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FOREWORD 

Whatever one's particular opinion of Dr. Conar Cruise 
O'BrteD, it must be agreed that he represents an im
portant phenomenon in Irish political life. Many who 
have we l comed his impact in the past as a breath of 
liberalism and a genuine assault on clerical domin
ance and other typ es of backwardness in 26-County 
society, have been bewildered by his more recent 
development. He has, in particular, playe d an im
portant role in relation to both the programme and 
the prac tic e of t he Labour Party ; - a role very diff
erent from what some members of the party expected . 

The following study of Dr. O' Brien's published work 
offers a view n o t only of the particular individual, 
bu t also of Irish l iberalism and the contradictions 
that led to its lining up with the most reactionary 
elements of society. This pamphlet was completed in 
1975 , but its contents have not dated. The only add
ition to his theoretical output since last year has 
been his Merriman Summer School lecture on Edmund 
Burke, which continues the t r ai n of thought begun in 
his introduction to the Reflections. (Irish Times , 
August, 31 st 1976). Burke is held up to his aud
ience as the moderate reformer, the sensitive voice 
of co l onial America, the spokesperson for the con
servative heart of Catholic Ireland, and the loyal 
Whig politician (a blow, perhaps, a t D~vid Thornley 
and others who o ccasionally allow conscience to over
come their p a rty loyalties). Above all, he is viewe d 
- although O'Brien does not use the phrase - as the 
empiricis t advocate of "politics as the art of the 
possible". 

In practice, the past year has r evealed Dr. O'Brien 
in the act of trying to refurbish his libera l image 
while gi ving actual s uppo rt to illiberal initi at ives. 
In his s peech t o the Iri sh Humani st Association in 
March he made the gesture of opening a deba te on the 
secularising of 26-County society. That this was a 
gesture can be s hown by the fact that actual agit-



a~IOD 00 ~b . quo . tloo of coot r.~ .p tloo ba. been 
101., dd for flYe year • • I t hoot anI auppo r t fro~ 

blo; and h ..... to re. aiD all.n t ~hon hi. Govern-
• enta l col l e.,u~a , Mi ol . t er Bo.~o and Secret ary 
Yl "".,.n , .. ode propo .. l . ~o coppertuteo • • ll I 10ua 
. due .. loA (aDd, heoee, &ec,".;ao dhhlona) OD .""'Y 
cbUd ID t be eo""try . 

Ey." oo 0 , .. tur • . the 1I0rch ap •• ch .... . oadequate. 
[n t he flu' place. h. couf olly .vold. d the een l .. l 
qouUoo of .bother t b. p""pl. ot Irehod uall, 
.... t to h ... thei r Hna ron occordlnl ' 0. forula 
that .. erHle .. all earthly bu .... r'lb .. '0 t b. 
hop • • 01 p' e In th e ok, _h e n t h., dl.. (00 tbl. 
p oi n t, hlo Fiu Cae l coli ...... , Car ... t P!uc. rald, 
•• n ••• d to b ..... r . prl.c'pl . d ID b, . r . pll to the 
Bhhop 01 LI .. rlck.) In .. "Id lnl the qu •• Uon, 
O'Brle" c ho •• to bo • • hi . ca •• on econoaie lrounds. 
Unde r.tan~ ab ly enou«h to r ope .~o baa 11gbtly dl.-
.I .... d Ward .. econo. lc ••• "archlc a.od doctrinai re", 
h. tou~~ ,~e • • eroood. In tb e ohlltln$ •• nd . of OAe 
0 1 ' h e ,"0" ·· ,rcHic and doetrl na' r . ·· .cnools of oil: 
,no ' of Moltbu •. In o t.e •• ordo, <n. "h u • • nltul..," 
O'Bdeo f .. o ..... con,ncoptloo becoun It _Ill pre 
'e. t • population uplol loo .lust as Malt nu. ood blS 
d hcJple. thoull h, Ih. ta.ln .. woul d " solv.·· 'bh prOh-1.... ( ··Starry-eyed Id .. lI ..... lI~e U'X, ar,ued o f 
eour .... ~ha\ 1nl .... an a tUllp" t e JuatH, tbe brut 
al n .. ture 0 1 Br1t1ah rule and.!!1!. tQllo .. '. todal 
.olter f rQ . t~, .ame "dduolon" ... en tbet .... the 
de nhl et contraceptloo U eno of the .... oy u pecta 
01 the lac . of d~.ocrac, c ou. ed by the cOD tlnut nll 
Interfe r ence o f i .. puloll n In 'd.h affalro . ) All 
In dl . ,ne March . pe ech .... not l.p..,ulYo or con 
v inc1n8 : " ali.nated •• n, "bo .llht hove been con 
vlnc.d .. It hout roll,lnl e .. e n tlloo • • Ireody 01~P.th 

e "c. " .... d l •• a tD oo.y, t he pol • • le tba t It opened 
ooon uhau.to d Itoelt . TIle OR I]' Govern.entol recoc
nltlon of .b. pre •• ure fro. t he .o.en.' ......... Ot 

.Inc. than h .. bUD 0 propo .. 1 10 p r ovide cl.1I dlO
,olull<;>n 01 u n .. , . DD ,rOWldl Il_t 11 ~road .. 
~boo .. pro.lded b, t he Catbol,c Church. 

9ut It Cono. C.ut •• 0'8rl oo' •• upport t or DD • •• poct 
01 de",c.a,l. r.to r . ha. b •• n .o ___ b a t caau81, hi. 
Inte ••• l In ••• trlctln l e~I .~l n, llbort l •• ha. been 
act i ve. 11. h oo been "" e nlboelu'lc d. fender of Ih • 
Crl.loal Law ~o~ aod Ih. St ••• of I ... ,.no" Ind •• d 
b . .. eot hrther 10 tUa .bOll tb . Gov. r ..... nt ... 
• hol. found It poulbl. to 110. Althoulh Se.,tloo 3 
01 tba A~t ••• aimed fo r .ally a,8lnot r.~ rul t ... ot to 
t be [RA, It . ... drdtad orlcloa1l1 to InIH .. t . a 
~ rl_ o f "I-.pll~lt oupport" for .b. IRA . Conor 
Crul .. 0'8rleo def.odod .bl. pi ...... d, "bU. n .. pt-
lUll ~h. eon •• ltuUoo.t .. Republic ...... of FlODoa F.Il, 
..d. It p lalA .bn h. con.ld .... d that .uch "Iepltclt 
. uppor~· .oold Inc lud. ODJ Yle~a .ha. cool d b. h e ld 
to • • cour ••• civil . ar. _ .nd , . pecl flc ol ly , ~ha .u. t .... t Br .... ,.. holdS Nortb • • o Ir"land b1 force of 
a n .a. """ ... r. the Go •••• _n l .. 0 who;' ..... or" 
pr.pored ' 0 ~oaproa' • • and a~~ep'.d on o • • od .. n' 
thot 11a l ted Ibft .~opft o f the crl~e8 lnotltul od un
der Section 3. 

Deopite tblo •• tbock, o'8rh .. · • c ..... r n . .. to ha •• 
reacbed It. ~e .. lth. He h a •• 0 bDoorary doot:o''' e 
fro. Edloburlh Unl." r . I'I, he I. tlpp. d for tbe Pr • • _ 
Ideocl of the Soclall . t (Social De .... crat lc) Int. r
DotloDal , h . bu beOD ... ntloned .. Roy Jenktna · 
cho i c ... [rloh Co_ I .. lo"ar to the i.i.C.; .nd b. 
can ••• ,bat bl" , . .. 1 bUlb .. r, the IRA, la beco.lnl 
Incr . ... lolly ,"o l ated. h • . out,illa the council 
~b."'.n, , ulity r ..... I"I , All the "p.K"" .Ir~h.' 

in the _orld. av .. n b.ck ed by c.nlor*~'p. C.nnDt hide 
'b. foCI Ihat th .. Norl".rn c .101o la ROra thIn j uat 
~he 10. t otat of .. n .. 1o .. c.I .... co _ "t.d b, P.,cho-
patha . ~ or can <h . JUi!",. h.r ...... nt. Intl . l d .. lon 
and oven h.nclne of "lobveTOlvu" hide the foci ~h . \ 

the oppr ... lon I" the 6 eo""tI .. i. ~<>t of Ulote' 
"r"tealan .. b y 26- CDOnty . uuulon . Event .. . 111 
U p"'. tU IIluoion. opheld by Conor Cru ' .. O·Brl"o . 
And . with .h ... 11101100. "Ill 10 the rallbal o f .heo r,. 
the literary pel1t1c • . t be t1ro- dl_n. looal .. pproach 
'0 tn. t r Q, h a"d the e.o."tl~l .,11t I 5" that bed e c k 
Ir l.h l lbe.a l, • • . 
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Nonethel"s., Cono r Cruise O'lIriell has been . 0 COll
aldered and 80 con. ldered prec l •• ly at the tille ot 
bi •• r ltillg the above. Today, thl. 1l1ulion enables 
hi. to provide. l eft cO ver tor the III.conceptions 
tblt aftllct polltlcans In Con.lderlng the Iri sh 
queation, III particular tbat .I.conceptlon kllovn as 
the "-r.o Natioos Tbeory". Ten years .,0, be .ae 
held to hsve ea tabU shed his poa lU on on tbe left as 
an an ti - Imperialist because o f hi. activities In 
U,N.O, and atter l eaving H . (111 Ireland Interest
Ing I y enough, he vas s al d, tOO, t o be a bona fide 
anti-partition i s t from hla early dlplollatle ca:eer) . 
Even after 1965, for soote year . h la r eputation as a 
progre •• lve gre ... a. 8 resu lt o t his . t ... d .gainst 
.... erlc.1I agressioll I .. Vletnu, thou,h hil position, 
here, .as based a. muc h on oppo.ltlon t o the threa t 
to .. a r id peace .s t o the actual na tional oppression. 
E".ctly the .... e Is true .bOut h15 oppn.ltion to 
South Af r lc.n apa rtheid. Today, thl. accumul.ted 
• uthority .&keG i t difficul t for •• ny t o under$tand 
hi. pre.ent roles as .pologi.t for British I . pert.l
t •• In Irel.nd, of defende r o f Kuerre I. I' o utr.nce 
.galnat all ... ho oppose it . nd Or parti ei p.nt In what 
I., t or tOday, the .. ost hack .... rd 26 County C;overn
ment eve r in precisely those th lng. in which liber
als clal .. l O believe. 

ThIS conf usion I s a thing 0 1 th. Iert, The right 
r eeo«nlael. the lIan o f value. In the lalt year a 
I s tudy o f O'8rlen .... publi8hed by the Am -

e ri can '1~~ll';~iii;:;;;"'~o ,,:' :t a authors, _ dec lare: 

" I t la ou r the.is that O'Brl en tOok aucce •• i ve .tan
ces: .nd to l ook over tll.,. in quick .ucces.Ion is 
not aerely to Be e activity, bu t to aee p r oKre.!lion". 
"Conor Crulee O'Br ien: An appral,.I", Journ.l of 
Irl.1I Lit erature Volume Ill, NO. 2" May 1974 , 

The polI ti CS ot VOl1og-Bruehl .nd Kog.n ... y be sug
gelted by t'WO e" .. ple •. They desc ribe O'Brien's 
uncle , Tholllll Kettle, aB helng ".n In ternat i onalis t " 

, 

pTechely becau.e he " J o ined the Br1t1lh A .... y In the 
(Fint) Wo r ld War", (Ihld P. 5) . They cz;:I U el.e, 
too, tllel r .ubJec t ', role .11'1 tile Congo fro. the 
"K.t .ngan" viewpoint, lean1ng heavily o n the Brook 
I llg '. Institu tJon ' . study of the afhir. 

Even IlOre d .. aging prai le ca.es f ro. O'Brl .n', Old 
.dvers.TY, Nelvln J. Lesl<y, vho.e, C, 1 . A. .!'IOnlored 
• • g.z:ine Encounter ..... forced t o retr.ct .ll".tionl 
.bout O'Drien'. Katangan career. Prellb froll publl.h
I ng apologi.e tor the Chile coup , L • • ky h .... ritten: -

"I have been fol l o .. ing Dr. O'Bri en' a lie .. and lub.tan
ti.l ly revlaed Ideolory ... Ith the gre.te.t ot aatl.
f.ctloll. I canoot j udge the Jlerits of indlY l dual 
pOl i c ies on Ul ster- Un ( alc) unity, or the IrI.h 
l.ncu.ge Or cont r aception: bu t It doe •• eee to .. e 
th.t he nO'" .tands with UII or .e .1.tb hi .. , or p a r 
haplI .11 o f u. (or all&OlIt all o f us) togetller In • 
spirit of refo .... , peacefu l ch.oge a nd delllOcr.tl e 
collp r oll l . e" . Irl .h TI.e., 20th J uly, 1974 . 

Conor Crul.e O'Srlen ba, offered no publ ic rebuttal 
ot th i s. He h •• no need t o do so. Oppo.ltion to 
hi s politic. fro .. tb , le ft-Iri s b or otber.tl. ha , 
no t been on t he .... e theoreti csl level . In gener.l, 
i n I rel.nd , the hlm.diate r.eceBslty of oPpo.ini 1t1.l 
pelttics practiclily h .. o Ye r .hado .. ed the n.td for 
theoretic.l refutltlon. Such .tteap ta I.. hive heen 
•• de have tended to conclude th.t hi . lutu r e role 
... decided by hll ,randtatber's desertion o f Pa r 
nell or elle GOre 81~p ly. that t be aen ••• al.'yl 
a t r .lcll:.ter , any •• y, Both tbese expl .natlon. ,..g
nify that .. hi ch thoy .eel< to di.inl.h. 

