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By Wim Roefs

Political openings and Irish schisms

N ORTHERN IRISH POLITICAL Sci-
entist Henry Patterson's
long overdue book should
educate, among others,

the left (socialist and otherwise) in
Great Britain, Europe and the U.S.
The Politics of Illusion: Repub-
licanism and Socialism in Modem
Ireland analyzes the many attempts
since 1921 of, as Patterson calls
them, "social republicans" in Ireland I
to combine purist Irish nationalism I
with socialist politics. These at- 1
tempts were, above all, full o! con- J

tradictions in terms of ends and
means. The latest, and perhaps last,
attempt is the Provisional IRA and
its political wing, Provisional Sinn
Fein,

Patterson's analysis of the repub-
lican movement is merciless and
void of the sentiment and nationalis-
tic romanticism that often charac-
terizes leftist writings on Northern
Ireland. The Politics of Illusion fits
into a series of books by Patterson
and fellow socialist Paul Bew. Their
research is unpopular among most
of the left, which has linked itself in
a politically and intellectually lazy
way to the slogans of Irish
nationalism, including those of the
Provisionals.

Many on the left claim to be "crit-
ical supporters" of Irish repub-
licanism, but their "critical attitude"
doesn't prevent them from ignoring
a vast body of left-wing revisionist
analysis on Ireland, of which the
"Marxist Perspectives on Ireland"
special issue of Science & Society
(Summer 1989) gives some good
examples. Bew and Patterson's work
is pail of the revisionist trend. Al-
though the style of their writing and
the organization of their material is
frequently rather sloppy, nobody
interested in Northern Ireland
should ignore these analyses.
Historical recap: In 1921, the par-
tition of Ireland made the south inde-
pendent, while Northern Ireland was
established for the Protestants who
wanted to stay within the United
Kingdom. All over Ireland, the IRA
remained actively opposed to the
settlement but increasingly found it-

Northern Ireland: exploring the contradictions of economic and ideological poverty.

self in the margins of Irish politics.
From the '20s to the present, the or-
ganization has tried to compensate
for the defeat of purely militarist and
politically backward republicanism
by taking up social and economic
issues. In doing so, the IRA or its
political wing, Sinn Fein, tried to
create a mass movement for the
"anti-imperialist struggle" against
the British presence in Ireland. Pat-
terson writes that the working class
"was significant as a resource to be
mobilized behind a pre-existing ob-
jective," the unification of Ireland.

This instrumental approach to
"socialism" and social agitation
created severe problems for the so-
cial republicans. First of all, they got
in trouble when taking their social
agenda seriously; the struggle for a
united Ireland, particularly the IRA's
violent campaigns, interfered with
their capability to attract broad sup-
port. They never considered, how-
ever, that the real needs of the mass-
es might not be compatible with the
republican objective.

Secondly, their traditional Irish
nationalist perceptions and their fix-
ation on uniting Ireland resulted in
a severely distorted view of Irish
political realities. They overesti-
mated the chances for the creation
of a broad social movement and the
possibilities for Irish unification.

The present republican move-
ment is an example of this. By the
mid-'70s, the Provisional leadership
took up social issues to build abroad
movement that would support the

IRA's armed struggle for unification.
Yet despite existing strong national
sentiments, "an organization which
sought to link economic and any
other domestic issue to support ior
the 'armed struggle' [in the North]
was doomed to perpetual marginal-
ity in the Republic," Patterson con-
cludes.

In the North, the Provisionals did
create a successful movement dur-
ing the '80s, but the contradictions
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of social republicanism are felt there
as well. IRA violence prevents Sinn
Fein from making progress beyond
the present support of 1 1 percent of
the total electorate. Furthermore,
the party's rallying call for jobs is
offset by IRA violence, which might
jeopardize investments. It contrasts
even more with the IRA's bombing
of "economic targets," which de-
stroys jobs.

Sinn Fein's instrumental approach

The instrumental
approach to
"socialism" and
social agitation
created severe
problems for the
social republicans.

to "socialism" is also reflected in the
opportunistic way the party refers
to it. In the early '80s, a confident
republican movement seeking the
support of the British left em-
phasized the struggle for a socialist
united Ireland. By the end of the de-
cade, however, a stagnating move-
ment pursued cooperation with con-
servative Irish nationalist parties, in-
sisting that "socialism" was not on
the agenda.

Patterson argues that the basis for
the Provisionals' support is not the
old slogan of "completing the na-
tional revolution" but the fact that
they give "a bitter... expression to
real needs" of the Catholic popula-
tion. Therefore, if these needs would
be seriously addressed by a British
government, "social republicanism"
would be consigned to the history
books.

