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Dear Editor,
In his article ‘Despite defeat Salmond deserves credit on campaign’ (20 September) Diarmaid Ferriter addresses the inscription on the monument to Charles Stewart Parnell which had been quoted by Alex Salmond.

For many decades, every time I have driven along O’Connell Street to return to Belfast I have passed that obelisk and seen the quotation from a speech by Parnell.

Each time I have wondered just how many of those who went out to die and kill in the recent IRA campaign had absorbed the inscription’s sentiment and been reinforced by it in their actions.

The words are exceptionally forceful and uncompromising: “No man has a right to fix the boundary to the march of a nation. No man has a right to say to his country thus far shalt thou go and no further. We have never attempted to fix the ne plus ultra to the progress of Ireland’s nationhood and we never shall.”

The words originally following, that Professor Ferriter quotes are opaque and unmemorable. He also suggests, in defence, that, ‘“the march of a nation” was not defined’. But Parnell was saying there can be no limits to a nation. It cannot be bound by any human restrictions.

Although spoken in 1885 before the 1916 Rising and partition, Parnell averred that the nation was above the law and morality. Its pursuit was an imperative. Interestingly, the monument was erected in 1910.

I must also dispute the interpretation given by Mr Ferriter to the Latin tag ‘ne plus ultra’ which to me is the most sinister aspect of the inscription. He translates it as ‘ultimate point’ but it means, in context, that there is no point beyond which one should not go in the pursuit of Irish nationhood. No limits to the struggle for Irish freedom.

The Dublin obelisk is surely greater than any flag. 

Yours sincerely 

Jeffrey Dudgeon

That last put-down was a play on Salmond’s invoking of the words of 19th century Irish home rule leader Charles Stewart Parnell. Salmond, perhaps inevitably given that he was in Dublin, cited words from Parnell’s famous speech delivered in Cork in January 1885, from which the most quoted line is “no man has the right to fix the boundary to the march of a nation”.

It is worth looking more closely, however, at what followed that line in Parnell’s speech: “No man has a right to say to his country: ‘Thus far shalt thou go, and no further’; and we have never attempted to fix the ne plus ultra [ultimate point] to the progress of Ireland’s nationhood, and we never shall. But gentlemen, while we leave those things to time, circumstances and the future, we must each one of us resolve in our own hearts that we shall at all times do everything which within us lies to obtain for Ireland the fullest measure of her rights.

“In this way we shall avoid difficulties and contentions amongst each other. In this way we shall not give up anything which the future may put in favour of our country, and while we struggle today for that which may seem possible for us with our combination, we must struggle for it with the proud consciousness, and that we shall not do anything to hinder or prevent better men who may come after us from gaining better things than those for which we now contend.”

It is hardly surprising Salmond picked out the Parnell phrase that seems to lend itself gloriously to the framing of timeless nationalist aspirations. As historians have recognised, however, while Parnell’s words may have appeared admirably idealistic, they were also deliberately vague to fit the politics of his time and the balancing act he was engaged in; “the march of a nation” was not defined, nor was “fullest measure of her rights”, or “better things than those for which we now contend”.

