men of the slums and hovels ever made it on the list. We were

nameless and expendable.(208)

However, the historical and political implications of this are again avoided when it

culminates in his realisation that he has effectively fulfilled the same role as his

father, that of a hired killer. The first consequence of this is that it shifts the narrative

from the political to the psychological; that which Fredric Jameson, in a different

context, has characterised as, ‘a reduction and a rewriting of the whole rich and

random multiple realities of concrete everyday experience into the contained,

strategically prelimited terms of the family narrative.’xli Moreover, it reproduces a

fairly conventional cultural narrative in which male violence is explicable as a

symptom of psychic trauma related to a conflicted paternal relationship. The second

consequence is that the novel ends with that sense of the futility of human actions, in

this case revolutionary politics, which is characteristic of naturalism. Despite the

appearance of change − the new independent state − there has really been no

movement forward, and so the novel ultimately shares Piano Annie’s fatalistic

conviction that ‘the times never get better for the likes of us (146)’

(2) ‘He’s my country’: gay men and the nation in At Swim, Two Boys

At the beginning of his account of the lesbian and gay political movement in Ireland,

Kieran Rose recounts what was for him a striking moment on the day in 1993 when

sexual acts between men were decriminalised in the Irish Republic. The Minister for

Justice who had been responsible for the new legislation, Máire Geoghegan-Quinn,

‘crossed the floor of the Senate chamber and, smiling broadly, shook hands with the

lesbians and gay men in the public gallery…for me that handshake symbolised the

end of a twenty-year law reform campaign and the beginning of a new relationship

between the Irish state and its lesbian and gay community.’xlii

In October 1999 that new relationship came to fruition with the establishment of the

Equality Authority. This was a new statutory body with a remit which includes

‘creating a wider awareness of equality issues’ and ‘celebrating the diversity in Irish

society.’xliii Specifically, its role is to enforce two pieces of legislation, the

Employment Equality Act (1998) and the Equal Status Act (2000). These laws were

based on the principle that there are nine grounds on which it is illegal to discriminate

against individuals in the workplace and in the provision of goods and services. These

grounds are: gender, marital status, family status, age, disability, race, sexual

orientation, religious belief and membership of the Travelling community.

In participating in the decade long process of campaigning, lobbying and consultation

which created this statutory infrastructure, GLEN (Gay and Lesbian Equality

Network) the main lesbian and gay political organisation in the Republic, were

following what has become the dominant model of lesbian and gay politics in the

liberal democracies of the industrialised world. This began in the United States.

There, the initial liberationary phase of the new lesbian and gay political movement of

the early seventies gave way in the mid-seventies to a reformist politics, ‘less

concerned with the radical restructuring of sexuality and society than with winning

equal rights within the ongoing system.’xliv This political model has been

characterised as the adoption of an ‘ethnic’ identification and needs to be understood

in the context of the wider American liberal conception of society and the state; ‘this

‘ethnic’ self-characterisation by gays and lesbians has a clear political utility, for it

has permitted a form of group organising that is particularly suited to the American

experience with its history of civil-rights struggles and ethnic-based, interest group

competition.’xlv In electing to work in alliance with the political representatives of

other groups (women, people with disabilities, the Irish Travellers) to campaign for a

framework of legal equality centred on the ‘nine grounds’ concept, GLEN were

attempting a synthesis of the liberal, rights-based, American model, and the European

tradition of social democracy and welfare capitalism. In 1994 Rose had written that,

‘GLEN was given … a remit that was subsequently formalised into the twin aims of

law reform on the basis of equality and anti-discrimination legislation for all

disadvantaged groups. It was a deliberate decision to link sexual with social and

economic aims’ (3).

The pluralist and consensual politics which underpinned the creation of the Equality

Authority also provided the ideological basis for other areas of public policy in

southern Ireland from the late eighties onwards. Conservative economists and

political commentators have emphasised the importance of the series of ‘national

agreements’ beginning with the Programme for National Recovery in 1987, in laying

the foundations for the economic boom of the mid-nineties.xlvi These agreements

between government, trade unions, employers and other organisations (farmer’s

groups, the voluntary sector) covered areas such as taxation, government spending

and the rate of wage increases workers could expect, replacing trade union bargaining

with a concept of ‘social partnership’ to ensure the ‘stability’ necessary for economic

growth. ‘The principles of social partnership have,’ according to Kieran Allen,

‘become the official ideology of the Irish State.’xlvii This has involved a belief that

‘Ireland seems to have escaped the rigours of neo-liberalism and has even pioneered a

successful and caring approach to the market place.’ In practice, however, the

agreements have involved the Irish government taking a less confrontational and

coercive approach to dismantling the trade union movement than did the Conservative

British government during the 1980s, but has had the same effect; ‘[it has] enabled the

state to pursue its long standing goal of radically restructuring the Irish labour market

so that it fitted in better with the needs of capital’ (114). Moreover, ‘one of the key

results of social partnership was that any link between profits and wages was

severed…while profits have grown quite quickly in the Celtic Tiger, wages have been

held in check’(60). It is also interesting that the social partnership conception of

industrial relations informed the establishment of the Equality Authority; the board of

the Authority, the role of which is to enforce anti-discrimination legislation in the

workplace, has two places on it reserved for representatives of IBEC (Irish Business

and Employers Confederation), the organisation of those whom the Authority is

supposed to be policing.

Pluralism has also underpinned the southern Irish State’s policy on Northern Ireland

since the New Ireland Forum in 1983 and the signing of the Anglo-Irish agreement in

1985. In this approach, ‘the conflict is viewed as ethnic in origin…the enduring nature

of ethnic difference, in this view, means that conflict cannot be resolved in any final

way; its intensity can however be reduced by structural reform, constitutional

guarantees, power-sharing institutions and cultural pluralism.’xlviii The most

substantive outcome of this policy has been the attempted new settlement within

Northern Ireland and between the British and Irish states established by the 1998

Agreement.

As Joe Cleary has pointed out, the Agreement does not take into account, ‘the

complex ways in which the Northern conflict has a social and class content that is not

wholly reducible to national identities and allegiances.’xlix Moreover, while the Irish

state was committing itself to the concept of pluralism in Northern Ireland, and the

concept of equality through the establishment of the Equality Authority, it was

simultaneously committed to neo-liberal economic policies and the integration of the

Irish economy into the global circuits of capital. The net effect of these policies has

been that ‘the high economic growth rates of the 1990s have been accompanied by

growing relative poverty, inequality and occupational stratification, and by a declining

welfare effort…Ireland’s embrace of globalisation has resulted in a more divided

society.’l It is worth noting the rather obvious fact that the primary source of

inequality in any capitalist society, economics and social class, is not among the nine

grounds on which the equality legislation rests. One of the key effects of both the

social partnership and equality discourses is to construct a conception of society in

which class, and class struggle, have been entirely replaced by the notion of equally

positioned identities and interests, with the disinterested agents of the state mediating

between them As Chantal Mouffe has pointed out, ‘for pluralism to be made

compatible with the struggle against inequality, one must be able to discriminate

between differences that exist but should not exist, and differences that do not exist

but should.’li

We can see that ‘relationship between the Irish state and its lesbian and gay

community’ operating in the following way then. It has involved the representatives

of the lesbian and gay community constituting themselves as a minority with an

identity which can then form the basis for a negotiated engagement with the state,

with its structures and processes, to gain the recognition and protection of the state.