In The British State & The Ulster
Crisis, Patterson and Bew argue that
substantial state-sponsored reforms,
particularly an economic face-lift,
could well be the key to some sort
of decent settlement in Northern Ire-
land. Bew and Patterson have been
accused of 'Marxist economism' in
expecting economic reforms to ease
nationalist feelings. Yet nobody ex-
pects economic reforms to do away
with Irish nationalism, nor that they
are an instant solution. The argu-
ment is that happy Catholics are less
likely to make the nationalist cause
their top priority, which in turn
would make Northern Ireland a less
explosive and polarized community.

In this respect it should be remem-
bered that the present Catholic re-
volt started 20 years ago as a civil-
rights movement, not as a nationalist
movement. Decent political and
economic reforms in the past might
well have prevented the mess of the
last two decades. Whatever the out-
come of substantial economic re-
forms now, the bottom line is that
any settlement is unlikely as long as
the unemployment rate among Cath-
olics is twice as high as among Pro-
testants.

One of the most powerful dogmas
of Irish republicanism in the last two
decades goes against the argument"
of reforming Northern Ireland. Un-
like the social republicans of the IRA
in the '60s who tried to reform North-
ern Ireland as part of their strategy
to create a socialist united Ireland,
the Provisionals claim that Northern
Ireland will be irreformable as long
as partition exists, because Northern
Catholics will suffer severe discrimi-
nation. After 50 years of structural,
state-sponsored discrimination, the
failure of the '60s civil-rights move-
ment to win substantial, reforms
from the Protestant regime was seen
as the ultimate "proof of this notion.

The Protestants are seen by re-
publicans as one monolithic reac-
tionary bloc who have always been
unwilling to compromise. Since it
was the British presence in the North'"
that gave the Republicans the power,
British presence is said to be the key
problem. The fact that the British
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didn't manage to abandon discrimi-
nation after they put Northern Ire-
land under direct rule from London
in 1972 is supposed to be further
evidence for that.

With the anti-imperialist flavor of
Irish nationalism and the justified
concern for the battered Northern
Catholics, this dogma is the most im-
portant reason why many on the left
give uncritical support to Irish na-
tionalism in general and not seldom
to the Provisionals specifically. But
the only thing Northern Ireland's his-
tory proves is that it hasn't been re-
formed, not that it can't be reformed. .
In The State in Northern Ireland,
1921-1972, Bew and Patterson, with
Peter Gibbon, argued that the Pro-
testant bloc was not monolithic.
They show that at any time in the
country's history, important sec-

tions of the Protestant political elite
demanded. "British standards" for
Northern Ireland, which included
equality for Catholics.
British reserve and reserves:
Because British policy was domi-
nated by the hope of avoiding getting
bogged down in Northern Ireland's
affairs, the British failed to support
the reform-minded section of the
Protestant ruling class. In The British
State & The Ulster Crisis, Bew and
Patterson can thus argue that "the
problem of the involvement of the
British state in Northern Ireland lies
not in its existence but in its specific
forms."

Bew and Patterson show that the
British longtime unwillingness to get
involved made them grossly unpre-
pared to act when all hell broke
loose in the late '60s.

Since 1972, British reluctance has

translated into a policy that exacer-
latetfthtNorthern crisis. The steady
sectarian violence by Catholic and
Protestant paramilitaries and the re-
sulting political and communal
polarization obviously hasn't en-
hanced the chances for a democratic
settlement.

The real problem with Britain is
not its presence but the ambiguity
of that presence: it can't leave but
doesn't want to be there. Great Bri-
tain has no economic incentive to
stay, since their involvement costs
them a bundle. Northern Ireland's
supposed strategical importance to
NATO—another popular argument
among republicans and their sup-
porters—is most certainly nonsense
as well. The truth is that the British
Labour Party is in favor of reunifica-
tion of Ireland and that the Conser-
vative government agrees that unity

can come about by consent, if the
Northern Protestants agree to it. The
real reason why the British are in
Northern Ireland is, as Bew and Pat-
terson argue, "the near impossibility
of expelling a million citizens [the
Northern Protestants] from the
United Kingdom—especially in re-
sponse to a campaign of terrorism."

Britain's limited commitment to
Northern Ireland, in combination
with Thatcherite monetarism, has so
far been the luck of the Provisionals.
The Thatcher government isn't pre-
pared to deliver the funds to deal
with Catholic needs and thus keep
social republicanism alive. Patterson
argues that the future of social re-
publicanism and of the Provisionals'
substantial support in the North is
"symbiotically tied to the future of
the Thatcherite project."