The f .c t 11 thlt Conor Cruise O'Brlen I., I.. he 
stat ed openly, an Irish liber.l. • rather lOre pro
lific literary specl •• n than IIOst but , nonetll.le.s, 
a meahe r o t the po l !tical cl.n In its Specific Irish 
branch. ' 

, 



An I rllh l1 ber d t enda , by de flnlUon. to be • tut
lle IndiY l du. l In • pUhetl e tud1t lon . Of couue, 
t Odl)" IlberDlia. p rope r l a a plthetic e r eed e ve r y
wh e r e. However , I n Ireland , i t ne ve r deve loped ler
~ou. l )' .t . 11 . L. r c e lea l e I ndult r y .. . . ee t ahlt l hed 
onl), In the no r th-eau a nd the n on t he ba8 11 of t h .. 
dl vll l on b .. t wee n Pro t e. t aot Ikll l .. d and Cathol l e 
unaktlled .. o rk e n. Thla h .. Dfl .. e t e d adv e n .. l y bo th 
1.-llh I.l ber all la Ind I r fl h IIl n l l l. Ine vlt.bl)', t h e 
ra te 01 t he"e two pollt lcl! cu r ren ts . u" t be d Iffe r 
ent ; t he f1rl t el" no t l ro_ nO. : t he l e e ood I Ul t do to . 

lkI t thoulj:lI I rlll!. lIber I1l • • la ine lf .. e a " , U l a 
l i tuatlld ne:< t to t he cou ntry " h leh OnCe pou eSlled 
l ll e I trongel l Li beral Pa r ty e "er kno wn. Th i l be
Clle I U ",a j or pOli t i c a l lIup po rt. lri e h llbe.-. l 
lu ' a heydey ... ss t he pe r i od o f Gl e dlto n .. ' . t l ra t 
.. inilH IeI . Itl loc. l TOO ts tended U) r e.. ln .. e l k 
.nd . If Iny t n l.og . t o b.eo.e I till we a ke r . 10 turn. 
r e ll. nc e o n t he £",ll1h COnnec ti on ITew. lIo .t Iri lb 
h b .... a hee ..... UnlGnll U when Gh dUOne Intr04\lce d 
h i.oo fint Ho. e Rule 8U1. 

I n t hi s wey. they a ac r lflced any rea l ho p •• tllere 
.. IY hIve be e n t or the growth o f t h .. l r d l. t lne tl ve 
princ lpl e l In I .. ehnd. Th at they ned cnoaen t o 
d .. ny t il e d ... ocr ati c r l lht o f 1011 o f their !ello .. 
countr)'lle n t o self- det ..... ln. t1o n .... no _re t h . n 
• typ lcll lI be r l l be tray. l o r p ri nc Iples. The 
t roUbl. " . 1 t ha t th. t re f o r . Wa D tile loat \ 1I. t Br H
lah c . p l t .l is .. co u ld . rro rd . To t il e Irl , h I l ber . I e 
t il e Itro ng • • e Cu r e (.nd henee, COllp. r . llvel y enl lt:lI 
tened) bourgeal .le of Br l u .11I hId t o ,.al ntai n dir 
ec t pollUcll contro l Of H I ... elke r brethren In I re 
l and t o i llpo se I1be r al r o for"'9 on the l etter. But 
t hll proce, s " .1 lil, l ted a nd , I n90r . r e. It OCCur
red a t .1 1 (a e wi th the I .. I III Land Ac U) , depended 
•• ",ucn o n Ir ish t u rbulenc e DS o n Brit i,h benevoI-
enc • . 
BrlU III 

On t he key l l be r el IS9u .. o f I .. c u l . r il. a ny 
Go vernllen! ... e bou nd t o be 0 11 t he det e n-

, l vl . 1I . l n6t t he C.tho ll c Cllure r:. . Jnso r .r l e It 

• 

Oppale4 i f Ilt a ll , I l ne e It r eoogn l .. d It .. 10 a ll)' 
ill I n t .. k o f plel f y lng lrellod. 

TIII I IIUll t that a tter 188$. Irhh l1 be .. all e. d id no t 
ao ",uc b dec l ine .1 . Uow It. elf t o becoa:le I rre l e vant . 
Mo st Of 11ft upllol dera bloced wltb the the To rlea in 
the new Un ionist Party and, of tlleae. mallY .Ilowed 
thellael ve8 to h ... !fec ted by Protei t ent leC tlrlll1la .. -
Or llll e I Bill . The eon a nd llaael lke of o ne Li beral UI 
. t e ..... n • .1 ..... Cr a lg . founded tile lio ule o r eolllo na 
OranS. Ladle , l.ter p. t ron laed t he (hl l hll' I l l l boerd ) 
..,e u r hn 11 . "11 th l t I n tict p.t .. d t o day ' e U.D . A. a lld 
becue. a t 115t, t he tlrlt Prilll e lI i nilter 1n No r 
tlle r n Ireland ' s "Prot.e tan t P.rI18lllent". A CIl ll011c 
libera l eonte llpo rl r y o r ili a r e .. a loed • c r l ti Cl l I Up
pnrtlll' o f the Irleh lIa tl onlllftt cau.e . · Th l" .... 1 the 
f . ther o f Co no r Cru lUl O' Br l en . 

S inCe tho ... d . y s. t b e~e b l. beell I n appa rent r ev i vs } 
of I r1lh l ib era l 1 .. In the n ineteen . Ixt l e, . Al tho ugh 
t he e"pee t .ttonl thet th 1l r .iled . r e no .. qU i t e del 
t rol' e-d I t d i d eppe . r tb.t . pp.rent econoel c upan
s lolI north I.Ild sou th ot tile ho r der , be ing bned On 
the .terac tion o f f o retg ll I ndus try . depe nd.n t on • 
b l ,h ly I killed I.hou r t o r c e, unbar:operod by t he r el
illo ul h c t o r )Oight pro vide a fouodet lon t or .n Ire
I.nd I t OnCe un it ed . de Noc r. tic a nd C.pi t . l ta t. 
Ho .. ever , t he e conOll i C ho pe. tb.t l n s p ir.d th .. po l i t
l e . 1 o ne a ha ve prove d IllLoIO r l' when t el t ed by t h .. 
r ' ality of t be r ole Of C. tllollc1l", .nd Or . ... e1l11 a s 
bu lwa r ke 0 1 atabU l ty a ceh. t pOliti cal a nd I ndue
tria l d l ao rde r . Tbe r ev ived Ir ish Ll be ... 1 P.rty 
lh.t . .. rou nded i n 1961 ha. d l seppe. r ed. A re. 1 
Irl a h Kultu r kao:pf lOult a .. sit the proleteri . n revol
utio n. 

THE O 'B~IEN TRADITION 

Tha t then, Is the 
0 ' 8 r l.n bel ong • . 
wtol c h he w.a bo rn 

tred itl on t o .. hieh Cono r Cr ul l e 
A_t tte dl y . t he ..,inl t llereo l I n t o 
Is dln l nc l r ro. t he "'aln I l n .. 

, 



.. bich capttu 1ated to Orange1", ... lIis father, PrapCi8 
Cr uIse O'Brlell, represellted a liberal tendency tlta1: 
exis t ed uneaaily within that of the I r ish national 
bourgeoisie. This uneasiness wa s reflected 1n the 
struggle th a t acco"panied h is wooing of Ka therine 
Sheehy, daughter o f a Home Ruler M.P . (significan
tly, e veD as told, later, by the couple'lI son, Conor, 
much of t he beat of the battle was bo rne by another 
Sheehy son-in-l a w, the social Ist -Prancis Sheehy 
Skeffington) . The weakness 01 his pos i tion is re
tlected , p artly, in his s .. a 11 reputation compared 
to tbat of Sheehy Sketfington or hill other brother
in-la .. , T lto. as KQttle /II.P. (the n .. ar .. llt thing lO an 
ideologist in the Ir iSh ParliaRentary Pa rty) despltQ 
tbe tact that Ite survive d the" by 1II0re than a decade. 
Part of the we akness of his liberal ism .. ay have 
sprung from a c ertain personal debility t hat was 
re tlected in hIs writings. Be.ides various undis
tingu ishe d news paper arti c l e s, his publishe d wo rks 
comprise an intr oduction to the book, Clerical In
Cluences by t he Libera l Unionist Itistorlan, W. E .H. 
Lecky and part authorship in tltree pa:Dphl e ts: a 
8tud y of Dani ah co-opera tive societies , an exposure 
ot ma lnu trit ion in Dublin during the First Wor ld 
War and a call tor dominion status for Irel and sfter 
tbe Easter Rising had posed the issue of tbe republic. 
Fr om his son , the reader receives the ImpreS9i on that 
his most v igorous achievement was the Slteehy court
ship . However. it must be added that he had played 
a progreasive role as a student l eader In the 1900 ... 
and la t er gave s ome support t o the I.T.G .W.U . In 
Wexford . What i s c l ear trom hla son ' a last book is 
that it waa he , r at ber than the more dls1:ingulsbed 
s oci811st, Frallcis $ keCfington, Or the national 
bourgeoiS, Thomas Kettl e, wh o was to be the decis-
Ive forma tive influence In COllor's car eer. lie did 
t his the ",ore e ff e ctively perhaps prec isely because , 
while he outlived Ihe other I wO, he died when Conor 
.... as 10, too young to begin the normal process of 
ado lescent qu e stioning . Today, Franeis Cr uise 
O'Brlen' s llberaHsm su rv ives in an ideological bloc 

" 

with Ir ish SOcial Democracy I n which the equally 
inte lligent, and f ar more vigorous and pr oli f ic 
Conor Cruise O'Brlen is s leading light. Its base 
is as teeble as eVer: a junior partner of a junior 
partner it can only give an i deo logical left cover 
to the bourgeOisie to carry out its pl ans. These 
do not include major dellocrati c refOI"!llS. 

Thi s continui ty in the politics 01 fathe r and son 
can be Seell ill the latter's actions and also in his 
book States 0 1 Ireland (Hu tcbins on , London 1972 ) . 
All O'Brien's other relativ,es _ even Fralll, and the 
Republican SOCi a 11 8t, Hanna Shcehy Sketlington ~ are 
t reated with a certain affectionate irony, but h i s 
parents are e xempt : hls fatber t ota lly . Francis 
Cruise O· Brie n's politics are presented tOl"!llally 
st raigh t but with 0 .. 13aiona (conscious o r not) that 
distort them more e ffec tively than the ' , UCIo·ur in the 
presentation ot his in-laws · political v iews . Thus, 
tirst :-

·'The Skeftlngtons were agnostics, so .. ss my fatlter . 
My ~other , tn the ~iddle a . usual, ceased to prac
tise Iter religion tor a while . then resumed it . 
PolIt ically the SkeftI ngtons wera on the left, mil
itant, thoug h pacltist soctalists . My l ather .. as 
active in the agriculture co-opera tiv e movet>ent: he 
was Sir Horace Plunkett 's s ecre t ary an d ... rote lor 
AE's Irish State'-lIan. Here, and Incressingly in his 
socisl l ite my tsthe~ came Into con tact with Prot
eatants snd Un10nists much lIore than the Sheehys 
did, or e ven at this time ( before 1 914 - D.R. O'C .!... ) 
the Skeffingtons. lie .. orked .. 1th a Protestant, (juy 
Lloyd, on sn edition ot Lecky ' s Rise 01 Rationall s:ll 
in Europe. He u nder lltood Protestant fear s sbou t 
Cstholic domination 1n an inde pendent Ireland, be
caus e he shared these fesrs . He was not reassured 
when Dick (5heehy) o r Msry, Or even Tom ( Kettle) 
told him tbat al l Shades o f opinion would be reS
pec t e d". States ot Ireland P. 84. 

And later On:-

" 



"(FraoclS Cr uiae O'Br i e n) hQd been a secre tary o f 
Si r Ho race Plunkett, had .o r ked for Pl unkett's 
cO-Operative aovement, a nd hi . id e.l of reconciling 
C.thol i c and Protestant, unioni.t and na tionali st, 
throug h empha .1S on aoc ial and eco_Ic rather tha n 
polltic.l .nd conatitutional al... Pl unkett 's 
eo- opera tive eresme r les bad been burned do.n by the 
Black and T.ns, PlunKett '. own hou.e had been bur
ned down by Republican irregul ara In the Civil War . 
The Freemane Journal, the o ld [rl sb Party paper, Lor 
which my father had al ao worked, .. aa burned down too. 
Afte r that, my father worked fo r tbe I rish I ndepen-
dent . He, lUte the 
orted the Free State 

had ienerally aupp
aa 'Iatnat the pol i c-

le. of i t a Republican adver~.rl eS, but he was in
c r easinlly r epe ll ed by the pervasive and o.tentatlous 
cl erleali .. of bo th tbe paper and the government . 
Thi , g.ve him .ollle co~on g r ound with Hanns, who s e 
chsr.eter in ao)' case be adall r e d . lie cou l d talk wi th 
Republlcant _ one o f his close fri end s had been Rory 
O'Connor, the leader "'ho trlrg:ered off the Ci vil 'War 
and waa executed dur log i t. Sut on the whol e , an d 
Inerea.lnl ly . hi s friends tended t o be those with 
whom he f oregat hered at the Un i ted Arts Club in Dub
lin, intell ec tualll, liberal " . nationali st s, o ften a t 
Proteat ant hack ground , peopl e who wer e increas i ngly 
out o f sympathy wi th the new order, no t bec ause at 
any Re lXlblican leanings but by repu18 i on fro .. what 
they felt to be the oppressive pi et lea ot the Ca th
o l ic Sta te . R.M, Smy l lie, t he editor at t he Irish 
Tlllles was a m •• ber 01 t hi s club. So .aa W. B. Yeats." 
~PP . 1~ -I08 . 

The se paassle, are full enough bu t f rank only inso fa r 
as they r etlect t he Conor Cruise O'Br len illusion s. 
These have affec t ed their who l e unders t and i ng of the 
Irleh revolution . They stem frO~ two sourc es. One 
the o ne hand, Irish liberals d id , indeed recognise 
Illiberal and st raight cleri c al Influence. working 
with nnd wit hi n t he Ir i s h Na tionalist ~ovemen t and 
th l' tended to neut ra lis e their enthus iss. for "HOMe 

Rule" let al one independence. M!xed t n .. ith thi .. 
were the Illusions o f the co-opera tora : George Rus
s e l l (At) cer tainly, Fraoc t s Cruise O'Srien pr obably 
(tbough oat. probably, Si r Horace Pluokett) s aw far
mer co-ope rati on aa a meana t owarda acbie. t nl Soc
Ial! ... Althoulb not mentioned by Cono r Cr ulae 
O'Br len . the r e .a. a clear theor eti cal cou r,e f o r 
conver~ence between the two illUs i ons. A 11bersl 
such as Franc ie coul d seek t o build an alter native 
economic power structure to the Nati onall . ts · one . 
he was l nll ueneed by Plunke t t '" crltlc i "~s of the 
CathOli C e lerg, and the economi c princi p le' 01 eo
operat i ve d.irylng involved greater rather than 
leaser depeode~ce on Br i t aio, whi ch wa" the chiet 
buyer o f It. produc t., These illusions were merely 
reiu foreed .hen t he actual War of I ndependence ended 
with a nel weak en 1nl of co-opera tion, it s . pl i t 
al ong t he li ne 01 the border and the 's t abl l .h.ant . 
.outh of that l ine , Of an e ffeetively Catholi c State. 