This engagement has produced a discourse through which the state can be presented

as committed to diversity, pluralism and equality while simultaneously pursuing

policies that are actually generating inequality. In the realm of culture, we can see this

same ideological dynamic informing Jamie O’Neill’s novel, At Swim, Two Boys

(2001). lii Importantly, however, the novel constructs a relationship of legitimacy not

between a modern gay male identity and the state, but between this identity and that

which is the state’s primary locus of legitimacy, the nation.

The novel is set in a Dublin suburb in the year leading up to the 1916 rebellion. The

central narrative is a love story between two teenage boys, Jim and Doyler, who

become involved in the militant revolutionary nationalist movement, and fight

together in the Rising. The novel effects a quite self conscious attempt to recover a

distinctive period in both the history of Ireland, and the subcultural history of samesex

passion between men in Western society, and to draw parallels between these

histories. With its multiple narrative strands which range across social settings,

classes and political beliefs, and through which Glasthule − from the luxury of

Ballgihen House to the squalor of the slums at the Banks − emerges as a sort of

microcosm of Irish society in 1915, O’Neill’s novel is structurally informed by the

tradition of the nineteenth century realist novel. In his study of the development of the

novel as a literary form and the emergence of the nation as a political form − in the

differing contexts of nineteenth century Europe, and the anti-imperial struggles of the

twentieth century − Timothy Brennan has argued that “it was the novel that

historically accompanied the rise of nations by objectifying the ‘one, yet many’ of

national life and by mimicking the structure of the nation, a clearly bordered jumble

of languages and styles…its manner of presentation allowed people to imagine the

special community that was the nation.”liii

The Irish nation as it emerges in O’Neill’s novel is characterised by diversity, a

plurality of visions of what it is and should be. In the novel, the distinguishing feature

of the period prior to 1916 is the range of political and cultural movements competing

for ideological supremacy in the struggle to define Ireland and Irishness − the

socialism of the trade union movement lead by Larkin and Connolly; the

constitutional nationalism of the Parliamentary Party seeking Home Rule; cultural

nationalism; revolutionary republicanism; unionism. It is a time of possibilities and

surprising, apparently contradictory, positions, when a Protestant, the historical Roger

Casement, can be a Nationalist, and a Catholic, the fictional Mr Mack, can be a

Unionist.

In particular, the novel deploys characters to animate these various, competing

political movements. Doyler is a Larkinite, involved in the trade union movement and

the Citizen’s Army; MacMurrough becomes a member of the more conservative, Irish

Volunteers. Father Taylor is a highly parodic version of chauvinistic, Catholic

nationalism, while Eveline MacMurrough is an amalgam of those Ascendancy and

upper class women − Lady Gregory; Constance and Eva Gore-Booth; Maude Gonne −

who were involved in cultural nationalist and militant republican politics. Her dead

father, a Catholic gentry landowner, lawyer and Home Rule MP in the 1880s and

1890s, is a similar amalgam of those Home Rule politicians who served under Parnell.

The other element of this narrative strategy is the deployment of historical figures

from diverse political movements as characters: James Connolly; the Home Rule MP

Tom Kettle; Pádraig Pearse; and to a lesser extent Roger Casement and Edward

Carson.

Carson’s brief appearance brings together the two histories with which the novel is

concerned. As well as being the leader of Unionism, he had also been the prosecuting

lawyer in Oscar Wilde’s criminal trial. As with the national history, the subcultural

history of same sex passion between men which the novel constructs is concerned

with diverse discourses and formations. Like Wilde, MacMurrough has served two

years in prison after being tried under the laws which criminalised sex between men.

Moreover, he is, like Wilde, an upper class man (with a dandyish taste in clothes and

cigarettes) who has sex with younger, lower class men, such as Doyler, whom he

frequently pays. The figure of Scrotes is used to invoke the late nineteenth century

deployment of classical, particularly Hellenic, scholarship (most notably by John

Addington Symonds and Walter Pater) to legitimise a discourse of same sex male

passion as ‘natural’ in opposition to the pathologising discourse of sexology, and the

criminalising discourse of the law, but also as ‘manly’ in opposition to the figure of

the Wildean dandy. Scrotes is also a friend of Edward Carpenter and his lover George

Merrill, through which O’Neill can also invoke the less elitist, less mysoginistic and

more politically progressive position articulated in Carpenter’s writings where

homoeroticism, ‘comradely love,’ is envisioned as a force for creating a socialistinspired

egalitarian Utopia.

Clearly, At Swim, Two Boys is as much concerned with questions of authenticity and

legitimacy as it is with the recovery of history. In his reading of the film, Beautiful

Thing (UK,1995) David Shuttleton draws our attention to a scene where the two

teenage boys, whose love story the film is, chase each other through a woodland and

ends with them embracing and kissing against a tree. The scene stands out because the

rest of the film is set in the south London council estate where the boys live in

neighbouring flats. ‘Within this rite-of-passage into gay self-consciousness,’

Shuttleton argues, ‘ the woodland setting sentimentally signifies the ‘naturalness’ of

same-sex desire…in Beautiful Thing’s sentimental gay revision, a pastoral mise-enscene

reinforces the film’s endorsement of sexual authenticity.’liv Shuttleton goes on

to explore the complex political implications of this deployment of a pastoral

iconography derived from the classical period in homoerotic literature from the late

nineteenth century onwards. O’Neill uses one of the conventions of the pastoral − the

bathing scene − as a similar strategy of authentication. The all-male nude swimming

area of the Forty Foot exemplifies the contiguity of the homosocial and the

homoerotic; it is the scene of the jovial male bonding when the Christmas Day

swimmers are having their photograph taken for the newspaper but it is also where

MacMurrogh first picks up Doyler and where he falls in love with Jim while teaching

him to swim. Jim and Doyler’s sexual relationship begins as an asexual passionate

friendship between two teenage boys; this was also one of the conventions of late

Victorian and Edwardian fiction such as Forrest Reid’s The Garden God (1905)

where homoeroticism is sublimated beneath a classically derived use of pastoral and a

Platonic neo-paganism.lv The leitmotif of their relationship is swimming together, and

in particular their pact to swim together to an island, the Muglins on Easter Sunday

1916. Significantly, it is on the island after their swim that Doyler and Jim have sex

for the first, and last, time. Sex, specifically sex between men, is, in keeping with the

pastoral convention, associated with the authenticating realm of nature – distant, in

this case even physically cut off, from the urban space where men like MacMurrough

go cruising for sex. The nakedness of the boys while swimming also removes any

potential for artifice, camp and danydism, just as the physical exertion of swimming

effects a similar guarantee against effeminacy. By taking turns fucking each other

they are also guaranteeing against any implication of gendered roles and the power

difference this might imply. That the boys are willing and able to exert enough selfcontrol to put off consummating their relationship, despite spending the previous

night sleeping in the same bed, also serves to valorise their relationship in opposition

to the furtive and compulsive sex practised by MacMurrough.

