EMAILS FROM WILLIAM DANAHER ON CASEMENT AND RELIGION 2012
Thanks Bill.

I have not finished Llosa's novel although have started another he gave me 'The War of the End of the World' which is of the same area and era. His 'Feast of the Goat' on the assassination of Generalissimo Trujillo of the Dominican Republic was unique - for me - in that it was actually frightening to read.
I was put off by the early romanticising chapters in 'Dream of the Celt', the title was not a good start (he wasn't a Celt), but now am finding his descriptions of the Putumayo quite gripping and more horrifying than Casement's own prose - as one would expect.
Without wanting to dampen your enthusiasm, I found Casement at times ingenuous. He thought he didn't have blood on his hands yet he armed the precursors of the IRA, twice, while the German navy shelled the east coast of England killing many civilians as a diversionary tactic at the time of the intended landing of his arms shipment in Ireland.
Your work sounds interesting. Ironically in Casement's own country the notion of TRCs etc is very contentious and unlikely ever to be resolved. In a sense, neither side here was defeated although one was very damaged, and the other is openly triumphant and attempting a rehabilitation of its merciless campaign. Both are still fighting over every each inch of territory.He was a precursor of many of the progressive developments that came about after the 2nd World War - Commonwealth etc. and of course of the break up of the European empires into nation states (with inevitable national minorities) after 1918.

Best
Jeff

28 August 2012

Dear Jeff,
 
I am honoured and floored by your thorough response.
 
What I plan to demonstrate in a longer essay/chapter is that the origin of Transitional Justice (Truth Commissions, International Courts, civil society advocacy and work for post-conflict transformation) begins with the network that Casement's report was part of. His report was taken up by missionaries (representing an evangelicalized imperialism), human rights activists (Like Morel who wanted to extend human rights around the world) and the older Victorian and Edwardian belief in trusteeship (the older, protestant form of imperialism). Thus Casement's report had a life of its own. Its appearance in Hardenburg's "The Putumayo: The Devil's Paradise" is one instance of how it formed a network of international actors to exert "care" over lesser, more savage cultures and peoples.
 
Llosa was himself involved in a precursor to the Peruvian TRC, the report of which was widely believed to have been cooped by the corrupt government. This is why I suspect Llosa of using Casement's lips to speak his own thoughts of regret and longing.
 
Casement's humanitarian work is certainly linked to his nationalism, but the relation is more complex and interesting. We see in Casement both moral blind spots as well as points of real moral vision. 
 
I am sorry If this makes no sense, but I need to run to a morning meeting. I would love to keep in touch.
 
With admiration and thanks,
 
Bill.
21 August 2012

From: jeffreydudgeon@hotmail.com
To: wdanaher@huron.uwo.ca
Subject: Casement and Catholicism
Date: Mon, 20 Aug 2012 14:45:49 +0000

Dear Mr Danaher,

 

Thank you for your email and the kind remark about my book. 

I wonder how you got hold of it in Ontario as it is now a scarce commodity? Not that most buyers ever get round to reading it, I fear.

 

I am not however the best person to illuminate a discussion on theology or philosophy, but I can give you some evidence of Casement’s reasoning as to his conversion to Roman Catholicism and some background.

 

He did indeed have a copy of The Imitation of Christ. I have found a reference in a letter to his cousin Gertrude of 20 July 1916 (see attached). Somebody had sent him the book when he first appeared at the magistrates’ court in Bow Street.

 

I met Mario Vargas Llosa - unfortunately after his novel was started, or at least largely conceptualised. His major and early influence was a rival Casement author and English, Latin Americanist, Angus Mitchell. 

 

Llosa gets Casement completely wrong in the sex department depicting him as guilty and incompetent, thereby weakening his novel seriously. This may have derived from the (Hispanic) author’s decision to portray Casement as a hero which in Irish nationalist historiography means making him sexless, if not saintly. 

 

I notioned that Llosa, who expressed sympathy for the position of the white Spanish in Bolivia (where he lived as a child) since Evo Morales became President, might at least grasp the position Ulster Protestants found themselves in at that time. But that was not to be, although he was not overtly hostile to the community.

 

The diaries indicate that it is entirely wrong to portray Casement as riven by doubts or guilt over his sexual activity. He was enthusiastic and at least until his time in Germany, effective. There was no guilt or shame, partly, because he had put religion behind him – except, understandably, in his last months in prison. He regarded Irish Anglicanism as stony as did his mother apparently.