But t o accept this e xplanati on is to .ccept the f or 
.d I 011c that Irlsb libe r als share wHI!. Irish Catb
o l lcs. The bas i c criticism of i t 101 that i t exclud
es too much. Ot her c urrents besides ele rl call"~ 

eXi s t ed . I thlo the overall Iriah Nat lon a li,t stream . 
I t r emains ve ry douhtful whether any a lte rnative to 
allowing the Irish the ir right to sel f -determination 
could h.ve secured them any gre ater civ il freedoms 
than t hose they have aaln tained under sel f -Iovern
ment. Cer t.inl), there Is no r easOn to dOUbt t ha t , 
I f selt-govern~ent had been achieved by a united 
self- goverolng Ireland (let alone a Soc lall . t One -
though this .ould probably be a precondition) the 
resultant r ile o f the Protestan t pe reentage o f the 
population fr om ~~ to 2~-25~ wou ld have I I .. ited 
any Goveroment ' I scope f or "oppress I ve pi et le"". 
The na tional struggle of tbe IriSh people wa, not sim
ply a . teady progreSSion ending in a result that 
could have heeD achieved anyway but which was trag
Ica lly wan with a maximum 01 bl oodshed. It i9. 
rather . a cont i nuing proce s s whi ch ha. It. heights 
and I ts depths . and one in whi ch, so hr. the for-



ce. necessary for ho ld ing tbe heights have not been 
auffic l ent to do SQ. Even so, froll! th.e., it lIaa 
already been poas lble t o toreaee how the strUlgle 
~U!t develop tor success. One ot the future pill ars 
of Irish Catbollc e ducation, (and of the two nstions 
dOlma) , Mlchal!l Tlerney, wrote when the National 
atruaale was at Its ~enith. a book oroohe,yln, t he 
secu lar _aystem of education that wil l be achieved on 
It, trluaph. The st ruggle di d no t succeed and Tler
ney abandoned hl a early i de als bu t t o s.y that It 
abould never have taken place doea not f ol low . Mar
xllta do not denouncl! the Bol.hevik revolution be
cau.e o f Stalin, there are t oo .. any phill s tlne s, and 
Indeed libersl. of the Cono r Crui se O'Orlen variety: 
(aee The Su'pectln, Glance, Fabe r and Faber, London 
1972, P . 11) t o carry out that task. 

The illusiooe o f t he co-operator a we r e no truer than 
thOle of the liberala, with whom as in the person of 
Fraocla Cruise O'Srien they were often identi cal. 
Agricultura l co-operation a& e~pressed 10 the conm
unal owoership aDd runni ng of c r ea. erles by thei r 
suppliers caonot be a basi a for Social I... 10 tact, 
even before 1916, it was developing .wltt ly Into a 
lIelnl by which small capitalists might becoms, it 
not bi g , then , st least, mediulI, capitali.ts. Its 
lIoa t ellectlve organlsationa were those ot t he med-
1~ rar~era 01 the .ou th we.t wbo had enoulh money 
to aurvive the early year. o r . truggle. They tended 
t o be hostile to trade unl oni am both on t hei r f arlllS 
and In their CreamerieS. Their mos t distinctive 
pol itical party waa the All f or Ireland League, one 
of whose lead ing figures waa T.M. He aly, a spokesman 
lor the Dublin employera against the Transport Wor
ke r a Union 10 1913 and an e~t re.e clericali a t . Al
thoulh some agreementa were made between the leader
shipa o f the co-ope rat ive and t r ade uni on IIOve.ents, 
t he ~embe r& of each had an Objective conrllct or 
i nterest. During the elllployers ' aCtiOD an(l Atter 
the Civil War, tile co-operative cresmery suppli ers 
o f Munster ~ere t o the forefr ont In strike-breaking. 

.. 

In the s~e way Cruise O' Brien'. ( and Plunkett'a) 
illusions in the prospect a o f "reconclllnl Catholi c 
and Protestant, unioni s t and nationalla t th r ough 
emphasis on soci sl and economic r ather then poli t 
lcal and constitutional atllls" was never really prac
ticable. The Ulater Proteaunts, to particular, the 
P .. ote~tant l abour a .. l,.toc:rae7, h .. 1l .nll .. t ill have 
""oct,l a nd ecooollllc a l l1s" that are , almp ly, not 
lmaediately reconci lable wi th thoee o t their Cath
olic fellows (or, indeed with Socialll .. I tselt) . 

In short tbe Irisb co-operati ve move~ent WaS not 
ha~strung by the e ff ect l of e xtreme nationalism but 
by its o..-n contradl cti ona. I t would ha"e been 50, 
even bad the national revo lution not occur red at 
t hi9 tl ... 
BeCAuse Francls Cruisl! O'Orlen could not understand 
these lAc ts, he remained outalde, not only the main
atream Parliamentary ~ati onalist movement of his 
wife's t a.l1y , but also the physicsl to r ee Natlon
ali.ts and the organi sa ti ool o f the wo r klng-c l a.s 
that alone coul d provi de a bsae tor Soc lal tsm. 

He "sat out" the War of Independenc." and, as lapor 
tantly, he gave critical support to the Treatyite 
f orces In the SUbsequent Civil War . Though he 
claimed to be a Soc iali s t , he chose to Ignore the 
tact that these forces and the lanoer co-ope r atofl 
were in alliance to end the develop lnl soctal rev
olution l od establish c spltatist l.~ and c api ta ltat 
order. The inevitable reeult ,01 the TreAtyites' 
Victory wa& that the victor s paid the ir debts to t he 
Catholic hierarchy that had lIupported thom more eff
ec tively than the liberll •. At the Un it"ed Arts Cluh, 
FranCia Cru i se O' Orien bewlIled the veri f i cation o f 
his foreb odlnga l n company with such "llbera la" a l 
W.B. Yelts (si C) and R.M , Smyl1e. It i l rather fit 
ting I n the c lrcumstancea that tbe sen t ence after the 
last parag raph quoted runs " My f a ther died on ChriSt
mas Day 1927, .. hen I was 10". (fbld P. 108). 

" 



THE BRITISH OOMNECTI OH 

Pranctl Cru! •• O'Brl.o, h .. d b • • .,. at le .... t a product 
o f 11.11 H.e aod bad hHed accor<lillg l ,. Nh . Ol! h •• 
110 .ucb. ... eule. H. Inb..rited .11.1_ fatb.,·1 .. 1. ". 
"ttb.out ,1 .. 1n, tb..B 10 . uCh a • .11.1 •• ucb .... "nt.d 
"Su.p.cU", Gl .. "c ..... H. has built UpOn and devel
"p .. d tbee I" th .. t hi. philo'Ophy 1 ... tar .or. le
pOlln, aftalr tha., ..... a hi .. f .. ther'a, no"ethel ••• tt . 
.. hole ben t I. aft.ct.d dec ! 'Iv,l, b, Fr,nCI" a •• -
u"'P llon •• 

Tbl. I. the Dor. teportant tn tb .. t , I., hi . pr.oeeup
.. tlon., Collar conceotr .. t •• on dlft. r • .,t It.ld. trOD 
Fr .. .,cl., The t r oub le 1 1 tb.lt Ibe latter conc.o
trated partlcularl, on a .atter that cannot .Iepl, 
be liDOred: Franc!. Cru l a .. 0' 8rlen waa aODetbln, at 
an ecnnu_1Ht. Bill. .On a .. oid. treatll1, of ecocomie 
la.ue. I. tar .a poa.lbl. but therab.y. ~an.gD. only 
to a l low bJeseI! to be lcflulneld b, tb.e au b-eDnlC· 
Iou. preeoncepl i oD. tbat trancl. ' nstl I1 .. d. 

Th ••• preoccupatlona .. re Onea natural to aD Irlah 
llber.l aod . It a."thlel, e"en ... re natural t o a 
leadlel ficure ot tb.. Irllb. eo-oparatlvl lOya .. nt, 
The, ... ere cot Marxi"t. of cour ...... till l e •• Lenln
tat, cor d i d t he, b.ar In, re.emb lanc .. to tb. . Ide.,l· 
0,1 .... "r lb."". tht rd Wo r ld potlntat." .Itb. wboa 
(and. In Gb.ana. for oee of wb.om) Conor e rutle 
0' Brlee worked 111 tb. late t!tttn and earl y ai,.
tie.. A, .llbt b. e .. pect,d of an Ir tab Hberal and 
of .. apokeS,..n of a ... Jor Idab. .. uppUer t o tha 
Brl t l.h .. rk .. t. tbe e l d.r Cr u lae O'Brl." bad a" 
Intere.t In p~"er"llIl that .. rltlt ..,.d the eonnec· 
tloe with Brlt .. in. Conor ha. accepted the a.auap
ti on, of tb..t intere.t ... H b nO .. pparent query . 

Thl. b.ee •• , ~~pllclt .. ft er be hid left Cha"l and 
" •• ba,lnnloa to. anticipate hla rol ... 8 an I ri ah 
po I1Hei.... I .. an tnte,. .. !e'" pu'cU8bed In tbe ,Io.ay 
phllt. tlne (and now defunct) aala~ln. Sc .. ne, h. 
doelar.d :-

., 

"Brl t .. ln· .. tie .... lth UII are .. v .. lu. to Brlt .. n .... 
... 11 a .. t o .... " Sce.,e. s.pt .... r 1967. 

ElloYbere b. e.che ... ed oconoel c8 (a., tor ..... p t • • In 
hi. 1(116 annl ... r .... r' wor k " f'lI. I".r. of £a .. t. r ") 
until I n hi .. lut work the Ipirlt of rr .. ncI. Cr une 
O·Brle., ill .. llo ... d to ro ... uncl".ck.d : 

"The Irl. b Ar_)', If it atte"ptad open I.,terventlon 
in Northern Ireland. would eertalnly be deteated (1) 
with unpredl c tabl. bUl alar.ln, eensequ .. nces tor ~ba 
RepubUc (he.,ty-Sh Counties) ..... Tb .. IlIJl11catiu.,. 
of otb.r .or . eo"en f n ..... o f .t I1 tlry, or •• :II1 - al1-
Itary. Illta,veetloc, ... ar. alao Il .. .."lflg in a eo .... 
• b.adowy.ay . Generall" tnl. patb., It f ollowed re8-
"lut .. l, . 1ell tn, a t tb .. lea"t • • uc h a wor ... nln8 ot 
r .. l . tio". wHb Bri tain a" . llbt If!rloull l y d .... Ir. th .. 
economy of a Republic whlcb lived ealnl, b.y tradlnl 
"'ltb Britain" , State" of Ireland P . 198 

"(Afte r t ll . burning at tile erlet"b. ... b.a8 ~y) , P .. op t. 
"ere Ilr.id o f la ... l .... .. Iolence " coalns down b. • ..., .. , 
Tb .. , didn't want an, kla.d of war .itb Ec,l ... d , .. v.n 
an econoele war trOD which Irela nd ... auld aUlla r DO r . 
th an Engllnd". 11)1d P . 2811 

"Tb. urlenl ne .. d, t elt In both (Trl"h) statee . ~ a 

r .. furblah their c?no .. ctlona . ith En,land e qually 
noceuary for both ot th .... " Ibld P.P. 301-;302. 

Th ... e quotanoll. Ire the .... t daUnit' expre •• ton at 
eo,or Crul ... O'Br len'e bel i e f In the 8eonoel c nec· 
eeait, t o .. intaia. tb.e .. xl at In, c onnect;nn between 
Bri tnin and Ir .. land. Eve .. t b.e.e reaarke .re "a ,ue 
enol.lgh. Tb.e polit ieal as .... pUon. tllat H ow froa 
hI. ecOnOat e On •• are mar ' defln i t , and dot.tled. 
Thu" . In tile epl logu" t o hi ••• r l y and probabl, 
a t lII b ... t tull length wor~ Paraell and hi. Partr 
he write. : · 

"Th .. ach l eye . .. ut of P.rnell end 1I1~ party In con· 
ye r tlng I tb.e r .. l England t o h ..... r ule ha" often b. .... n 



admt r ad , but It ts in ao" ways leaa notab l a tban 
thal~ achieveaenta in conve rtinl natiODallst Irel aDd 
to that aaDe policy of compromi.e. Whether that 
poltcy. backed aa It was by a ireat English party 
and a gr eat Irish party, and by the combined prestige 
ot Glada tone and Parnell cou ld have aucceeded In 
bringing all Ulster, without seri ous bloodahed, wit~
In lhe tramework of home r u l e , can obviously neyer oe 
known. It may be aaid, howeyeT, that no subsequent 
combination of leaders offered auch real grounda for 
hope of a united and self-goyerning Ireland or of 
real and well founded friendshi p between England and 
Ireland" Parnell and his Party (O,U.P. 19~7) P. 349 

This la .IId compared t o his stalement in hi. intro
duction to the coll ectIon of Radio lecturea , ~ 
Shaping o f Modern Ireland (Rout ledge t Kegan Paul, 
London, 1960) . 

" I reland 1n the early twentieth eentury wail acarcely 
oppreased". - Shapinc o f Modern Ire l and PP . 9-10. 