Moreover, the boys are not racing each other to the island, but swimming together.

Early on it is established that the two are intellectual equals − they have both won

scholarships to the secondary school but Doyler’s poverty and despotic father means

he couldn’t take his up. (50) Later they form a plan to become school teachers

together; in this fantasy of their future together the notion of education as personally

liberating and socially progressive, and as an integral part of the idealism of the

national movement (they are inspired to this plan by meeting Pearse) combines with a

vision of their relationship as egalitarian and domestic (they will live together) and

with class mobility. Their relationship is thus posited as the future, in opposition to

the past represented by MacMurrough and boys like ‘the Boots’ from the Russell

Hotel. These relationships between ‘gents’ and their ‘bit of rough’ are marked by

disparities of age, class and wealth, and the exploitation which inevitably results from

these. O’Neill’s novel shares an anxiety about portraying gay male relationships as

egalitarian which Alan Sinfield has identified in much contemporary Anglo-American

gay fiction. In this vision, differences of age, class or race − and the dynamics of

power which such differences produce and which in actual relationships are either

disruptive or enriching (or both simultaneously) − are imagined as either entirely

absent or irrelevant, subsumed as they are by a metropolitan gay identity which acts

as an uber-idenitity with the capacity to override any others. As Sinfield warns, these

metropolitan representations tend to ‘disavow, repudiate or repress large areas of

actual sexual experience. If we don’t address power differentials, we don’t begin to

get a hold on exploitation − including that which we perpetrate ourselves.’ lvi

This concern to establish the egalitarianism in Jim and Doyler’s relationship is part of

the novel’s wider project of registering the emergence of homosexuality as a social

identity and as form of human subjectivity. MacMurrough emerges as a crucial,

transitional figure in this. As an upper class ‘gent’ with an eye for a ‘bit of rough’, and

as someone imprisoned under the gross indecency laws, he is implicated as both

perpetrator and victim in the older, oppressive formations under which homosexuality

was an act viewed as either sinful or criminal. However, it is also he who articulates

what is clearly the beginnings of a modern gay male identity. His conversation with

Tom Kettle, for instance, begins to resemble a post-Stonewall ‘coming out’: ‘You’re

telling me that there is a flaw in your character?’ ‘I’m telling you that I don’t think it

is a flaw.’ (309) Scrotes, he tells Doyler, “believed that we existed, he and I, and

others like us.” (283)

In one of his imagined conversations with the dead Scrotes, he says, “it’s not the

doing, it’s the being that’s my offence.” When he says, “we’re just unspeakable,

we’re sods” Scrotes asks, “who are we?”

People of my kind.

You have a kind,’ said Scrotes.

Yes, and we are easy to find. Under bridges, at the back-end of piers, in parks

when parks are closed, in the shadow of others, in the night. (327)

In At Swim, Two Boys there is a dynamic of legitimation operating between gay male

identity and nationalism. It is possible to see nationalism being used to legitimise a

modern homosexual or gay identity in two ways. One of these is analogy; gay identity

is like nationalism. If modern gay identity is a ‘necessary fiction’ a political and social

identity and a form of human subjectivity shaped by the operations of power and

resistance to it, this is something it shares with the nation, the ‘imagined community’

which came into being as a mobilising force in opposition to absolutism in nineteenth

century Europe, and to imperialism in the colonies during the twentieth century.lvii

Hence Scrotes tells MacMurrough to ‘help these boys build a nation their own … a

nation of the heart.’ (329) The other is participation. According to Scrotes, an integral

part of creating a nation − either ‘Irish Ireland’ or ‘of the heart’ − is the recovery or

construction of a history; ‘see Irish Ireland find out its past. Only with a past can it

claim a future…help these boys build a nation their own. Ransack the histories for

clues to their past. Plunder the literature for words they can speak.’ What O’Neill’s

novel is attempting is an imaginative construction of such a history for modern gay

identity in an Irish context. By having MacMurrough, Doyler and Jim fight in the

Rising O’Neill is grafting on to the narrative of the Irish nation a historic narrative for

Irish gay men − even down to having two martyrs to place alongside the executed

leaders of 1916. Their participation in the Rising and their ability to prove themselves

as fighters, also seeks to resolve any anxiety that there might be about those three

terms − Irish, gay, man − and their mutual exclusiveness.

If the movement which male homosexual identity follows in the novel is teleological,

away from the inchoate diversity of the older formations and forward to a post-

Stonewall unity and stability, the movement which nationalism has to follow, it is

implied, is in the reverse direction. The Irish nation needs to regain a broad capacity

for pluralism and diversity. Here we can see the death of the two boys with which the

novels ends as being a function of both the novel’s form and ideology. Formally, it is

clearly an element of the novel’s use of the conventions of homoerotic pastoral,

particularly as it developed in late Victorian and Edwardian literary culture, with its

elegiac, fatalistic and frequently sentimentally morbid structure of feeling which the

novel ultimately shares. Ideologically, the death of Jim in the Civil War reproduces

that sense of futility and disillusionment which is the endpoint of the Irish

revolutionary movement in the orthodox post-revisionist narrative of Irish history;

‘years that spilt with hurt and death and closed in bitter most bitter defeat’ (643)

Similarly, though Father Taylor is clearly a highly parodic figure, his narrow,

sectarian Catholic nationalism will ultimately prevail; the novel is not satisfied to rely

on our post-revisionist understanding of Irish history to structure our reading of this,

insisting as it does on having him spend the Rising in Boland’s Mills with

‘Commandant de Valera’ a ‘rigorous man and pious’ (568). The participation of

MacMurrogh, Doyler and Jim in the nationalist movement, the structural and

ideological articulation of the national and subcultural histories which the novel

effects, and the incorporation of a modern gay identity within a broader, pluralist

national identity which these symbolise, offers the Irish nation the opportunity to

emerge from the long dark decades of mid-century − and the more recent decades of

war in Northern Ireland − re-imagined. It emerges re-imagined as a liberal, pluralist

polity, one where the antagonistic and exploitative struggles of competing classes is

replaced by the peaceful co-existence of diverse identities, including a modern gay

identity which is itself now imagined as egalitarian, and devoid of any potential

stratification or hierarchies.

However, while a modern gay identity is being deployed in this way to legitimise

nationalism, it also runs the risk of causing nationalism to disappear. If the appalling

poverty of the slums, the injustices of a colonial society, Connolly’s revolutionary

socialism or Pearse’s poetic militant nationalist rhetoric are what provoke and inspire

Doyler and Jim towards fighting in the nationalist cause, what the novel ultimately

has them fighting for is their ‘nation of the heart.’ It is their loyalty and love towards

each other rather than politics that has MacMurrough, Doyler and Jim fighting

together. ‘I don’t hate the English and I don’t know do I love the Irish,” Jim tells

MacMurrough, “But I love him. I’m sure of that now. And he’s my country’ (435).