 

I think I refer to the potential for a cult or religion to have built up over Casement, since he, consciously, traded on a certain saintly aura, as the permanent beard suggests. The one clean-shaven photograph of him shows an entirely ordinary, modern man. 

 

His martyrdom inevitably helped stoke the fire which is why the homosexual allegations, oddly, actually enhanced the religiosity of the campaign around and about him. But being, in time, provable, they ultimately prevented a cultic take off, relegating him to peripheral victim status. That opportunity is now lost with the collapse of Catholicism in southern Ireland.

 

Modern Casement proponents, some accepting the possibility of him being gay (but not the authenticity of the diaries), are now to be found in the Anglophobic, anti-revisionist school of Irish history. Quite properly, as he was of that faith. The controversy certainly continues and Llosa has perhaps unwittingly added fuel.

 

As you know, Casement’s mother had him re-baptised in a Catholic Church in Rhyl in Wales when he was about four. She herself had become a Catholic in adult life although there is only one reference I found to that. Casement himself, and most writers, take it as granted she was born a Catholic. 

 

I surmised she might have come from a mixed marriage but my latest research does not encourage that view. Her sister was christened in a north Dublin Anglican church. Both married in what is now St Anne’s Cathedral in Belfast. 

Anne Jephson’s background otherwise remains a mystery except to say there is no evidence the family was aristocratic. Their address was in a middle class area of Dublin city. I fancy they were not economically stable similar to the position of Casement’s own upbringing. He certainly wanted his mother to be both upper class and, unusually, Roman Catholic.

 

His conversion was dissimilar to that of many gay men of the era including both Oscar Wilde and Bosie Douglas (although he was anti-sodomy and anti-Semitic by that time, like his dad the Marquess.) From Casement’s letters (see second attached to Father Murnane) he seems to have had no great intellectual affinity to Rome except for the fact that the Irish majority was Catholic. That was the key differentiation from the rest of the UK once the language had died. 

 

As I noted, it was a nationalist and very Catholic, Belfast friend, Cathal O’Byrne who wrote of Casement’s view that “no one could love the Irish people without loving the religion that made them what they were.” That explains pretty much why he converted. As indeed shortly afterwards did Gertrude.

 

You can make your own analysis/judgment from these letters as to the deeper reasons. Another relevant quote comes from Casement's ‘Last message to Ireland’ of 2 August 1916 (NLI 17,046): “My dominating thought was to keep Ireland out of the war. England has no claim on us, in law or morality or right. Ireland should not sell her soul for any mess of Empire. If I die tomorrow bury me in Ireland, and I shall die in the Catholic Faith, for I accept it fully now. It tells me what my heart sought long – but I saw it in the faces of the Irish. Now I know what it was I loved in them. The chivalry of Christ speaking through human eyes – it is from that source all lovable things come, for Christ was the first Knight.”

 

Best wishes 

Jeff Dudgeon

 

From: wdanaher@huron.uwo.ca
Subject: Portrayal of Roger Casement by Mario Vargas Llosa
Date: Fri, 17 Aug 2012 14:39:59 -0400
To: jeffreydudgeon@hotmail.com
 
Dear Mr. Dudgeon,


I hope you do not mind me writing, but I am reading your work on Roger Casement, which is remarkable. In conjunction with it, I have also read the recent novel by Mario Vargas Llosa, the Dream of the Celt.
 
I am particularly interested in Llosa's imaginative reconstruction of Casement reading Thomas a Kempis' Imitation of Christ in his final days. 
 
 Is there any evidence of this? You mention Augustine's Confessions (p.511).
 
 This detail is relevant to me as a professor of religious ethics, because I am interested in the implicit suggestion by Llosa that Casement's conversion to Roman Catholicism represents not only a final claim on his Hibernian identity but also that the Church as the mystical body of Christ represented the final, fragile placeholder for his deepest social and political aspirations. The council of self-sacrifice in the imitation of Christ and self-denial would help Casement justify his own self-sacrificial tendencies. 
 
 I don't know if you read much Foucault, but it would place Casement's own understanding of his life firmly within a perspective of pastoral power, and this would seem to suggest that his perspective remained, in some regard, "imperial," despite his nationalism.
 
 Yours, 
 
 William Danaher, Dean
 Faculty of Theology
 Huron University College
 (519) 438-7224 (x289)
 wdanaher@huron.uwo.ca