"'nd , In his exposure o f Yea tll' politics ("Pusl011 
al1d CUl1nlng" In In £:rcited Reverie ( .... N. Jellarea " 
K. C.W. Cross eds. , MacMillan, London 1965), he I s 
able t o de.!lcrlbe oa "Sh re .... d .. a remark about Veats 
(an o l d member of the Iri sh Repuhlican Brothe r hood, 
sfter al l! ): -

" \\'l'Iy then In the t went ieth Cel1 tllry, and wllen the 
Ir l~h are freed (8iC::) from their oppre~so ra , the Eng-
11ah, does he des p ise and d islike us Inc r e aalngl y? 
Because he diallkea the stuffed lion and admires the 
ranting r av ing oppr essor s". - In Excited Reverie P.272 

THE TWO N ... TIONS ILLUSI ON 

Tt la as much bec ause of his beliet in the prl~e 
Impor t ance of malnts ln lng good relations between 
capitalist Ireland and Imperial Britain as b~cau,e 
a t a (superfi c i al) re alism that O'Ori en bas oeeo.e 
perhaplI lile aost power ful I riah left win," VOice In 

., 

fayour o t what is teraed the " two nations" view a t 
Ir i.h poli tics . H1. adherence to this view which 
meaDS In practice, Irant ing the Ulster Prote,t.nt 
co~unlty complete authority i n the six county ter
ritory they claiM, and relying on the British Army 
to protect the mi nority the re in, i8 o ften presented 
as a r ecen t development . Thi s la mai nl y becauae , as 
a leading c ivil ae rvant in the OapartDent of Exte r 
nal Affairs, he .as placed in charge of a shor tlived 
c ampaign to aobl1 1se tnterna ttonal opi ni on in support 
o f I rish unjty in 19~9-1951. 

lIowever, thl!ll'e is no re8»on to doubt his sincerity 
when he tells Drilln Inglts ("In Sea r ch of ~o rality" 
Listener, 23rd AU'\.I~ t, 1973) :-

" I never had any belie f i n the poaalbtlity o f uniting 
the country by f orce and never had any ute f o r this 
kind of activity , I did for a time believe that 50me 
etfort o f ~ersuasion, Wbe lher international or wtthin 
the country would do something t owa rds th i s end, but 
ce r tainly would have beeD t hrough wi th that by the 
Fitties. " 

The proof ot this can be seen in the Introduction t o 
the Shaping of Modern I r el and: 

"lIny outside r not invo lved In the polit ics of either 
Ireland o r the United Klngdo_ who had studied the 
his t ory and tile electo r al map o f Ireland f rom the 
eighties o n would have been conscioua a t the inher
ent probability or such an outcome" (I.e. partiti on ) 
P. 3. 

Lat er, he denounces "the absurd and tragi c conc lus -
Ion of the I.R.II. 'war' on occupied I relan<!" , lbld P , 7. 

However, he was not active in pushing his views on 
partitio n /lny fur ther ut this time. lie had reaaon 
not to do 80. He .... a. still in the diplomatic ser
vice a nd liked hi s job there , he dldn't want to lo.e 
it and thus t mperil hiS wo rk at U. H.O. by speaking 

" 



out of line too often 00 even .. 'bat .... s ill pr .. c;: tic;:e 
by 1960 a fo ,.. .. 1 n .. tl0na1 al •. 

But there ..... e more definitely politic.l c.u •• not 
t o let too involved, Up t o the mid 1960. c;:alle tor 
rec;:o rnition of Nortbern Irel.nd came tro. the f .. r, 
indeed the cle r ic.l, rilbt, from people ... ho •• Liber
ali ....... dubioua t o a.y the lea.t. Such tirur •• aa 
o ld Mich.el Tierney , ... ho had fo r l ong pr,ferred to 
lorget hi . d .. y ... , aa advocate tor aecular education, 
Erneat Bl ythe , e~-~lnl .te r for Fi aance, the ol d Par
ne llite John J. Horlan . nd the relatively young Ml c
ba.1 She.hy (app .. rent ly no ~elation o f O'Srl eo) all 
linked the defence o f p .. rtition to other things, 
Tierney .nd 81ythe h.d been to the f oref ront In att
eopt' tn the 1930. to .,ke the leadine oppo~ itlon 
party, 'ine Gael, open l y F ... ci.t. Horg .. n .. nd Sheehy 
linked thei r defence of p .. rtitlOn _ Itb de.and. th.t 
Irel and enter N.A.T.O . t o de fend "Ch rl .tia. n Clv iliil
at l on" al,iII8t tb ... .... t . rlal! •• of Ru •• U '·. Such 
vle .. s ... ere not Cruise O'Brlen '. in 1960 . Whe t be r he 

'
" -". P .. rtltion l .t. to the left h .. " , nce t .. en, won ... 

o r ... hether they bave won hi. the other .... y shoul d 
appear in the course of this .. rtlc;:le. 

Certainly , .. 
ua ll y .ore open in hi. atance . 

the . ixtie. cont inued , he became grad
"The Ellbers of Io:.a

", ter " declare. , on litt le ac tual evidence, that 
epilone. of Easter Week fail ed becau.e o f their 
.. intolerable kno ... l edle that tbe Republic proe l .i.ed 
by Pe .. rae and Conno ll y .. aa not att.in.bl e" .. n "anal
yaU'· th .. t ia foll owell through only i n the sat ters 
of partition and educ.ti on , 

I n hia collection Conor Cruise O' Brien Introduces 
Ireland (Andre Deutcb, London 1969) he is ~o re ex
plic i t than at any tl .. e before hIs las t book ~ . In 
hi. introduct i on he adalt8:-

" ". , ' ••• , .... " ),Iorthe rn Ire l and "OoUll •• usge"y a na. 
tlatly reJecta the vi .... t h. t the i .l.nd o f Irel and 
cont"!"" two nation., while 'Y own essay on Ireland 

In International Aftairl implte. the ac;:c;:eptaace of 
110.' ki od o f ··two nation." vie .... '· P. 18. 

Even .0, i n hi •• r tlc le there i. a throwback t o his 
earlier vie.. . lie quote. De Valera on parti tion ""lhe 
only pOliCy tor abollahini partition th at I CAD .ee 
1. for us , In thi s part of Ireland, t o uae .u ch free
dom a. we cao secure to get for the people in this 
part o f Ireland .uch conditIon. as ... 111 maka the 
peo ple in the o ther p.rt o t Ireland ... i.h to belong 
t o this par t" .nd he co_ents (h.l f ob j ecti vely for 
it le doubtful wbether .uch conditi on. c.n be ach
ieved on .. 26 County baS i s - except i n the long term 
a. one 0 1 t he r e.ultl o f t be ste.dy decline of Brit
i.h i.pe ri.lis~): -

··Many people ... ill wl . h that hie poli cy t d r abolish-
1nl p.rtition had b •• n honoured in pract i ce . a well 
as In theory,·' Ib ld p. 121. 

f o r the reat bi. analy.h i. a loreah .. dow1nl o f the 
ex traordi nary .i~tu re o f aen.i tlvi ty and obtuaeness 
th .. t ~ark his lail ",ork:-

"The point about part i ti on .. as not that It was 'an 
art i f icial c;:reati on' as maintained by the i mbec i lit
l ea o f (h i s own - D.R.O'C . L.) anti-partiti on prop 
aganda. Tbe poin t aDOut It was prec isely that Its 
roots l ay deep In Iri Sh hi story, and \n tbat .rea 
ot h i sto ry which ... .. s the reason wby I reland felt 
IIlfferently fro. 'the other dominions.· The Ir ish 
- t hOae ... ho .. ere not of British settler a tock - had 
been a conquered people .. nd the sep.r.te e Xia tence 
o f No rthern Ireland i. proof and sYQbol of the fact 
that the conquest hes neVer been ent i rely undone. 
The co nquest oC the natives Is the fac t that Orange 
Relfaa t sol emnly co~e~orateB eve ry July a nd what 
it com.e..arates la what made the reat o f I reland 
neutra l in 1939. " ibid, P. 122. 

Th i s analys i s I s ,cl r _contradicto ry bu t lel. t han 
that in Sta tes of Ire l and, .. bere It recognised that 



there is lIIore wrong ... Uh partition than its "sym
bolism", but where, at the sBlRe time, the politics 
o! capitulating to it are defended clearly . 

THE MASTERPIECES 

Before this can be cons i dered, however, other aspects 
of Cruise O' Brien's ideology mUlt be examined. His 
belief in the Brithh connection is, indeed, the 
result of his ignorance of economic analysis leavi ng 
the ... ay open ~or his father's Hlusion ... But this 
ignorance not only lIlIIits the value of his work, it 
limits its seope, Only two o f his fullscale works 
are m .. Jor eontributions to the gross ~nowlodge of 
their aubjects , His other attempts tend to collapse 
into the whimsieality of hi .. own developed politicsl 
philosophy . 

Because 0 1 its co~parative free~olll frolll thIs charac
teristie, O' Brien ' s masterpieee Is Parnell and His 
Party . This is precisely because o f its lilllited 
terms ot reference, as set In its original Ph.D , . 
thesis. Within these, it sueceeds in Its atms. It 
does '·restore Parnell to his (very) immediate con
te)<t·' and it describes that eontext, it is success
ful in e)<uining '·ho w the Irish Party at Westllinis
ter in the ei ghties was made up, how it developed 
and what it did" as well as bow it ... as led , though 
"ho ... it and its leader destroyed each other·' is des
cri bed with less understanding . In fact , the sub
ject matter s u its the author preeisely bec ause it is 
the history of an (elected" oligarcby. His fat lure, 
here, C.omes in the Introduction and the Epilogue 
where he f alls to rel ate thi s oligarehy to the 
people who , in the last resort, made it what it was. 

The same limitations explain the success of his 
other major fullscale book, Camus (Fontanll, January 
1970), O'Brien can explain thl . indi vidual writer 's 
relationship to the colon co~unity and that com=up
ity's relationship to the co lonised nation precisely 

becausa these relationshipa (of Camus, the Pieds 
Noirs and the Algerianfi) were as auch politi cal, soc-
1al and cultural as economic .. Aa s result Camus 
coul d be eVDn better than Pamell ware it not for 
its e x treme brevity part icularly in the matter of its 
subJec~ ·s polemic with Sartre. This is the more in
teresting in tha t O'Brien has described the t.o lead
ing pro t agonilltll the r ein as important influences On 
hill (in his interview with Inglis op. cit.) It maybe 
that the cballenge of Sartre's dialectical approach 
(al distinct from his integrity) was too much. 

Apart Irom theso there are only assorted pamphlets 
On U.N . O. and the article on Yeats already Quoted. 
After Parnell this latter will probably stand as his 
best work on Ireland. Written at the zenith ot his 
radical reputation, it caused a howl of hostility 
frOIll the Anglo-Irish literati, aghast at his daring 
t o treat their one indisputable international figure 
(Joyc .. 'OIUI, of cour",e neVer r ea.lly "thllira'·) a ... some
one to be analy .. "d wi th l"eferenctl (however bdef) t~ 
objective c i rcumstances, 

In tact, the real c.riticism to be IIl1de of "Pass i on 
and Cunning" has been made, after nlne years , by 
O'Brien's conservative hllgiographers:-

" O'Brien certainly does lIIake a case for the illlpo r 
tance of pol itics to this particular writer, Yeats, 
but he less 8uccessful1y demonstrates that Yellts 
enriched, enlarged, Or even significantl y imp in ged 
upon his own politjcal milieu! Indeed. a judicious 
viewer of Yeats would probably conaider him a polit
i cal dilettsnte. misled, muddled and even Coolish". 
'ioung-Bruehl and Hogan, op. cit. P. 21. 

Written just before this were his ahort works on 
U.N,O. particularly his pamphlet, Conflict ing Con
cepts ot the Uni t ed Natlona (1964) . This says all 
of va lue which would appear in his enormous United 
Ifations Sacred Drama (Uutchinson, London 1968). It 
succeeds where the latter fails precisely because it 



re.alns in the United ~atlons and doeft no t .ov. into 
the broader wor ld where econollic rela t lonehip. p Ia, 
• dech l ve part. He .et. hill •• lt tn e](polle tile 
U,S,A. '" dominance ot V. N.O , ilnd does so. Wllen be 
tries to explain the signi ficance ot It, i n t he later 
work, he r et r eat a into the tantas, worlda or Hulzl nga 
and the e t hologl a:a . 

THE LI BERAL RA)(PANT 

Crul.e O' Brien '. 11mlta tl one are no t simply negfttt ve . 
Since much ot hia writing - par t i cularly hia l •• t 
three book!! - .. we;U a9 hia con t empor.ry publie ear
eer in901ved hi. atepplng outaide tbe oligarehic cham
ber and the poeti c eonaclou.nes. , he has had to t r y 
t o under .tand the wo r ld . Hi. choi ce of tool. in th is 
t •• k la conditione d by hi. l i.i tat lons. On the one 
hand , be genuinely, it with restraint , reject. Marx~ 
Ilia - tba t analyHc .ethod that h .. e t It. centre 
those •• ter ial, economic relatlonah ipa on which 
O' Br ien is ftO .arkedly fe eble . At the .... ttse . he 
atte.pta t o develop . r i val _thod tbat la tall ored 
t o hia own exper ience : an expanalon outward f r o- hift 
It.lted knowledge . 

ANTI~""RXl Sll 

at t he.e two . Ide. ot his over .ll episte.o l olY, 
O'Br len's oppo.ltioQ to Ma r xia. appearft 1I0at decl.~ 
Ivoly both In llie ear Uest and In hl a latest _r l t ~ 

in l a. Perh apa hla ver1 ttr.t one _as .ade in a re~ 

vi ew of the Crltieal Ess . y l , o t hia cO-lIentor , Orwell :-

"A &ener atlon that callle to •• turIt1 .t a tt •• when 
It _al quite Clel r that nO .llleQlu. w.s .t hand 1ft 
Inclined t o feel surprised at the odd and even reac
tionary activities of these dll1lllu~loned leftl$tft 
whose dl8uppoln t~ent le ads them to advocate B rel
igiOUS attitude without God (Koe.tler) o r a revlval 
01 pre 1914 -.an tity (O",ell) , Mr O...,ell see .. t o 
have hellavad in the E~ r. hly P.radl.~ as thorou&nly 

as ever Ko.atler did but at aOlle t t .e i n the ~alrl, 

receot pa.t under tbe a t re.s of diaapPolntsent he 
becan ha l f unconscioualy to put tha t Golden Age In 
the past . a. the aoclent. ufted to do and not any lon~ 
gel' in the luture. Tbe Sat urnian rei&n of Edwar d vr r : 
no t t be tuture Soclaliat Coaaonwealth beca.e hla .en
tal refuge 11'0. tbe wor ld of Stalin, Wt.s Blandlah 
and Salvador DIIII. The troUble w1th thi a type ot 
pri vate .yth 1 . that It le.ds to a peeviah and .ter~ 
lie negatlv! •• , with whiCh Mr Orwell t . increaSingly 
threatened. 

"And yet he kn.ow. better an<1, talkinl of Koe"tle r, 
he h.s l ucidly conde.ned what la now hia own pOSit
ion. 'Perbaps soae decree o t 5utte-rll'lg I. ine rad
I c eb l e f ro. hu.ftn l ite, pe rhaps the chOice before 
alan 1ft .lweys a choice ot evils, perhapa even the 
alII of Sociellsm Is not to ~.ke the wo r ld perfect 
but to Jlllke It better?) 