While the emphasis O’Neill’s novel places on the part played by revolutionary

socialism in the anti-colonial struggle offers a cultural challenge to the hegemony of

the revisionist account of the Irish nationalist movement, the novel ultimately defuses

any radical potential of this recuperation of Irish history for the present, by privileging

a private sphere of the sexual, and affective bonds of identity, over the political as a

locus of agency. Moreover, there is a significant anomaly in the novel’s conception of

the emergence of a modern gay identity. On one hand it is clearly shaped by actual

social conditions; it is a part defiant, part defensive response to an oppressive regime;

‘I can’t pretend myself into acceptable shapes. His Majesty’s Wandsworth has seen to

that’ (327). However, as MacMurrough articulates this identity it begins to sound

remarkably essentialist (‘my kind’). This is inevitable since the novel has the modern

gay identity emerging before the material and ideological conditions (post-war

prosperity, welfare capitalism, second wave feminism, the civil rights movement)

could be in place for its actual historical emergence fifty years later. The

consequences of this are not merely stylistic considerations about anachronisms, for it

also means that gay identity − despite the attempted analogy with the nation − can

ultimatley only be imagined in the novel as a personal identity, as personal liberation,

without any actual political valence.

This reading of O’Neil’s novel has so far been predicated on viewing it formally as a

realist text. However, this is clearly insufficient. The title alone, with its reference to

Flann O’Brien’s modernist novel At Swim, Two Birds, suggests that the novel needs to

be placed in the context of the cultural dominance of the post-modern. One element of

this is the novel’s use of pastiche. If the title makes reference to Flann O’Brien, it is

another, more famous, novel of Irish and European high modernism, Ulysses, which

provides the novel’s chief referent for this. O’Neil uses a version of the modernist

stream of consciousness, for instance, particularly in the opening section when Mr

Mack is walking through Glashtule in the morning as Leopold Bloom walks through

Dublin. Similarly, the use of a faux-intellectual, question and answer style when

describing the conversation between MacMurrogh and the dead Scrotes (265-270)

resembles that used by Joyce in the Ithaca chapter.lviii In his attempt to define the

dimensions of the postmodern, Fredric Jameson contrasts pastiche with its older

equivalent, parody; ‘it is a neutral practice of such mimicry, without any of parody’s

ulterior motives, amputated of the satiric impulse.’lix Moreover, he reads it as

signalling that ‘the producers of culture have nowhere to turn but the past: the

imitation of dead styles, speech through all the masks and voices stored up in the

imaginary museum of a now global culture.’ One of the effects of this use of pastiche,

which is of particular relevance in the case of O’Neill’s novel, is on the conception of

history in postmodern culture; ‘the past is thereby itself modified, what was once

…the retrospective dimension indispensable to any vital reorientation of our

collective future has itself become a vast collection of images, a multitudinous

photographic simulacrum.’ In his reading of E.L. Doctorow’s Ragtime − a historical

novel with which At Swim, Two Boys shares the narrative strategy of combining

historical figures with fictional characters, Jameson observes that ‘the objects of

representation, ostensibly narrative characters, are incommensurable and, as it were,

of incomparable substances’ (22). This leads to the paradoxical situation where, ‘a

seemingly realistic novel like Ragtime is in reality a non-representational work that

combines fantasy signifiers from a variety of ideologemes in a kind of hologram.’ At

Swim, Two Boys produces a similar effect where any attempt to represent the

historical past − of Ireland or of a gay male subculture − has been replaced by a

playful and knowing animation of our existing knowledge and stereotypes of the

‘past’ which ultimately elides any meaningful difference between past and present.

When Forster has Maurice describe himself as ‘an unspeakable of the Oscar Wilde

sort’, it evoked a historical moment when the publicity around the Wilde trials had

created ‘Oscar Wilde’ as a figure that could begin to be used by men in a rudimentary

effort to form and communicate a still inchoate conception of themselves.lx When

O’Neill has Tom Kettle ask MacMurrough, ‘are you telling me you are an

unspeakable of the Oscar Wilde sort?’ (309) the referent becomes not history but

another novel, and in this playful intertextuality what gets lost is any conviction that

we can meaningfully engage with the historical past.

Postmodernism needs to be viewed, Jameson argues, not as a style but as a cultural

dominant (a conception which, following Raymond Williams, allows for the coexistence

of other, residual and emergent, formations in the culture). It also has to be

seen in the context of its relationship to the dominant mode of production and a

situation in which ‘aesthetic production today has become integrated into commodity

production generally’ (4) Moreover, ‘this whole global, yet American, postmodern

culture is the internal and superstructural expression of a whole new wave of

American military and economic domination throughout the world.’ This draws our

attention, firstly, to the material conditions of cultural production shaping the

narrative form of At Swim, Two Boys and the approach it takes to the narrative use of

national and subcultural history. It also reminds us, however, that just as there is a

relationship between cultural production and the dominant mode of production, such a

relationship also exists between that mode of production and the political position

which the novel articulates; the advocacy of a liberal notion of pluralism and diversity

is inseparable from the endorsement of capitalism, a structurally unequal and unjust

economic system.

(3) ‘A gay hero’: sexuality, pluralism and the Casement diaries
In April 1999, in his speech at the annual ceremony held by the Fianna Fáil party at

Arbour Hill in Dublin to commemorate those who died in the 1916 Rising, the party

leader and Taoiseach, Bertie Ahern, selected for particular attention two men who had

a ‘decisive influence on some of the events leading up to the Easter Rising.’ These

were John Devoy, one of the main Fenian leaders in Irish-America at the end of the

nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries, and Roger Casement. Casement

he described as ‘one of a number of patriots who came from a different tradition. He

was of Antrim Presbyterian stock, and gave exemplary service not just to the British

Colonial Office, but to mankind, in exposing the slavery and inhumanity suffered at

the hands of imperialism by native peoples of the Belgian Congo and Peru.’ He went

on to outline and praise Casement’s part in the Irish revolutionary nationalist

movement, particularly his role in organising the illegal importation of guns from

Germany at Howth, County Dublin in 1914, and to describe how after his capture in

1916, ‘he was put on trial in Britain for treason and condemned. Not alone that,

alleged homosexual diaries were selectively circulated to discourage those who might

seek mercy for him.’ Careful to remind his listeners that ‘today, under our legislation

of 1993, sexual orientation is thankfully no longer even nominally a crime’ he

nevertheless pointed out that, ‘then it was regarded as a source of terminal disgrace

and dishonour.’ The Taoiseach then argued that, in justice to the memory of Roger Casement there is now a compelling prima facie case for a new and rigorous enquiry into the provenance and genuineness of the so-called ‘black diaries.’ The issue is not one of

interpretation but of fact. The truth ought to be possible to determine, using modern forensic and analytical techniques. lxi