Perhaps it is some consolation to

the left that the arguments presented
here are not so much arguments for
or against Irish nationalism or Pro-
testant unionism. These are argu-
ments for addressing the real needs
and problems in Northern Ireland.
The progressive position on North-
ern Ireland is neither support nor
opposition for one faction there but
rather to promote practical politics
that create equality, peace and rec-
onciliation. The constitutional con-
text—Irish or British—within which
this happens should be of no great
concern for the left or anybody else
who is interested in these things.
Creating the social context that is
most likely to fulfill these goals is
the task at hand. [•]
Wim Roefs is a Dutch writer special-
izing in Northern Ireland. He is co-au-
thor of Verdeeld Belfast (Divided Bel-
fast).

Stalemate saga
anything but stale

The Wild Colonial Boy
By James Hynes
Atheneum, 356 pp., $18.95

By James North

T
HIS FIRST NOVEL, A POLITICAL
tale of contemporary Ire-
land, gets much stronger to-
ward the end. Early on, the

pacing is a bit too slow. But the end-
ing gathers force suddenly and sur-
prisingly, like a thunderstorm at the
end of a balmy, mellow day, sweep-
ing the reader through emotions that
are unexpectedly shocking and deep.
. The story begins when Brian
Donovan of Detroit, whose grand-
father fled Northern Ireland in the
'20s for political reasons, is asked by
his family to illegally deliver $10,000
in cash to the Provisional wing of
the Irish Republican Army. Brian is
a confused, spoiled young man who
has not earned the right to the cyni-
cism he affects. He is in contrast with
the Irish cousins he meets for the
first time on his arrival, who are seri-

ous about ousting the British from
the North and reunifying the island.

Through one cousin, Maire, Brian
stumbles into a subplot within the
IRA. A renegade Provo, Jimmy Dug-
gan, plans a violent attack designed
to embarrass the organization's
leadership into ending its first tenta-
tive forays into participating in elec-
toral politics. The aimless and some-
what weak-minded Brian is the per-

IRELAND
feet mule to carry plastic explosives
across borders.

Hynes has a good ear for dialogue
and an impressive talent for descrip-
tion, whether he is rendering the red-
brick grittiness in Belfast or the wild
Donegal seacoast. But he devotes
too much time to the comings and
goings of the participants instead of
showing us what motivates them.
Jimmy Duggan and Maire come off
as fairly standard fanatics, motivated
almost exclusively by revenge. Peo-
ple do get to be that way, but that's

not how they start life.
Midway through, Hynes intro-

duces an unlikeable, well-drawn new
character, an American Irish free-
lance journalist named Tim
McGuire. Tim is a putative left-
winger whose Irish nationalist sym-
pathies clash with his desire to get
the big scoop.
Art imitates: Any left-wing jour-
nalist who has worked overseas will
instantly recognize this scene. One
afternoon, Tim comes into the hall
of his low-rent Belfast boarding
house and looks for his mail: "The
only thing for him was a letter from
his mother in Boston. No check from
In These Times, no check from the
Voice, no answer from his Mother
Jones query letter. He scowled and
pushed his mother's letter into the
pocket of his parka and started heav-
ily up the stairs. What those wire
service jerks in the Europa didn't
realize, couldn't realize, since they
never left the fucking bar, did they,
didn't have Tim's contacts or years
of experience on the ground, Belfast
was just another Beirut or Managua
to them, with less exotic food—was
that there was some kind of unusual
seismic activity in the Proves."

The story begins to move at a grip-
ping pace. Brian is down in Dublin,
continuing his clandestine journey.
As he walks the Dublin streets, he
notices the signs of American mass
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culture, which are so ubiquitous
overseas and so depressing. He
muses: "Heroes were for movies. The
methodical Provos got results, while
his grandfather's self-defeating,
hand-me-down nationalism had no-
thing to show for itself but some
heroic statuary and a lot of weepy
folk songs. In the end they had lost
the war not to the British or the
Orangemen but to last summer's
American blockbusters and the
flame-broiled hamburger."

Brian Donovan continues pas-
sively on his mission. Hynes is deft
at gradually adding darker shading
to what started out sounding like a
lighthearted, half-whimsical caper.
He is strong on suspense, without
stumbling into melodrama. A brutal
interrogation scene near the end is
sketched with particular skill, as the

victim slides in and out of conscious-
ness. We get to the horrifying finale
with complete, deep conviction.

Yet Hynes' protagonists never
face real dilemmas, never stop to
ponder alternatives in the way that
can bring drama and power to a
novel. (For example, in Solzhenit-
syn's The First Circle, will the scien-
tist-prisoners win their own freedom
by developing a device that will en-
able Stalin's secret police to identify
telephone voices?) Hynes' charac-.
ters continue to travel grimly down
paths that seem to have been laid
out for them. But maybe the stale-
mate in Ireland makes change seem
inconceivable, whether on a political
level or in individual lives. [•]
James North, author of Freedom Ris-
ing, is a former correspondent for In
These Times.
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