" Per hap$ _e COu ld do without t he per haps" _ "RAftle., 
Stalin and Oeoree Orwell". 'fhe Bel l. M.y 1946 . 

This I., in ltaelf a .i1d f o r mU lati on o f Cruise 
O'Br i en '. position on Marxlaal . though it i s rein tor~ 
ced by h il inal.t ence, el .ewbere In the arti c le On 
dese ribing the thinking o f hie own generat ion as 
"pO. t Marxl a t " . 

I n his essay on Leon Bloy In hlft co lle c tion Mari a 
£!£!! (Ch.tto and Windua, London, 19~2) he l;-;O;e 
expllcit : _ 

"Chrlstopher Caudwell. IIOst Su btle ot Ma r xi a t crit
ics. detl n.d religion a. 'a reality but a tantas tl e 
re.l . ty ·. lie would cert.lnl, have cla l lled tha t Bl01 
was expre.ainl In fantasti c te r llS and so evadi ng, 
tne realiti e, wi t h which MarK grapp lad sci entifi c
a l ly, Such an antlthesiq would be rather too neat 
I t is a ques ti on, for axample, whether t ile Earth l y' 
Paradise is allY IROre 'hntastic' Or less 'sclenti!ie ' 

" 



tllan tile elau l ess aociety." Maria Cross , P. 217 . 

Twenty years later, In h i. atate!MIn t o f il ia pr." ."t 
political philosophy, Cruis. O'B r ien r ev lyea the 
char re:-

"Ou r unde r ltand!ng Or hiator y baa bee" t r ansformed by 
Uarx a~d transfor med tor r ight as wel l aa r o r lef t, 
as Gram8ci ao • • 11 notee , but it ,eellS u •• leas to 
tinker now with Mar~i sm a s s syatea in order to make 
It fit the world It f ailed to predict (a ie). Hor do 
any o f the pOst lIar~lan. aub-Tr o t a ky l te, or se/!ll-alla r 
chiat sehool , on tha ' n .. left' seem ao ra proll l .ing . 
Indeed the y seell la general auch les. ao. As with sO 
msny o ther wr iters, Ma r~ 's defects a re fi r ",aeier to 
imitate than h ts Qualities .... . . 

" His s yst ... being on. no t ae r ely o r analyl!s, but o f 
legitimation , exhor tation Ind aobl1I xat ion ..... re
quired s chll1ssttc &:oa1. .... Man, was a fignter .ho 
had no uso tor Inlllghts _h i 011, however true th~y 

might be, .. llht get in tlla way o r winning tbe fight ·'. 
Tile Suspeeting Glance, Faber and Faber , London, 1972. 

P.P. 88-90. 

For O'Br len. Marxl$In Is ~nadequate beceuse I t s fore
casts as ne regarda the .. did n o t prove accurate enough 
soon enoul h, p reciaely becau.a it 11 d1atort~d by i t l 
nece ssary '·chl11.88tlc·· goal, This v i ew point fl ows 
necessarily train Ills reaol ut. eva.ion ot economics. 
He e 8nnot appreCiate the basiC Ma rx ist argu~ent that 
the classless state le.a ao<: lety aust COIIti, because 
.ate rt al, econoalc and technol ogical develop ... nt ren
ders any alte r native Ir r a t tonal. Althoug!!. he f ear.!l 
the wo r st i rra t i ona li ties, Duel aar .ar o r prolonged 
r eactionary cas to rule, he h.a nO hope for tile rat
ional a lternatives to tne~ . Yor him, pul1~lc~ . usl 
be '·a h '.y •• ellolclI o f evi l . " . 

This eesentlai peaaillia. (no t without I ta own coun t er
bllancing ove r- op tlal,. , as wi l l be shown) is buttres-

" 

aed by twO turtller cr it icisms of Aiarxiso. O'Srien 
tends to eQuste Ma rxism wltll economiC determlnlam 
aa wllen, in hls (and bh wire's) Concise His t ory Or 
Ire l and (Tlla"88 and Hud~on, London, 1972 ) he des
c r ibea the nineteenth centu ry 'S UnIoniat Party's 
po11C1 of " redresa of econo..ie e r levances" a~ b .. lnl 
pUrlued "on tile r atbe r Maulllt 111I9\1111p tlon that Iri sh 
nation a U ,. would the r e by beeolle extinguhhed" 
( P. 128) . In Statea o f I r eland he deaerlbe. that, 
In one 8e l faat !letory "ReaUly he re atood e las.te 
Ma r xlat theor y o n iU head : the' fahe conaclouanes,' 
fabr i ca ted he r e •• a class c oosciousness ..... The 
r ea l con fli ct . .... w;;-that hetween Protestants and 
Csthollea" P. 307. For O'arlen Ma r dSIl ia ( .eonOlliC ) 
Deehanical •• t erlalls",: di.lectiCI a re to be I g nored. 

ADd, proceeding l o gically fro. h i s sceptlcl~. and 
hi' own Ide a o f Marxl sll, he e x . ggerates tile s ignif 
icance o f paycho logical fore es : /!lost especially Hal
ionallall. I n Ilia book Ull i tad Nations, Sae r ed Drama 
he alap, down protea t th at that '·Cl ass Wsr, n.ther 
than rae. w.r i a priaa ry·' (P. 288) by pOintlnl" ou t 
that, at U.N.O. : _ 

"There I s no ,t a "nebe r upholder of th~ 'principle o f 
national aovereig nt y' than the Soviet Union". Ibld, 
P. 200. 

In h t s l ast work, he i. even lIIOre expl1 clt:-

'" Most hhto r y I.!I tribal IIlttory, wrItt en that 111 to 
.!lay In te r as gener.ted by , and accep table . to a glvll n 
t ri be or nlt10n , o r • Iroup within sucll a t ribe or 
nation. 

"That Marxht lIia t ory I s ocly a D apparent e xeepti on 
t o this la allown by Marx's correspODdenc e . snd the 
~e.~IQP~ent o f Ma r xlslI Itselr, end therefore of ~ar
dat hlatory, Into a number o f nationsl sCllools." 
Statea o f Ireland. op. Clt. P. 16. 

Fo r all the r e ferences t o CSudwell, Gr ..... c i .nd to 

" 



t.lar" himaelf, O'Brien's 
well reprelented by the 
devaat.tin" 

critic!all a t thei r theory 15 
above quot.tiona. It la not 

Fnr, quite ap.rt troll hia capacity, he haa nnt dODe 
much bOllework . In hil Introduction to his edition ot 
Burke 's Reflections on the French Revolution (Pelican 
Classica, London 1968 PP. 9-10, tootnote.) though he 
locludea quotations from Mar", he betray' hi .. selt:-

'" liar" In his oarlier year .. applied the l ..... on ... o f t.h .. 
French ReVolution too schellatic.lly, .s In his writing 
tor Rhelni.ehe Zoltung and The Civil War in France 
(.ie). Bu~ in The 18th Bru.alre of Louta Bon'parte, 
in chastened (eic) and deliberate lan,uage he ,ives .n 
extraordinary sense o t bow , .nd in what .mbl,uou. 
~hapes, the gre.t Revolution wet,ha on hi. own tl ...... 

Ibid. P . 10 Footnote 1. 

The .~e easu.l ne •• fl .... s O'Brisn'a att.ck on the Mar
xi.t , Jame. Connolly, in St.tes o r Ireland. Ten p.ges 
(89-99) are devoted to tbis t.sk, Connolly 1. quoted 
copiously, but, .ith one exception, .11 tbe quotes 
COme tro .. bis two later historical pa.phlet. and hi. 
pole~ic as_in st the Revision!Dt, Walker. Thi. 18nor~s, 

perh.ps Inevitsbly, Connolly'. admi ttedly . hort but 
definitive .n.lysis oC the continuing basi, tor urb.n 
Or.ngei all'l,-

"At one tiae in the industri.l world ot Gre. t Brit.in 
• nd Irel.nd the .killed l.boure r looked down with con
tempt upon the unakllled and b itte r ly ~sented his att
e .. pt to ge t his c hildren t,uebt any of the s k i lled tr.
de~: t he reeling o f the Or.nge ... n or Irel.nd to .... rds 
the Cathol ics ia but a gloritled represent.tion on a 
big .t.ge of the s ... e passions inspired by the same un
worthy 1II0t\Ves."' Forward, 2 August, 1914. 

Wltl\out tl>llI ("1:1:"1,,, 1J""lcally .conomlc) k"y, O'Brlcn 
can .umm.rlse Conno lly's understandin& ot religious 
division ••• ung the workers or Bel f .at •• being,only:-

" 

"1. 

,. 
Belf.st e.plo~.ra are ""ceptlonally .. killed In 
using rellg10~s catch-cries 
Prote.tant worker .. are e"ceptioeally lackl,g In 
splrH" Statu ot Ireland. p, 9!>, 

Tbe proble. I, lett on the psychologic.l plane. 
There it c.n be aSlulled to requ ire different me :hods 
oC solvin, it to tho.e prescribed by reality . How 
easenttal thla ili~alon is to the argument ot States 
ot Ireland ... ill be ahown. 

"LITERARY POLITtCS'" 

Against Marxism, Canor Crul.e O'Brien present. hie 
tull Ideology. Baslcally i t is an ellpi rl e .l one that 
Is not Cormulated ful ly until The Suspectin, Gllnee, 
but certa i n •• pectl Can be discerned e'rlier •• they 
h.ve been for tht. es.ay. Alre.dy be h •• been re
ve.led as lacking Intere.t (.nd unde r st.nd!n,) of 
economica and hence, on the one h.nd, denying their 
centr.l Importance In human (and, indeed pol itic.l) 
lite, on the other h.nd , allo..,ing himaelf to De p;uid
ad by hi. rather ' . (econolllc. baaed) preconceptlone 
and justiCying thi s position with a Corll.l, but otten 
<i.cl.iv .. , ,c"pt1clu, about politic.l .. nd • . Tht~ \ .. a 
su CClcient b'$e tor. liberal, but Conor Cruise O'Brlen 
Is intelligent enough to feel the inedequacy ot lib
eralisD and to develop on top ot it a superst ruc ture 
that Is sllled .t 6upp le~entlng It s deCicienciea, but 
_htch only add. to the •. 

MUCh - tOo cuch _ o f hi. wrltlnp; on world politic. 
dependS on hi. expertt.e in the sphere a t literature. 
particul.rly the F renCh cl.ssics which he .ttempte 
t o re l.te t o politics i n isol.tlon fro," othe r altt
ers, Th9t t hi a develops Curther h19 negative tr.its 
15 inevitable. 

.foo· tll .. tro"bl" ... lth attempt 1n!!, to develop a pOlit 
ical theory fro. the consciousnesa of writer, wnose 
prl~ary cons ider.tl on ••• y not be polltic.1 at .11 
ts th.t ~uch • theory is .11 too oCten I~cl in.d to 



whimay and to over-valuation o t the i rrat i ona l . 
Divorced from ita social base (which, ye t aialn, In
c l uda. t he natur e of the economic environment, c lass 
for<:e s, et<:.) lite r atu r e Is a product of psycho l ogy. 
ID try ing to erect theoretical barriera aga1nat what 
tu, "ee" aa the 1""de<luaey ot D1al ec ti"aI Mate r ia li"m. 
Couor Cr ui s e O'8rlen himse lf rataes a" Irrational 
apirlt that be c la ims to seek to e~orc l ae. 

Th i s cau be seen in hi . method ae mueh a. in hie 
presuppoaitions. In Marl. Crosa he asserts' -

"The wrlten In question were e, rtalnly not picked 
a~ a ' r epreaentative' cr oss .ectlon ot ClO tholic lit
erature but are slmply among the modern Catholic 
writers _ha In tere ated me lIos t ; tbe reads I nave 
used In s tudy ing their work have nO pretension to 
the uniformity ot a questionnaire. 

" The only reqUIrement or the SCientific " pirlt to 
whi ch I have tried to conform l a that of r espect for 
the facts . Each essay fol l OWS the patte rn ot wbat 
seemed to be lapor t.nt In the I magination of the 
wr iters studied, and not s uhordinate patterns which 
might have been more convenient for a c r itical thes
Is . It I s quite possible that the living writer" 
.111 not , it tlle y r ead the essay. on thease lves 
agree., ., , " "aria Cr oss , op . clt . In troduct i on, 
PP. Vll - Vll l. 

This Is not a .a j or veakness In Marla Cross due to 
It!! eaaential tor .. a.!i a collection ot unrelat ed es,,
ays (da.plte Sttempt, 8t one Un ifying summary at the 
end). In ParnelI however, the tlghtn8sa and Indeed , 
the rationality of t he .. ein th •• e torc. " li ter . r y 
poll tlca" to stick out li ke a lIore th"ab when the 
question Is posed (In the Introduction and the EpJ I
ogue) as to tile relation of Parnel l and Party to the 
Iri sh and t hei r eoc l e ty : -

"To Uile again Par e to' , useful tenus, P8rnelllSDl ... as 
a ay"tell In which the .u,ot l onaI 'realdue,,' o f his-

'" 

torics! tradition .nd suppressed rebellion could be 
enlis t ed In the service of parllaman tary 'combinat_ 
Ions' of • st ri ctly rationa l and realistic cbaracter. 
But the drawing t orce of t he ' r eSi due,,' could be aut
<:e "s tully dlre<:ted in the s ense Or the 'combinat i ons' 
onl y under one condition. 'rhls W811 that 'rilE AMBI O
UI'J'Y OF THE SYSTEM MUST BE CRYSTALLISED IN TERMS OF 
peRSONALITY . The leader, t n shOrt, had to become a 
mysterloua and awe-Inspi ring figure" . Parnell and 
hia Party. P. 350. 