Ahern’s intervention in the then eighty-year-old controversy over Casement’s diaries

came at the end of a decade when there had been a renewed interest in the topic. This

reactivated interest was partly the result of all of the diaries, and other documents

relating to Casement, being made fully accessible for the first time by the British

government under the Open Government Initiative in 1994.lxii In 1997 two versions of

one of the diaries, that for 1910, were published. In 1910 Casement was in the

Putumayo region of South America investigating, on behalf of the British Foreign

Office, the brutal enslavement of the native population by a rubber extracting

corporation which was Peruvian run but largely financed by British capital. There are

two diaries for that year; a fuller and more conventionally structured journal focusing

on the journey and the work of his investigation which is held in the National Library

of Ireland (the ‘white’ diary), and a parallel diary which is more erratically compiled,

more impressionistic in style and which includes descriptions of his sexual encounters

with men, which is among the five controversial diaries held by the British

government (the ‘black’). One editor, Roger Sawyer, argued for the authenticity of

both the ‘black’ and ‘white’ diaries; the other editor, Angus Mitchell, argued against

the authenticity of the ‘black’ version.lxiii The immediate result of Ahern’s

intervention was a symposium, Roger Casement in Irish and World History, organised

by the Royal Irish Academy in May 2000, which brought together a broad range of

historians, anthropologists, hand writing specialists and others interested in Casement

(including Ahern’s main political advisor on Northern Ireland, Martin Mansergh)

and involved arguments for and against the authenticity of the diaries. More

significantly, Ahern’s wish to see ‘modern forensic and analytical techniques’ applied

to the case was met in March 2002 when the results of a forensic examination of the

diaries and other documents by Audrey Giles were published. Giles’ report, which

had been commissioned by the literary historian, W. J. McCormack, concluded that

the questioned diaries had been written by Casement. To coincide with the publication

of the Gile’s report, the BBC broadcast a documentary on Casement’s life and work,

the controversy over the diaries, the procedures followed by Audrey Giles and the

conclusions which she reached.lxiv Since then there have been two further books

published on Casement. McCormack’s focuses on unravelling the history of an earlier

controversy about the diaries which erupted in 1936 following the publication of The

Forged Casement Diaries written by an Irish-American, W.J. Maloney, and which

involved among others, Yeats. The other is a biography of Casement which includes

an annotated version of the full five diaries, and which is written by Jeffrey Dudgeon,

a civil servant in the Northern Ireland administration who was very prominent in the

lesbian and gay rights movement in Northern Ireland.lxv

These questions about Casement’s diaries which have been exercising such a broad

range of politicians and intellectuals in Britain and Ireland, and which have generated

so much discursive activity, are both textual and political. The primary question is

textual in a narrowly scientific sense in that it concerns the authenticity of the diaries

as documents, and establishing the handwriting in them as Casement’s own. The

possibility this raises, that the British secret service used forgery to ensure that an

Irish nationalist was executed and after his death to, in the terms of the time, sully his

reputation, becomes a political issue in the context of relations between the British

and Irish states − Casement has been ‘a crucial focus in the difficult relationship

between Britain and Ireland’ according to the narrator of the BBC documentary.

(Though in the context of the ongoing inquiries into the killing of fourteen unarmed

demonstrators by the Parachute Regiment of the British Army in Derry on Bloody

Sunday in 1972, and into the accusations of RUC and British secret service collusion

in the murder of the lawyers, Pat Finucane and Rosemary Nelson by loyalist

paramilitaries, the forging of a set of documents in 1916 may not, one would have

thought, be the most pressing issue.)

The questions that the diaries raise have also been textual in the interpretative sense of

reading their content and its meaning. This, in turn, has seen the textual consistently

overlapping and interweaving with the sexual. One question − are the diaries genuine?

− has routinely been interchangeable in the discourse around the diaries with another

question − what was Casement? The various answers being either (presumptively)

heterosexual if the diaries are forged (though this has not been the position of some

recent proponents of the forgery theory such as Angus Mitchell) or, if they are

genuine, ‘degenerate’, a ‘pervert’, and latterly either a ‘homosexual’, (still frequently

prefaced by ‘promiscuous’ or ‘predatory’) or ‘gay’.

This makes the Casement controversy, particularly in its most recent manifestation, an

exemplary illustration of the operation of that dynamic interplay between truth, sex

and subjectivity, identified by Foucault as one of the distinguishing features of

Western society. This development has been part of a wider movement which

Foucault identifies in Western society over the last three centuries between power

exercised as, what he terms, sovereignty and governmentality. lxvi That is, a shift from

power being wielded over us through the law and the threat of force, to forms of

power which constitute us − through discourse − as subjects disposed to behave in

certain ways; ‘what was formed was a political ordering of life, not through an

enslavement of others, but through an affirmation of self.’ lxvii

One of the key sites in which this new form of power was developed and operated

was sex, and the ‘invention’, as Foucault sees it, of sexuality. Volume One of The

History challenges our belief in the evolution of sexual identity over the course of the

twentieth century as a narrative of liberation; the idea of a great silence ended, a

smothering repression thrown off. Rather than a freedom won in defiance of power,

the inducement to speak about our sex was an effect of power; an example, the

definitive example, of the ways in which we are constituted as subjects:

between each of us and our sex, the West has placed a never ending

demand for truth: it is up to us to extract the truth of sex, since this truth is

beyond its grasp; it is up to sex to tell us our truth, since sex is what holds

it in darkness…it is through sex that each individual has to pass in order

to have access to his own intelligibility, to the whole of his body, to his

identity. (77, 155)

(Foucault is keen, however, to temper the pessimism of this account of power, by

pointing out that the ‘points of resistance are present everywhere in the power

network…there is a plurality of resistances’ [95-96].)

It is this ideological dynamic which has been driving the search for the truth of

Casement’s sexuality in the discourse around the diaries − the assumption that we can

know ‘what’ he was (‘the truth ought to be possible to determine’), that the locus of

this knowledge is not his public career but his private life, and therefore that the

ceaseless excavation of his sexual life as recorded in the diaries is a legitimate and

politically progressive activity. It is the operation of this dynamic which leads, for

instance, to the paradoxical situation where one of Casement’s most sympathetic and

least homophobic biographers, Jeffrey Dudgeon, executes one of the most prurient

and dishearteningly pedantic analyses of the diaries. (‘It is obvious that Casement

found particular pleasure in the fact of another man’s erection welcoming him, feeling

it a psychological turn-on. To be appreciated by a much younger, and well-equipped,

person was a great boost to his self-confidence’ − this is the gloss on a diary entry that

simply reads ‘X Enormous and liked greatly.’ Similarly, Casement’s attraction to

younger men as he grows older, is an ‘attempt to reproduce himself through other

men…to leave an ersatz genetic imprint.’ lxviii)

The diaries, according to Dudgeon, ‘are an almost unique record of one homosexual’s

sexual life…in the early part of the twentieth century” (580). Moreover, ‘they reveal

the secret sexual thoughts of many homosexual men, then and now.’ The will to know

Casement, to pin his subjectivity down through reading his sex life, becomes

interchangeable with a desire to frame his sexuality within a post-Stonewall

conception of gay male identity. Hence Dudgeon, for instance, chooses to use the

term ‘boyfriend’ to describe his sexual partners Gordon Millar and Adler Christensen.

For Eibhear Walshe, ‘Roger Casement, brave, enlightened, resolute, an idealist, is a

gay forefather well worth reclaiming and celebrating.’lxix David Norris links

Casement to Wilde in that ‘both men were destroyed by the imperial establishment

and then subsequently denied their essential nature by their own people.’lxx

This taxonomic impulse towards Casement in turn generates an impulse to identify a

relationship between his sexuality and the political and ethical motivation for his

activism as a humanitarian and Irish revolutionary nationalist. For some

commentators this is a matter of separating one from the other, or more precisely, it

involves having to negate one, the sexual, to preserve Casement as a highly principled

moral agent. In his contribution to the BBC documentary, Owen Dudley Edwards,

describes the diaries as recording, ‘either experiences or fantasies not simply of a

homosexual kind but of a promiscuous, and I think it should be said, highly predatory

kind, the kind that uses human beings as a sexual commodity.’ He goes on to argue

that, the idea of a gay humanitarian must be true in countless cases, many

saints have been gay and devout humanitarians, but it’s a different thing

altogether if you are talking about somebody whose view of other people

is their sexual exploitation and who seems at certain stages to be totally

obsessive about the whole thing, and is, moreover, preoccupied about

things like length of penis…it suggests a mind who can’t think of human

beings save for the purposes of exploitation, somebody who looks at

human beings almost entirely for the purpose of sexual gratification, and

this doesn’t make much sense with what you know of Casement otherwise.

In Martin Mansergh’s view, Casement, if he were the author of the diaries, ‘had

absolutely no conscience in regard to his own sexual life.’lxxi Angus Mitchell believes

that ‘even if the diaries are forged that doesn’t preclude the view that Casement was a

homosexual.’lxxii On the contrary, he views the diaries as homophobic constructions,

demeaning to Casement, ‘the diaries lack any real emotional dialogue of love…[they]

actually dehumanise Casement and suppress him not just emotionally, but on several

other levels.’

The problem, then, is not what gay men are, but what they do. The issue is not

Casement’s sexual identity, but his sexual activity, the sort of sex the diaries have him

enjoying. Casement as a ‘homosexual’ or as ‘gay’ would be entirely compatible with

Casement as a principled and idealistic humanitarian. The key distinction is not that

between heterosexual and homosexual but between good and bad, healthy and

unhealthy sex. Enjoying casual, anonymous, public sex is inherently incompatible

with being capable of principled, moral and political actions − even when, as

described in Casement’s diaries, it is clearly consensual. Such sex can only be

conceived of as being devoid of any emotional import or resonance; it can only be

read as disclosing psychological dysfunction, ‘obsessive’, and unethical behaviour,

‘exploitation’ − being ‘predatory’, it is, indeed, scarcely human.

There are also, however, those who attempt the directly opposite move; that is

locating Casement’s motivation for his humanitarian and revolutionary political

activism precisely in his sexual identity. Dudgeon hopes that his book will ‘permit the

opening up of discussion of the effect Casement’s sexual orientation had on the shape

of his humanitarianism and his Irish political career (which it had) as well as his

revolutionism (sic)”(xix). Unfortunately, he fails to move this beyond such

observations as ascribing Casement’s ‘antagonism’ to Unionism to ‘his own

rebellious sexual orientation’ (152). This is part of Dudgeon’s wider conception of the

conflict between Irish nationalism and Unionism as ‘ethnic.’ He connects the South

African Boers and the Ulster Unionists, for instance, as ‘settler peoples who had not

melded with the natives, by virtue, in particular, of a distinct religion and a differing

ethnicity’ (96). Irish cultural nationalism at the end of the nineteenth century was ‘a

retrogressive or anti-modernist cultural movement’ (165). For Norris, the connection

between Casement’s sexuality and politics goes beyond that of a causal relationship to

being existential; he was ‘much more deeply subversive than any mere rebel, and his

very being fundamentally challenged social assumptions.’

Perhaps the most significant intervention in this regard is that of Colm Tóibín, who

admires Casement ‘more because of his diaries. I admire the quality of his desire, his

passion, his erotic complexity, his openness, his doubleness, his sexual energy.’lxxiii

By placing an essay on Casement in a volume on ‘gay lives’ Tóibín is clearly

conceptualising Casement’s sexuality and identity within the frame of a modern gay

male identity; in the essay he explicitly claims Casement as a ‘gay hero.’ Moreover,

Casement’s sexuality, his ‘gayness’, is what motivates him in his humanitarian

activism. It is assumed by Tóibín that Casement’s sexuality placed him in a

marginalised and oppressed position in relation to his own society, a position which in

turn offers him a greater capacity for recognising and identifying with the oppression

suffered by those enslaved in the Congo and the Putumayo. ‘Perhaps it was his very

homosexuality…which made him into the humanitarian he was, made him so

appalled. Unlike everyone around him, he took nothing for granted. His moral

courage…came perhaps from his understanding of what it meant to be despised.’

Moreover, as Tóibín sees it, Casement’s emotional response to the appalling suffering

he witnessed, the sympathy which motivates his work, overflows into his erotic

attraction to native people; the two in Tóibín’s conception become intertwined:

he loved the people of the Congo and the Amazon Indians. During the day

he took notes and statements and worked out a strategy to get the British

Government on his side so that he could help them and when night fell (or

even sometimes during the day) he wanted to fondle them and make love

with them in a way which would give him most pleasure.

Factually, Casement’s sexual encounters, as described in the diaries, all take place in

towns and cities and are never with either the Congolese or Amazon Indians who

were the beneficiaries of his investigations. The more troubling aspect of this

interpretation, however, is the disappearance of any place for rational thought in

moral and political action and the privileging of affective and erotic bonds of

sympathetic identification and attraction in understanding the motivation of such

action. It is the opposite move of those for whom Casement’s sexual activity would

make him incapable of moral action, but effects a remarkably similar reductive

appraisal of him. Moreover, the notion of Casement’s sexuality allowing him to

identify with the Congolese or the Putamayo natives is to misinterpret his political

position, as disclosed in the diaries. Casement’s humanitarianism is based less on

identification with the natives than a conception of benevolent Western colonialism,

which is not free from racism; for him, the Putumayo Indians, ‘these naked forest

savages’, are not fellow adults to identify with, rather they are ‘mere grown up

children’ to be taken care of.lxxiv When Casement does express a sense of

identification with colonised subjects, it is not on grounds of his sexuality but of his

being Irish; ‘I knew the Foreign Office would not understand the thing, for I realised

that I was looking at this tragedy with the eyes of another race of people once hunted

themselves.’lxxv It is significant that Tóibín ignores this, in favour of an interpretation

based on Casement’s sexuality, just as he focuses on Casement’s work in Africa and

South America rather than his involvement in Irish revolutionary nationalism in

considering Casement’s activist career. Tóibín’s view of Casement’s ‘tireless

humanitarian work in the Congo and in the Putumayao’ stands in contrast to his

opinion that ‘his involvement in the 1916 Rebellion was disastrous and quixotic.’