A "llli l ar a t tempt to rational i se the si r eady r a t ion
al i n irrat ional t e r!:!s appear s in O'Brien's "The 
People's Victor", Spectato r 20th April, 1956 ( sub
sequently republlahed in Wr iter. and Politics) where 
a co~parlson of Victor " ugo and Ol ads t one ( _h lch prop
e r ly handled might have had "o~e value) i8 limi ted 
to ter ... of, res pect ively, lite r ary and oratorical 
forti a.lld la, as SUCh, intrillli icaUy UDSSU$Of1I.c t ory. 
Ano the r e.amp le o r the O'~rien approach la hi s utta r 
ly distor~od respect for the poli tics of W.8 : Veats. 
Tbie appears first In " Passion and Cunning", .bers 
. I thout &Dy rea l evidence, he des<:rtbee the link be
tween Vaata i an politics and Yeatalan poet r y as being 
"Yeats' prof ound And tragic Intuitive - and Inte ll
Igen t - a.areneas, I n his .. atur it y and old age Of 
what the Ylrst Worl d War had set loose, o f wha t was 
already &Dving towards Hitler and the Second World 
War. " "PU, lon and Cunn i ng" op. Clt. PP. 274- 275. 
In 1972 Yeats is trea ted In The SU'pectlnl Glance 
as a polit i cal thinker equal t o Maehlavell!, Burke 
and Ntetzche. I n the same year, bie Imagery Is used 
to give a Ce rtain tbemati c $Ohape t o the O' Briens' 
j Oi n t COpche Histor y of I reland, Tilts e"en tially 
whtllslcal po l iti ca l approach is seen t oo in the title 
o f h i , large acaie work, United H.tions, Sac red Orama, 
hla U$e of the i ma~ery of this metaphor th roughou t 
and, hls backing at I t by rafe rence~ t o Hu lalng. ', 
Hoao Ludan. (".,y I ndebtedne.s t o 111 t . " e.,lnal _orl< 
it h<lavy" P . 316) and tile ethologi St , Ard rey. 

" 



But i t i a in The Suspecting Glance that t he It . l tat
ions of the O'Brten approach a r e ~ost evident. FIrst
ly , there is the restnlned and . pparent ly reasoned 

p8ssillll.,,:-

" The world by the turn of the cen t ury 1. U kely to 
presen t some terrible aspects. The comfo rtable 
coun tri es , sssu.lng that they csn keep their hands 
otf one .nother', thro.t. , will be .. o r e comfor tab le , 
or li t le •• t Itore a t flu en t , than ever. But the poor 
world l a likely to be drowning In the excess o f Ita 
0IrD popu lat l nn. A hu .. ell .... I r l o f sel f_dest ruc U"e 
cu rrent., of which t he tllger lan-Blaf r ..... r .'Y be • 
type ot forerunner. The advanced world II.Y we ll be 
like , and tee I like , • c l osed and guarded pal.ce 10 

I. city grlpped by the pl l gue. " Tbe Su. p.ctl nl Glance 

p. 61. 

And what 15 O'Srlen's w.y o£ .voidl ng the dang.r? 

"The locialht as pira tion is tow.rds the placln, o f 
the r eSOurCes ot humsnlty . It Is based on the Idea 
o f hUIII.n brotllerhoo<!: It seeks to cu ltivate the 10'1-
pulsel of klnlh ip and of compa'l l on, It re ject. the 
cul t ot cruelty and ot contempt. So rsr, so good. 
But this asp l r.tlon ..... requl r es pe rhsps more e lllph as
is on zoo l ogy .nd l ess of archaic an d doct ri nai r e 
f o r ms o f econolll t CI. It r equire. the lensi ti ve dev
elop .. ent 0 1 loc lal psychologY and anthropology. It 
requ ires the care fu l e~ploratl on o f the Inte rplay 
0 1 myth, mc tspbOr and )' ttuSl t or .. both In ou r lan
gus (l: e .nd In our Institutlonl and ac r OaS tha t ... o ..... 

"The study of li tera ture Is " soci al Ic lence. ]t Is 
concerned .. \th the relults at the 10l t fa r-reaching 
.nd subtle Investl g.tlons t hat hive been . ade Into 
... n'l mind I nd passi ons and hl l l ite In loctety : con
cerned also ... ith legltl.atlon. lIy th, .etaphor and 
role, treating ot tbese vita l loc l al concepti and 
Illu.t ratl ng t hell, i n a dep t h, r ange .nd varIety UD
~atched o utside g reat ... orks of art . To tbl s fron
tier ot art and soci e ty 1 ... ould. In conc lus ion , li ke 

" 

to turn the sttentlon of .uch students l e are both 
I nteres t ed In the subj ect • • tter at th.se Eli ot lec
turea and allo conce r ned ... lth our pre.ent and 111-
pendlnc SOCial, econOlllic &Dd poli tical predIC.lllents." 
Ibld, P.P. 89-91. 

On t~e ... bole, Or. Leavl s bsa m.de • bet ter c.... But 
both the learned doc t ors tafl to justify their 1'01-

iti ons, because , by down-grading the econo~ic factor, 
they downgrsde humao rationa li t y: the need t o keep 
11vln,. If tll i l I. dl.llissed ae "a r chaic and doc
trl ne ire l onol of eeoDold cl" ( Ind .. ho, Iny ... . y. i. 
ConOT Cruise O'Br ieo t o decide whst econOlll ce .re 
and are not " a r chaic .nd doctrinaire"?), then with 
the be lt ,,111 111 t he wor l d , a ll research i o to loc l .l 
psychology and eDtb rapology l e t elone the lort ot 
zoology " Itb ... hlcb O'B r l en Inf ~lcted hil r eaderl in 
tbe United MaU oDI, Sacred Oralll h likely to be fut-
11e. 

The point Is that O'Srlen has t o bel ie ve I n him l e t 
of diec lpl i ne. rather th.n III thoae provided hy ec
ono.l ea (let eleme t boee at What be cone idere "ar
cba lc .nd doc tr i naire t onn" t her eof). Wh.t Is i m
portsnt sbout tbl l beliet Is not ju. t th at it dev
elop. naturally trom Il ls wbole l iterary approach to 
politicl , but tlla t tbts . ppro.ch, with tbe concomit
ant coaJllltaent to tbe cllol ce o f the " l e •• e r evil" 
results in an e.sentlally natve view o( possible pol 
ItIc al tor.ulae tor sol vi ng gIven s ituat i ons. S i nce 
po l i tical crlae. a r e develo ped trOll paychologlc.l 
eaUBe. (a Lib. r al loft en lllg of tile con.ervlUve "or
i ginal s in" ) 10, for O'Brien , c.n they be ,01"ed by 
ps ychiat ric . e.ns . 

Even 1n Parne ll and Ht . Party he alcribed the .ucee.e 
of p. rl lamentar y dellocracy In tile t .. en ty-sl x coun tiel 
thus:-

"The concr ete achieve.onta o f Parnell and hi. psr ty , 
and the exallple 0 1 pl edged lIembers. no t one ot .. hom 
broke hh p18d(l:e" . op . cH. P 3~4. 



A few years later, a s i mi lar naivety e nde d hi s dip
lomatic ca r e er abruptly. Even as r el ated i n O'Br i e n' s 
own words (To Katanga and Back, Hutcht nson, London 
1962) i t i s c l e ar t hat his fa i lure was hel ped by h ia 
essential accep t ance 0 1 the curren t pretens ions of 
the United Na t ions Organ isati on as opposed to its 
r eal power ba s e , 

This t ~ l lure r e s ulte d in some of hi s bes t work as he 
tri ed to under s tand t he Or gan i s ati on , Howeve r , by 
1968 , he had be en ab l e to reconcile his s pec i tic 
s earch wi t h h is overa ll illusi ons , Unit ed Nat ions , 
Sacred Drama ins i s ts that U. N,D. will be of lastin g 
value (a lbe i t wi t h s ome proce dur a l r etorms) a s a 
means of keepi ng the ( abs tractly conce i ved idea n f ) 
Nationa l i sm a t bay, 

Si mila r illus i ons, more obvious ones be cause they 
ar e a l ready disp roved can be seen i n o ther works of 
t his, his " progre ssi ve" , pert od, even be fore h i s 
~nswer t o hi s ques ti on on t he nature o f U. N. O. 

Thus. less t hao a year after l eav i ng Nkrumah's elll 
ployment, he c ou ld pr oduce a glowing weicome to t he 
mil i tary putsch i st s who bad ove rthrown his for mer 
boss , In " Nkrumah - the Man I knew" Observer 27t h 
Febru ary , 1966. Th is art i cl e i gnor e d wha t are now 
known ( and wh i ch ~i ght have been e xpected) : the d is
astrous immed i a t e e f fects of t he put s ch on the all 
Af ri c an military s t ruggle agai nst coloo1 a l l sm , e s 
pecially in the then Portuguese e lllp i re. 

Aga in , be wro t e of the l ndo- China War :-

"Wh i le Johns on r emains in the Wh i te House ( the Amer
ican pub lic ) c annot be e xpected to do more than exer
cise a cer t a in .restra int." Introduc tion to Jonn Ger
assi's Nort h Vl e tnalll: a Ooculllenta!2 . P . 28 

The re was no s ug ges t i on tha t J ohnson 's s uc cessor 
o i ght, i n f act, make mat t ers worse. 

,.tnd, on b..1.. native country , in hi. e .... y. "The Embers 
o f Easte r·· an d "I r e l and in Int eroa tional Affairs" 
( i n I n t roduces I rel and) he antic ipated ma jor ch ange s 
t owards a acre geouine t o .. 0 1 neut ral i ty in Irish 
t o reign af f ai r s than would be c aused by t he r e t i r e
lIIe nt o f h h old bO~!I, fr ank: "'iken, and "the s dvent 
of younge r lIIeo with new i ni t iati ves" ( I ntroduces 
Ire l and, P . 13<1) t o the Dep .. rtllent o f Ex t e rn a l Aff
ai r .. . Once again, 3 lI i nh t e n have ( a llowe d Aiken , 
Despi t e much ac tivity , pol i cy relllaina the Bailie . 

Overall , ther e is a c las s line s epara tin g O' Br i e n ' s 
nai ve ty f r om bis scep t ici sm, As much as the conse r
va ti ve s who o nce denounced and nOw praise hi. he bel 
ieves , in t act if not i n open theory , in t he efficacy 
o f actions wi t hin ol iga r chi es and disbel i eve. in ac_ 
t i o n ou tsi de t hem , A llIan who re a lly understOO d h i s 
l imita t ions could not have writ t en o f his stude nts 
in New Yo rk:-

"I was dis conce r t ed , and Fa also we r e llIy IItud0nt s, all 
a r e sult o f ou r lIIeet l ngs of minds , 

"l WaB dlBconcerted , pr eciBely , by t he l ack ot sus 
p i c i on in t hose bright young eyes. They did IIU"pect , 
of co urse , and r i ghtl y , t he Presi dent o f t hll Un i t e d 
Stat es , the boa r d of Gener al Motor9, J , Edgar Hoove r 
and t he Tr ustees of the Un i versi t y , But they d i d no t 
s uspect t hei r own s lo gans or s ages , t hey s us pec ted 
one ano t her t oo lit tle , t hey s uspecte<l t hei r indi v
i dual s e l ves no t at all " , The Sus pe ct ing Gl s nce P . 10 . 

Despi t e the r i tual d.e nunc i at i on of the American Pr e s 
ide nt and t he o the r establishment Ogur to s i t is hllrd 
he r e , t o a vo id the r emark "Tu Quoque" (or " Remember' 
tha t you too, are mo rt a l" ) of Its au t ho r, Hi s re l'l
a rks do have a certa in valid i ty , but h1s own l RCk of 
s e lf- s uspicion c riti Ci s es the. practica l ly and more 
ef f ect i vel y t han c lln be <lone by textu~ l an aly s is. 



"CHIPPING AllAY AT OBVIOUS LIE S" 

But all luch crtttcll~ i s incomplete if it ignores 
th e fac t that this elsentia lly conser~atl~e ideol ogy 
belonged to one who , while be ll .~iog it s ubstant iall y , 
aroused hopes of hi' revol ut ionary potent i al. His 
f a il ure to tultill these ia ob~lous , but why did the 
.ald hopel e xi st at all ? 

There are ae~eral ans.e re. I II bls periods o f open 
pnl it lcsl I lIvo lvement Conor Cruise O'Brlen bas tend
ed to sllgn hlmselt with Irish SOcial Oemocracy. 
11111 c.reer In the Irl ah d"l"If.~lo .. to U. 1"I.0. co in
cided witb the la. t upsur ge of Iri sh neut r s l lsm and 
I t ended because o t his oppoaltlon t o I.m pe rl. Il st 
I nterests In Katanga. He oppolled Nkruma~ in Chana, 
Ove r tbe lasue of Academic I reedo~. Subsequentl y, 
he opposed the Aaerlcsn e stab li sbment ove r Vietnam 
(gett i ng a physlcsl hiding tbereby) and aued SUCCes
a fully Encoun ter (and, hence , the C. I.A.). 

The list is 1mpre ss1ve, bu t, also, co~pa tlble with 
O' Brleo' a limi tat ions. ~I$ aoclal democracy (aa di s
tinct ! l'OII hts libersUsm) i s vague and unfo .... u1.ted 
pr-oi rammatl c.lly . Tile progreaslv l8~ o f hiB diplom
atic caree r wall real, but depended on, on the one 
hand, th e lack ot develop"ent o f Irish cOlllpr adorian 
"econOIl.tc devc l opooen t " pollciel and, on tbe oth4lr 
hand, t he pres ence o t Frank Alken r athe r than LI .. 
Cosgrave as hill bOilS . The Ka t anga affair was the 
reault of i gnorance as much as bene~olence on his 
part. His opposition to Nkru-ah ended with hi. we }
COlI ing a pro- imper iQl l st putsC!! • .the tlihts with the 
New York po l ice and ... It h EncOunter ar e pe r hapa hls 
mos t s ubs tant ial achi e vement s o f this pe riod, but, 
even there , as with his ~ubye~uent participation io 
a mass aot i -aparthe l d ral ly after hla re tu r n to Dub
li n In 1970, there I s a q"al itlca tlon. A .. er ican 
aggression in VietnaM Rnd South Afri can aparthei d 
prov ide cauaes that ~ay end anger the p.ace of the 
world. To oppose the_ Is, therefore, dght and prop
er and, aoat t.,por t an t, the tssues I r e too far away 

t o uclea.~ too m.ny lrr.t i~al prejudi ce, In t heir opp
onent.. Or, rath. r, they ahould be too t ar away ; as 
has been shown, Conor Cruise O' BrieR found ao~e of hil 
allies in his chosen cauI'1 distinctly "dhcollcertlllll:". 

Bu t there 1a a further reSaOn tor O'Sri en' s reputs tion 
in tbe 60'.. 1 ~ can be Been in tbe al ready quoted in
t r oduction to hla collection, Writer a ~d Po litl ca;_ 

" While it WOuld be hard t o retute the theOretica l prop_ 
osi tion that t he averti ng of a Third Wo rl d War would be 
wor th a iOOd many l1es, it Is eviden t In pur-t.tee that 
lies , thouih they •• y certdnly help to win a war, are 
uolike ly _sns ot aven ini one". Wriurs .nd Pol i tics, 
P. nx . 