Moreover, Casement had become ‘more and more anti-English as time went on and

more fanatical’ (108). This orthodox revisionist account of revolutionary nationalism

as unproductively misguided (‘quixotic’ rather than inspired by ‘idealism’) and

inherently negative and irrational is in keeping with Tóibín’s career as one of the

leading southern liberal post-1960 intellectuals responsible for articulating this

position. The attention he devotes to an obscure exchange between an Irish and

British official about the diaries in the 1950s − in which the Irish diplomat wrote that

‘opinion [on homosexuality] in Ireland had not moved so far and would probably not

be much different from what it was in this country [Britain] when Casement was on

trial’ − is also indicative of the concern shown by Tóibín’s generation of liberal

intellectuals to constantly rehearse Irish ‘backwardness.’lxxvi

In her analysis of the reoccurring controversies about the Casement diaries over the

course of nine decades, Lucy McDiarmid argues that, ‘the whole society, or so it

sometimes seemed, did its thinking about sex through Casement. He offered a way of

thinking about difficult, long-buried matters without ever calling them by name.’lxxvii

It is clear, however, that the current intensity of discursive activity being generated by

the diaries is not wholly explicable either by the new availability of documents, the

desire to resolve the forgery question or by the centrality of questions about sexuality.

The homoeroticism of Pearse’s poetry has generated some academic and popular

speculation about his sexual identity.lxxviii This has not, however, nearly approached

the volume and intensity of material produced on Casement. This is partly because

Pearse’s sexuality, as disclosed in the poetry and his pedagogic writings, lends itself

far less easily to being framed in the post-Stonewall paradigm. It is also explicable in

the context of the revisionist animosity towards Pearse − which also begins to explain

the current centrality of Casement. For Casement, like Jordan’s Collins, is being

discursively reproduced as a figure that can symbolically reconcile contemporary

southern Ireland to its revolutionary nationalist past while also embodying the liberal

conception of the society as modern, diverse and pluralist. As MacDiarmid observes,

‘Casement became an object lesson in the many forms of patriotism for the new,

revisionist Ireland.’

Casement is a revolutionary Irish nationalist who can be used to criticise Irish

nationalism. The undoubted homophobia of a quite small group who continue to

argue that the diaries are forgeries, can be used to characterise Irish nationalism

wholesale as inherently narrow, prejudiced and backward. Norris refers to

‘unsophisticated nationalists’; Christopher Andrews, in the BBC documentary, to a

‘sad section of Irish Republicanism’; Tóibín devotes attention to a pamphlet, ‘The

Vindication of Roger Casement’ by Eoin O’Máille and others. More significant

perhaps is the use of Casement to characterise the Irish anti-colonial struggle of the

early twentieth century, and by implication the current conflict in Northern Ireland,

not in terms of colonial domination and resistance, but of divergent identities which

can ultimately be reconciled through the embrace of pluralism. In his contribution to

the BBC documentary, Angus Mitchell characterises Ireland at the beginning of the

twentieth century as facing a choice between ‘loyalty to the empire and to

nationalism’; ‘the Irish at the time have a split personality in terms of where their

loyalty lies…Casement is a classic figure whose identity is split between these

opposing forces.’

His sexuality − that he can, as in Tóibín, be framed as a gay man and therefore as

embodying an identity that has been central to the conception of southern Ireland as

pluralist − is only one element of this. There is much emphasis on Casement as

crossing ideological boundaries, occupying apparently contradictory positions − as an

embodiment of ‘hybridity’. He lived, according to the narrator of the BBC

documentary, ‘a life of extreme contrasts and contradictions.’ These are political − an

agent of imperialism who became a radical anti-imperialist; a Unionist who became

an Irish Nationalist and Republican − and religious − a Protestant Nationalist (who

may also have become a Catholic). Casement has even been constructed as not only

crossing boundaries of sexuality but of gender; in Medb Ruane’s reading,

‘Casement’s real crime was not to bugger, but to be buggered …it [the British

establishment] couldn’t endure the apparent feminisation of its former hero, along

with all the passive powerlessness that implied. That feminisation was equally

offensive to Irish nationalists.’lxxix The figure of Casement can be deployed to frame

a revisionist conception of Irish history, and a liberal pluralist conception of

contemporary southern Ireland, and of the Northern Irish conflict. The shape this

figure of Casement takes in this process is also distinctively post-modern in its

conception of human subjectivity as unstable, fragmentary and incoherent − a position

which rejects a view of humans as rational beings in favour of a focus on irrationality

and ‘fluidity’.

These ideological uses to which Casement can be put have also been utilised by the

Irish State, as demonstrated in Ahern’s Arbour Hill speech. He draws attention to

Casement’s investigative work in Africa and South America, ‘exposing the slavery

and inhumanity suffered at the hands of imperialism.’ Both Martin Manseragh and

Luke Gibbons have articulated the idea of Casement as inspirationally prefiguring an

‘ethical foreign policy’ which the independent southern Irish state has pursued; that,

‘the more idealistic side of Irish foreign policy…followed a straight line from

Casement to Mary Robinson.’lxxx It is a mark of the ubiquity of the figure of

Casement in contemporary Irish discourse, and the flexibility with which this figure

can be manipulated that both left and right can co-opt him in this way. More

importantly though is the way in which this figure can offer such useful ideological

cover for a state whose actual policies − the deliberate reduction of the rights offered

to asylum seekers and refugees by the 1996 Refugee Act; maintaining a position of

‘neutrality’ at the United Nations in the face of the American imperialist drive to war

in Iraq in early 2003, while simultaneously offering the use of Irish airport facilities to

the US military during the war; the enthusiastic embrace of the free market − show it

to be intent on positioning itself with the powerful and against the powerless and

dispossessed in the global order.

The figure of Casement as an Irish revolutionary offers a similar opportunity for the

southern Irish State to draw on the legitimising potential of the nation and the legacy

of revolutionary nationalism. In this Casement fulfils a function rather like the Arbour

Hill ceremony at which Ahern made his speech does for the Fianna Fáil party, and

which the State Funerals in 2001 did for the state − the facilitation of a symbolic and

formal identification with revolutionary nationalism while its ideological and political

content is simultaneously being repudiated. Ahern’s speech is largely concerned with

the 1998 Agreement and its implementation. The Agreement involved the southern

Irish state deleting the constitutional claim to sovereignty over the whole island and

accepting its boundaries as those imposed in the partition settlement of 1923. It also

involved accepting the legitimacy of Northern Ireland as a polity − under the

Agreement partition can only be rescinded by the consent of a majority within the six

counties. In this view, the conflict is not explicable in terms of the colonial and

capitalist domination of Ireland by the British state and by an elite within the country

− the position held in various forms by the historic Casement, by Connolly and by the

rest of those engaged in the anti-colonial struggle − and the subsequent history of

partition and the oppression suffered by working class Catholics in the Northern

Ireland statelet which was propped up by the British state. The conflict is instead to be

viewed as internal to Northern Ireland and being less about power and class than

religious and ‘ethnic’ identities. It is a matter of antagonism between two competing

‘traditions’ which can be mediated by the two disinterested − British and Irish −

states.lxxxi It is in this context that Casement, as the discursively manufactured

embodiment of pluralism − he came, as Ahern pointed out, ‘from a different tradition’

− is a particularly potent figure for the Irish State.