He moves to tbe partleular ;-

"'The [niltsb s peak1nc c r itic Ind analyst Is or should 
be led to c ritic1s. and analyse the pheoomona o f hill 
Own conte.,porary cult ure, wh icb Is IncreRBina:l y do~

Inated by values prevalent In the United Statal o f 
Aaer l c e . The di stor t ions and misleSdlng facad., ... hlch 
he will IIOlIIt o ften oQcounter, I u~e this verh adviS 
edly, are pro- Ameri can and Intl-communlst distortions 
and fa cadoe. lie ",Ill of course bo aWlre th.t In the 
communist world, and in the poor world of Asia and 
Afri cs , thers ar e a l so dl a tortlona and fa cadea, us
ually mu Ch lDOl"e hlstant, and t herefo re l ess inaldious 
than thOl e prevalent In tho Wes t . As far as ou t s ide 
crit ici sm csn do so .. athlng to de .. ollsh tho mendaclt
iell ot the c~unlat world and the poor wor ld, that 
ettort Is being vi go rously .sda by . any wrltors, and 
I bave not telt any great need to add my amateur eff
o rta to t hOlle of the numerous professional crlt l cl 
o t cOlIDunls t practice". Ibid . P.P. XXI-XIII. 

These atateme ntll, allied t o 0' 9rlen'S undoubtedly 
COurageous atand on ( .lhelt aelected) cauaes, .ore 
than anything elle in his career ,aYe hi_ s left wing 
r e puta tion that la a tt l l .ueh ... Ith h i . aod, thereby , 
of .. ae both to bl.salt snd t o hl8 ne ... I _periall a t 



a l Ueil. Wh y d id he write it, and hO .. can be recnn
c il " i t .. Itb .0 .. " o f lI i e OIIo r " r.cent .c t . and . t a t e
lI:"nt s (.ucb .s, l o r eXlllI:ple, ilia I nvocat t o n o f t il e 
na=le ot Tr ouky t o j usti fy tbe I rish L'bou r Party's 
coal iti on p lan • .,ltll t h " lIou r, ,,ol., e~-F .. et8t . Fioe 
Gae l )? I>oes he re . lly beli .. v e t bat ..... t e .... lape r 
t ll t a t 1,l n , a t o ps a t Irel and? 

On" opl~l on 1I\1 . t be d e nied in .~",e" to tbls: an 
o p in i on p .. ddled by O'Brleo ' l o pponent . (par ti cu l 
a rl y . tnce lIil el!!va t1o o t o the Mlnlatry o f Posts 
. nd Telelupb8 .nd Gove rnllent Pro p II.!r 8nd a ) that b" 1& 
g e no ... ll y ins i nce... . Tbe r e i s 8b801\1 t ely no r e.'On 
to doubt t h . t hh ~1ncerl t y .. bon he ponned tbe a bove 
Quotation "a8 .s crea t as his l i ncerity In ly i n , f o r 
tile r i gH to penecute Repub l1 clns t oday. 

NODetllelea. it lO.u. t be q llal1 U ed. I n tbe U r :'It pl .ce. 
the Conor Cr u l .e O'Br i en who wr o t e I t was not i D l u l l 
the po l itlce. but , r a ther , • pollUc. 1 p r ophet try
In , to ~ nlluence the a ct i on by tndepende:1t p rop.Cand •. 
Of tile tUk , o f p r o f eas l ond pollt lCan., he b.d . rit 
ten . I ready,-

" ExpOneDU o f t h .. whole trut b coul d "ot " u r v iv .. iD 
politic, any.he r .... Parnel l and His Plrty P. 335. 

Thi s I. f a .. 1:I0re like tb .. advoc. te o f t he "I .. ~~er 
evil" st r. tegy, and i t I s rei Dtorced ... t he r tll a D 
diminished by O ' Sr l e n's limt ted - indeed t wo d1 men
. I o"a l - I dea of t he .ns .... r t o the ~u •• tlon , IIIh. t 
le Tr utb : -

"w. c.n i de n t tly li e. re.dily enouch, .nd Clln re.s
on.bly hope t b.t, wbe n we h.ve chi pped . .... y .t tbese , 
wh. t relllnl will be close r to tbe Indefln.b l e tru tb H

• 

1I"r 1l .... and Po ll ttcs P. XXI. 

AdlO l t tedly, tod.y t h e r an , e o f k nowl tr dge I S prob
.bll t OO broad to a llow any ono indl vl(\" .l to kno ... 
it .11 I nd to p ronounce tb e r eon . Sut simply to 
" c b i p s ".y" . t o bvious li es is Dot i nevltlbly t be 

" I y t o expl nd p u blic consci ousne.a. Wh i t lI 'y ' ppe .r 
to b e s n obvi o us l ie C.n tll r n ou t , o n Inve. t1Cl t~oD , 

to be t he one t r llth In a .aa. ot lal.ehood.. Bu t 
e ven tb l . I . bu t o ne Iltern l tl v. in lIany. All nllt 
C.n be aai d la t.h.t .ny e x .. i na U on o f a aubject 
.... t .1. to cover . 11 f.cet. o f _h.t 15 e X.lli n.d 
"Itbout t OO lIany pr.concel ved not l on8. Th. pr •• en t 
IlItbo .. a pe. k . fr OIl e xp.rl.nce .. he n he , .. y. t h.t, i f 
one pe .... ever .. s . tbe 10Clcsl result 0 1 tbl~ lIetb04 
I •• po.ttlon o f di.lectlcll •• tert"lt ••. 

D:r !t ll le tn &" h ie cone.pt o r truth ... Uhl" hi . o v e ra ll 

p b ll osop hy, Co nor Cru l"e O' B .. 1"" I I.l t " d, Iho, hiS 
.f f ect lve.,es s as e"pOlsr 0 1 " pro- AlIIerlcan aDd • ., tl 
co .. untst d lll t ortionl "nd f ac ad".'" Apart f roll hi. 
c r itiques 0 1 EncoWlt l r (inev it ably) ."d of t be h
lo ... e r . I'blttak"r Cbnben, both o f "blcb could be 
"ai d . t l e ll. t t o he lp po pIIIl r l." _ ha t t he IA ft bid 
I on, k .own~ the r e 111 Httle 10 Write r s . nd Poli tic. 
to s.t l . ' y t he e " pect"tion. r. I ""d by I ts I n t r o du c 
uon. 

And t hl~ w • • his h 1Cll pOint. Be f ore the end of Ihe 
al.tles bis l lalltat l O11. - at leut as gres t ' a . tho.e 
be c l aimed t o h ave s oon In hll a t ude n t .. - had r el t
ore <l t o bl ... pOltt lCl1 p hllO.Op h y In ... h l CII cond i t
ion.l tr ll th lIad b .. " o r. p l ac ed .a the ceatral t he ... 
by s e l e c tive su~plc l on. Tbe d l ffere oce bet ..... eo the 
ne_ ideology and tll. pre-Klt .n,. one ... as tbat t be 
ne .. one "II ~ open ly .. xpr." •• d by o ne ... ho b.d . I r only 
to a c e rtl i n e Xtent, e.rnOd pr.ctica lly tbe coo ll (\
e nce o f t t.e f . r lett, _h ll . never devi . t i ng fro. I 
ph ll o.ophy t h.t Is lOO.II.t ( i n Hs u:ph .. l, o n the 
cen t r .1 i . po r t.nce 01 id ••• ou t . i de the i r .IIoc l .l con
test) end e Utl st ( I n H. r elated e,pbul .ll on the 
r e • • on of .n el i te In .t.t.d oppoa i t l o n to t he p r lm_ 
e ... . l urg e • • scr lb .. d to t be ••• ••• ) . 

• S££.ilt pwtUI'.u..CM. Jam\!.) P. ('llJ IJWI1'~ tI,ri':(I!) (11 
rll t. Mi.Utan..t, 2nd , 'HlI . 13'1d Jw/c . 1952 , 1qlubri!11,·tI 
in Notili ooJ:> 06 all AlUM"'. r<l(h~illd(', P'H'~~ , N('l~ 
YO'Ik , 1973 , P. r. 14 -309. 



O'BRIEN AS A PARTY POLITICIAN 

This inherent contradiction i s today resolved nat
urally in favour ot O'Brien's basic method, However, 
the llluslons of the former, one mi ght SIIy its "res
Idues" allied to assorted, once ultra left, tenden
cies with in tbe Iri sh working class movement have 
persisted to cloud t bis fact , He has expressed what 
many f eel a Quite understandable mistrust of Repub
licanism, in doing sO he has encouraged it to dev
elop lnto a phobia against that mova~cnt's under
developed aims, The practical value of this posit
Ion, at this time, and, even more of ~hat is of le red, 
1mplicitly, in its place has to be tested. 

Today Conor Crulse O'Brien's return to tbe Labour 
Party (he ~as a member in his student days) can be 
seen a s a desperate mO Ve both by a homesick man 
blacklisted from professional employment In Ireland 
and by one ~eary of academic lite and seeking action, 
Equally, it cannot be 19nored tbat the person con
cerned had been disillusioned both by K~ame Nkrumab's 
authoritarianism and by his New York students' revol
utionaryattitudes . In his "Embers of Easter" in 
1966 ~e bad denounced the Irisb Labour Party as a 
collect ion of "Uncle Paytbers" and "poltroons", By 
1969, he may well have telt s afer, as a liberal, 
with such Individuals, But this ~as not made clear 
at the time. For many on the IriSh left Conor Cruise 
O'Brien's return to the Irish Labour Party was seen 
(as, no doubt, it was meant to be seen) a sign that 
the Party had changed Qualitatively and that its has 
tily prepared "SOCialist" hodge-podge of policies 
were guarantees that the Party meant business, Only 
a few suspected that O'Brien was preparing, happily, 
to establish hImsel f as the Ideologi st of poltroon
ery, 

Since the general elect ion of June 1969, he has held 
the safe Labour s eat in the North-East Dublin con
stituency, As Party spokesman on External Affairs 
(in oppos1tlon) and, (In Government) as Minister for 

Posts and Telegraphs , he bss used all his consider
able ability to provide a left cover fo r British 
Impe rial ism and its Irisb collaborators against those 
tlghting the current struggle for natlonsl unific
ation . To maintain this connection with Dritain, 
everything bas been sacrificed: the "Socialist" po L
icies of Labour 10 1969, its specltlcally democratic 
policy document on education and Its insistence be
tween 1957 and 1970 that it would staod slone, rather 
than continue In Its barren and truly "poltroon" 
position of junior partner to the compradorlan bour
geois party, Fine Gsel. All tbis bas been given the 
blesSing, at times, and, surprisingly, crudely ex
plicit, of Conor Cruise O'Brien, 

O'BRIENS' HISTORV OF IRELAND 

The two books in which he s et s down his apologia 
- almost literally, his "New" and "Old Testaments" 
appeared in 1972, the year betore Labour ' s tlnal, 
decis ive, surrender to the compradorlans. The ear
lier one A Conciae Hlatory of Ireland, (Thamea and 
Hudson, London 1912) wblcb he wrote with his second 
wife, Maire MacEntoe, is to be seen moa t accurately 
as a select ion of facts for his subsequent Statea 
of Ireland, Its final paugrapb explains this:-

"At the time of writing, Catbolics and Protes tants 
seem as far as ever trom being able to work out ways 
of existing peacefully together ln the island which 
they share, and whose history they inherit, Briti ah 
government i n tbe past did much to shape that hist
ory, and the Briti sh public of to-day, wi l ly- nilly 
inherits it , It may be that tbe beg inning of wh
dom in th i s matter for Catholics as well as Protes
tants, English as we l l as IriSh 15 to see this hist 
ory not as a repository or arsenal of grievances and 
titles to triumph, not as aomethicg ~erely boring 
which may be tossed as i de or shaken oft , but as a 
common inheritance with MuLtiple aspects. The hsr
dest proble~ is to break the comfortabla habit of 
see ing the inheritance In one accusto.ed set of as-

., 



pecta only, and t o t ry and get lolled to tbe light in 
whiCh the other. who also inherit it are accuatoced 
to aeeing It. Thi a book ha, no pretenstons to aol
vlng that problem: all it claima 18 to try to make 
aomewhat more ... ide ly knollln lame of the u8ultll at 
the work at thoae hllltorilnt or I reland, many o f 
them recent, who heve written not to validate com
petinl .yths but to find a comaon historic.l l.n
luage In wh ich we today can COmAunicate, with a min
imum o t recrimination, complacency or bo.allnl. 
About a past IIIhich ha. moulded loll, and allo threat
ens ua". A Conclae History ot Ire land , P.P. 172-173. 

The reasoned lanluage C'cala, ju.di cloul perauaslon" 
Iccordin, to Younl-Bru.ehl and Hogan p, 38) COVllrll a 
le~. agreeable practice. Thua, the authors' admitted 
dependence on aecond ary sources 1I bound to dlatort 
their narrative, Since, e ven t oday, it I, regrett
ably true that large areas ot Irisb bistory have not 
been covered by any adequat e bistoricsl work. And, 
of course, Ihe authors' preconceived aaaumptions 
diltort atill turther. There have been tew enough 
Mar~ist histories or Ireland : only De a.ond Greaves' 
lit. ot CODDOtty la ~entioDed In the RIhll o~raphy 
though tlllO l imited eelections of Connolly's own worka 
are also l i 3ted, The history of Irel and alnce the 
Treaty is covered by tour and a halt booka (the halt 
being the aecond halt of a aet ot ThOmaa Davi s Radio 
lectures co.er1nl the period 1916-1926); two ot thesa 
ars by jou rnalist T.P. Coogan. (","usin~ly, O'Brien 
hla Ilnce denounced Coogan for Republicanlam), The 
uselu l Thomas navi. Radi O lectures are not mentioned 
at all stter 1926. 

The aame subJectivilm ~ppliel to the O'B,,1enll ' lay 
out at the vork aa a whole, Even Young-8ruehl and 
Hogsn have to ad_l t : -

"There are some disproportions 0% emphaals I n the 
modern chaptera, which perhaps arise frOM O'Orlen's 
own research. Pa.rne11, for exa.ple, getA eeveral 
times all much space as O'Connel l aDd per~ap. twice 

" 

.a much aa Wolte Tone. Jamea Larkln whose impact on 
modern Ireland waa deeply Infl uential, I1 not men
tioned although three pales are liven to the 19S0s 
lasue at Dr. l'Ioel Brow-ne'lI lIother and child health 
care IIcheme." Vouol-9r uehl and ROlan op. cit. P. 37. 