Ending this dissertation with Casement is, in a way, to reproduce that very discursive

strategy whereby ‘Casement’ can be used to articulate any number of positions in

contemporary debates. Nevertheless, the recent renewal of the controversy about the

diaries and the discourse which it has produced, obviously does illustrate the main

issues I have been attempting to address here. These are, firstly, a dynamic operating

within contemporary Irish cultural representations of masculinity and sexuality, and in

a particular way cultural representations of gay men, between sex, psychic health,

identity and political action. Secondly, a dynamic operating between these cultural

representations and conceptions of revolutionary nationalism in Irish history and of

contemporary Irish society. Of particular significance in this is the ideological use to

which such cultural representations are being put in legitimising the actions of the

state, and in responding to the contradictions and challenges to the dominant liberal,

pluralist vision of the society which are being produced by the inequality and

stratification being generated in Ireland by the forces of globalisation.
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56 Mount Prospect Park

Belfast

BT9 7BG  

Tel (028) 90664111

jeffreydudgeon@hotmail.com

8 September 2005

Dear Vincent Quinn,

I refer to Michael Cronin’s thesis which I accessed on the Internet, entitled Romantic Ireland revisited: sexuality, masculinity and nationalism in some recent texts, and in particular the chapter – ‘A gay hero’: sexuality, pluralism and the Casement Diaries.

It makes some harsh and at times erroneous criticism of my book Roger Casement: The Black Diaries - With a Study of his Background, Sexuality, and Irish Political Life, for example “Jeffrey Dudgeon, executes one of the most prurient and dishearteningly pedantic analyses of the diaries.”

I wrote the book to publish all the diaries together for the first time and to argue the case for their authenticity. As the first gay writer to deal with Casement, I also wished to address his sexual aspect (and his Irish politics, being Irish). 

Michael with his accusation of prurience and pedantry fails to recognise that to assess authenticity requires exhaustive and precise text, particularly with regard to the diaries’ sexual content. My interpolations on the sexual entries were I felt relatively infrequent. If you do write about somebody else’s sexual life, those of a sensitive or puritan disposition will always be distressed. Good sex writing is rare which is why I indicated that Casement’s not-intended-for-publication text was erotic because it was sparse and largely an aide memoire. However the extent of the gay porn industry rather indicates prurience is de rigueur in the community. 

I am accused by Michael of prurience on one exampled occasion: ‘ “It is obvious that Casement found particular pleasure in the fact of another man’s erection welcoming him, feeling it a psychological turn-on. To be appreciated by a much younger, and well-equipped, person was a great boost to his self-confidence’ this is the gloss on a diary entry that simply reads ‘X Enormous and liked greatly.’” 

These words are unfairly torn out of a larger point which read:

Monday 30th Janry 1911    Nina to lunch at Harrods…On to Anti Slavery Society and F.O…
My tickets 3/-. J’s. 4/-. Him 12/6  X
    





                 19.6 …Wash up 2½d…6 [6th partner] To Harrow Jew -  X  Enormous and liked greatly.

6.  2.6

   16.6    [Harrow Jew; Casement’s own train fare of 3/- is excluded.

6.19.0    6th sex costs accumulation in 1911]

[Significantly, Casement notes here that he, the Jew, “liked greatly” what was happening to him – rather than the other way round. This is recorded on other occasions. It is obvious that Casement found particular pleasure in the fact of another male’s erection welcoming him, feeling it a psychological turn-on. To be appreciated sexually by a much younger, and well-equipped, person was a great boost to his self-confidence.

    This may partly explain why and how Casement was able to take on his work-superiors about all sorts of issues, given that so many of them were of the highest social and political status, alongside making himself attractive both to radical politicians and those same establishment figures. It was not, as has been suggested, that Casement “loved a Lord” but that he frequently felt himself one, and believed no-one his better, especially when boosted by attractive males wanting to have sex with him. Being Irish, and becoming Irish Irish, also gave him an effortless sense of superiority over mere Englishmen.]

I have enclosed my reply to an American critic who complained in the same vein. I felt rather gratified, as I wrote in response, to know that in my book I had ‘put the sex back into homosexual’.

Michael also states “Dudgeon hopes that his book will ‘permit the opening up of discussion of the effect Casement’s sexual orientation had on the shape of his humanitarianism and his Irish political career (which it had) as well as his revolutionism (sic)’. Unfortunately, he fails to move this beyond such observations as ascribing Casement’s ‘antagonism’ to Unionism to ‘his own rebellious sexual orientation.’” 

This too is unfair and inappropriate as the full content and context of that quotation below reveals, and the fact that I said I hoped that, after my book, this opening up would happen. I do deal extensively with Casement’s views on Ulster and his involvement in the Easter Rising. Unfortunately none of my critics has taken me up significantly in that department. I define Ulster Protestants as a frontiers people, an ethnic British subgroup, which exists because of the frontier in Ireland, like Americans would now be if the French and Spanish controlled all but the eastern shore states. Casement disliked such people and made it plain.
“31 THURSDAY    Again lovely morning, paid Hotel bill and off with Nina for Ballymena. At Mr Y’s to luncheon and then to Galgorm and Mrs Kings [Mrs King was the widow of Casement’s old headmaster, Robert King who had died in 1900. Mr Y was Rose’s father, the Rt. Hon. John Young. In 1912, Casement was raging about his boyhood host, being on the “precious Standing Committee of the Ulster Unionist Council.” He was, Casement declared, “a man I’ve known all my life - John Young of Galgorm - my cousin married his daughter. He ought to know better.” Like many liberal Ulster Protestants, Casement was seriously illiberal about people who held to Unionist views, although the strength if not the source of his antagonism might well have been his own rebellious sexual orientation. Another revealing poem written on 19 May 1895, on Rathlin Island, defending the “beauty in the devious path” reserves its strongest anger, like Christ, “for that rigid school who measure virtue, like a gown, by rule, who wear their righteousness as Sunday clothes, that would be soiled by meaner people’s woes”– Ulster Scots Presbyterians.”
To describe me as “a civil servant in the Northern Ireland administration”, which I am, in a middle ranking position in the health department, makes me sound somewhat sinister and the book almost officially sanctioned. I was actually on a career break (unpaid) for two years to write it.
I note also that Michael makes the endlessly repeated and prejudiced mistake that Edward Carson prosecuted Oscar Wilde. Carson actually defended the Marquess of Queensbury against a charge of criminal libel brought by Wilde, which, if Queensbury had lost, would have meant him going to gaol.

I would appreciate an opportunity to debate and discuss those aspects within the Centre for the Discussion of Sexual Dissidence at Sussex University. Indeed I believe this would enable the centre to fulfil its self-declared mission. 

Yours sincerely

Jeffrey Dudgeon
[No debate or discussion took place. Cronin republished the non-Casement part, complete with Carson error in Eire-Ireland in 2004]
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