This la true enough and e~presaea , generally a real 
and furtber weakenin~ ot tbe c r edibility at the Hie
tory , th at i . not appreciated by the writers qUOted. 
But ono c~a.plc ot thoae they -eotlon 1, ~xa~~~cal.~ 
to cover aomething that 1,. botb ... or le and equally 
typical of the work c riticised . Dr. Browne' s mnther 
and child SCheme only occupies tlllO pages and would 
probably occupy l eaa lIIere there not large photographs 
on each page. On the othe r hand, the O'B ri ena ' acc
oun t at it I, inaccurate In sever al points of fact. 
For example , the Governaent did not , appeal to the 
Catholic hierarchy on the Scheme until the latter 
had spoken out 00 it. 

Tbis carelesllness i s re~eated st more crucial pointa 
elsewhere In the work. ThulI . on page 61. the plan
t ation of Ulster 1s ascr ibed purely to the royal 
lIettlement of 1609 onwards in the weat, though this 
would not have been nt decisive i mport ance had it 
not been tor the private plantati on. of the previoua 
decade, on landa cleared by the undertakeTs in the 
El i~abethan IriSh w. r s and with more perQanent rea
loll ts. 

Even l ess Impressive, precieely because tbere is 
mor e ot It , Is the O'Br:ens' account ot tbe Indep
endence struggles of 1910 to 1922, The taritt quea
tion, a major pOint at Issue between HOme Rulers and 
Sinn Feiners and Republ i caos ia ignor ed , though apsce 
Is taken by a reterence to the 1913 Dubl i n lock-out 
IS hsving been " about which Sean O'Caaey later wrot e 
his lyrical play, Red Roses tor ~Ie. " (P. 134) This 
characteristic oldissio" or all .,COlluo,l.: [actor en
ables the authors to assert with all the more con
viction thal "the Angl o Irish Arti c les at Agreement 
of 1921" rese.bled the lubstance of I he Britilh Gov-



ern~ent of Ireland Act much ~ore cloaely than they 
did the absolute Independence proclaimed by S l~n 
Fein. ThIs "Nas so even as 1ar as 'Southern Irelabd' 
was concerned". 1'. 150, As the said Government of 
Ireland Act provided a federal, hOllle rule, re1~tion
sbip for the two parts of a partitioned Ireland wi th
in the Unite~ Kinsdom, tbe lesson is clear: the Irish 
should never have deserted Redmond and Cruise O'Brien 's 
home ruler relatives . 

But, above all, the Concise Hietory fails because its 
whole method is wrons In essence. Anslo- Irish rel 
stions cannot be understood simply by balanclng 
different historical accounts against escb other. 
History i8 more than just a collection of tribal 
ICyths, At iU bottom ar .. solid facts, In som .. 
eases, these facta have been exaggerated, in others 
(as with most of those behind the Unionist/Loyalist 
tradition), ~hey ere reelitiee that the my the have 
been created to c""'ouflasc rather than to embell i sh, 
in certain caaes, the ori ginal fact behind the trad
ition is both less popular and even mOre of an ob
jectively rational cause than that which has been 
publi cised . In the end, one set of myths must be 
found to be based more solidly than the others. 

rn thalr treatment of Irish history, the O'Briens ' 
approaCh leads to a completely sterile attitude. 
For every tribal myth, they seek to present a rat
ionalisation or a countervailtns story. They are 
so busy presenting accounts, rsther than facts, that 
they never put a distance between themselves aod the 
said myths and faCts. Occasionally (as .... lth their 
account of P~otestant caste r~le in Eighteenth Cen
tury Ireland) their approach is helpful. (Tho'~gh ln 
this matter, there is a nagging doubt that their 
success was promoted precisely by their o .... n ignor
ance of the period and their resultant depende~ce on 
their authorities). Overall, the result ls simply 
a series of acciden ts and mistakes by all parties 
without any rhyme or reason. This blandness reaches 
it s ~enith on pages 168 and 169 .... hen phCtographs of 

Dr. lan Paisley and Bernadett .. Devl1n are Hnked only 
by a ahort caption, "Two t ribal lIymbols, typifyi ng 
Ul ater ' S tTaSic, historic enlllities". 

Because of the different attitudes t o Ire land of the 
Irish and t he British, the ConCise History i s a aort 
of propagan~a for purely negative opposition to gan
aral anti-l :nperlal1st action and, in particular, the 
reuniflcation of Ireland. But it can only be negat
i ve: its blandness affects its analysis of Northern 
Irish society after 1921 to prevent e ven a foreshad
ow1nS of a solution within the Six County unit, To 
provide the inspiration for the counter-attack on 
the pOSitions that shoul~ have been weakened by the 
history waa the task of its successor: Conor Cruise 
O'Brten ' s sole, and most recent work . States of Ire
land, 

"STATES OF lRELA.'lD" 

O'Brien' s hagiographers have no doubts about the 
value of his last book:-

"O'Brien's flnest Qualities are cOlllbined ln States 
of Ireland , .... hich IS to date his most mature and im
pressive book, Altbough the book is in a seose an 
interim report on the Ulster criSiS, it 15 a good 
deal more than such other reports aa Barricades in 
Belfast, Drums and Guns, or the Sunday Times 'Insight' 
report. (An Interest i ng choice of alternative auth
orities to say the l east - D,R,O'C.L.). The book 
unites a variety of O'Brien's prev ious approaches, 
and he describes it as 'not a history, but an en
Quiry in the form of a discursive essay' ... , .H 

Young-Bruebl and Hogan, op, cit., P,P. 38- 39 . 

" O'BrJen 19 fortunate in his personal approacb, for 
his family was Intimately ensaged in politics and 
represented a broad spectrum of opinion . IUs roots 
are both Na t ional{i at - D.R.O'C.L . ) and Unionlst, 
revolutionary and parliaroentary, CatholiC and Prot
estant, North and South, He 18 able, then to lnves-



tllate wl tb under"UlldinC and 8,..pathy the principal 
con f llcttng .ttltud,. tow.rd. the current c r 1.1., 
Th l . In ti . ate lnvol~e.ent wltb hi . own tribe lende 
.or e .. stlht to hb opin ions than would the '.Clen
tit le' det.chment 0 1 the .er e hlstorl.n. I ndeed, 
hi. oplolo ne In Stat •• 01 Ireland "ees truly d e
'"ched, fair and co~vl ne lnl!''' ' Ihld . P . 39 , 

"Mo. t 0 1 the boo l< . the public hill t ory, the person . 1 
hl'to r y, t h e peraon.l pub li c analysis o f e vents, .11 
pOi n t to O'Br len'. rlnal attitude t o Uhter, For.n 
I r ish pOli t ic i an, tbe attitude I •• t .rtll n l . and un
til r ecen t year e would prob.bly h.ve slln.lled hiS 
po litlc. l a 'Uth. AIt.r ove r 900 people kille d, It 
. llh t b" ho ped , h __ v"r, that th" attitude .. ill s ee. 
eor e snd eore " co~onsenelcal Inev lt.bllity, 
O'Br l"n's p081Hon le elepl)' that lhe traditi onal 
Southern conception 01 unl ~y be liven up," Ibld p, 40, 

And y"t. " O'!lden'a Vie .. woula not ~ ol ve any .ajor 
problom e 'l<:ept th. tilhttnl( l) ".Inor lty o f C.tl! 
o U ca will sti ll live tn Uhter, /uld It vlo l . nce 
haa p r oven to .any Sor therner. t he necess it y ror 
tole .... nce end co- o peration , It b.aa but r e l nro r cod in 
other a tho old blgo trlea, !lov.rthel •••• that fact 
Invalidates nel t ho r O'Brlen 's concl u&lon nor hi s 
bOOk . The conceptiOn or two Irelands need. \0 be 
iliad. , .rgued and str ollaed , and tor that J'e.son a sane 
book like St. tell 01 Ire lend Is an lavalu.ble public 
docuoent." Il>1d p, 4.1 , 

Thts l e 18 1000 a dohnc. e. the book can g e t, In
e vitably . It ignoru t oo .uch. Po r Conor Cruise 
0'8rien t eache. nle conCl uelons I n a ... nD"r lIl.~ in
volvea a.ny 0 1 the we.kneaul$ alre.dy nO l od. Hi e
t o ry I, treated Ideall"tlcally, as , In e rtect. tribal 
lIy th o l o gy, Fu r thflr , flven 1'101'0 th8n In the Concl.e 
Hletory, there 11 the old hith In nritl sh goodwill 
("AI IOc"rlty hecllUl to r eturn . the Br l t l llh Govern
~en t will Inv,ut In a aa$e l ve reconstruCtiOIl prog-
r .... e, I nvolving •• Jor public .. orks project" In the 
1'1111'1 "ne.pl oy.ent (principa lly Catholic .nd Weste r n) 

areas" , P . 299) , He , Iho. unhl atorlcally but qUIU 
within the lrl.h Li beral tradlllo n. "9crlbea tbe 11011-
s~cUrian natur e of t he ori ginal (Saor .Ut) 26 Cou.otr 
con" U tutl o n to Bri ti"h pr .. "ur e (P. 111-112), 

Be"ldes t h is, there is a f urther Jluhj .. ,, ' . l vt . .... ral_ 
IlltIce On .nd • reterence baCk to generaL public apathy 
IU no t only a witness but an authority on wh iCh (or, 
iD thl& c.'e , On which not) t o ac t :-

"I:ven by 1960-61 t he offi c i al -ood 111 DubUn 11'18 o .. e 
not ..,re ly 0 1 .... ction q.ln.t the exce ...... nl th e 
chapel- C.te Colleotioll (Of the Anti-Par tit ion Ca ... 
palgn D. H.O'C. L ,) perio d , but on. of l~patlence wi t h 
t he tl o r thern C.tbol1cll, and. deC .... o f aver&lon t or 
the ... Th.y had b r ought, I~ _ ." r .. lt, mOst 01 thei r 
troubl.s on t hemselves, alld It ...... now up t o thell ' to 
collie to t er ... with r e ality ." Ibld P, 148. 

Ttat 
uC:e 

t his quieti It and , eesent l.l 1y, Ignorant 
is liven pb l lo.opblcal j ua tlf l c.t l o n I n 

£'.-"~ .hould not ob,cu r e the fa Ct t hat 

attlt-

a .. ore h onourable. toOUve for tbe work. 
althoug h like 110 ."ch e lao ot O'B rl en'8 P';Uti C.I 
writings It Is r l . .. ed In fI"ecutlon, It Is e"pr eued 
in the Dedlcat l on:_ 

"TO t he De r r)' wo_1I who demanded pellce, aod eapec
ially t o thOle __ en; bere a~ed by violence. who re
fused to .11ow t beir 101lel to b" e "pl oited t or the 
perpe t ra tion o r vlole nc.... Ibid. P. 6 

,lIr".dy, ID ~l tod N"ti on. , S a c r ad Dr ... O'81'1 en hila 
wrltteo:_ 

"C~rta l n r l t U91. can be a nubal1\ute for violence : 
o t .1e r o IIle II UCh powerful med l ctne t ha t tbey lIigh t 
le~d to Violence. It I n for tn ls r eallon , ] believe, 
th.t l r ellna no. l n.lly co..l tte d t o r.l slng the con
IIcl e nce o f the wor l d to t he I njusti ce o f part iti on 
h a . neve r lIuba ltted • reso luti o n On the subject to 
the United Natlonll : where I t . Igh t well h.ve l Ot 



strong 'anti-co lonialist' aupport and blown the em
bare alight ag81n" , op , cit , p, 118 . 

Now, with the e.bers smouldertng away tittully, be 
re t urne to the the .e; -

"Tbe sUbJeet of t hla book (1a) the re lations between 
Catholt cs a~d Protestsnt. and bet ... een the t.o pollt
leJl ent itl .s created by those relatione (elc) . ... . 
We muat dtacus. the condit ione ot a multiple fro n
tier not ju.t the territorial border, but a very o l d 
peyehologl ca l border area, full ot sua pict on, res 
erve, tear , boasting, reaentment, Mess lant e illua
\on~ , bad blatory, rancorous commemorationa, and 
t o-day more than ever murderoua Vi o l ence . 7hls Is 
not Ireland, and it is not pecuU ar t o I re land, such 
fr on tier. 0 1 tribe, colour , r e ligion, lansu •. !!"e, cul
tur a, scar a great psrt of t he su rtace 0 1 the globe, 
and have coa t _ ll11 0ns of ltves eve n In thi s decade 
( I " rae l, Dlatra, Danlllad""h e~c.). Ou r fro n tier i" 

exceptionally old, over tbree and a half c.ntu ries 
snd no ... eo d leturbed that . an7 o t us tear ... e .ay be 
s pproachlng the brlok o f f ull-ecale c ivil wu ", 
Stat.a uf Ireland , P. 9. 

"(The provisiODlI1 I.R .A . ) "'ere out .... . to liberate 
the si x north-eastern count i es ot Ireland, occupi ed 
by Srltilh torces against the wi ll ot the gre at maj
or ity ot t he Irish people. Most c itizens o f the Re
pub li e "'ere condit ioned to think of .uch a policy as 
well-founded snd lsudable. (Then how was It against 
the i r will.? ~ D. R.O'C.l. . ) . They ... ere not c ondit
Ioned t o think of the Ulater Pro t estantl as an im~ 

por tsnt r ac t or In the Question or to s •• that the 
Provls ionale' policy pointed ultl.ate l y to civi l war 
In Ireland bet.een Catholi c and Prote.tant" . Ibid 
P.P. 208-209. 

This fea r ot ci vil war , a f ear c rucl .. l to the book 
can be answered In sofar as a phobia can be answered 
by several complementary pOIn t s . 

.. 

I n tb~ first place, and tn general, it 1. not neee.
eary to be ~ Eoin O'Duf fy· t o recognLse that, al l 
~oo often in human hietory, any la.tlng and m.Jor 
bene fi ci al political change hae only been a f fectad 
by war s tha t i n the ir developmenta have had at the 
v.ry leaa t , element. o f c ivil coofl lct within them. 
Ho doubt Crulae O'Brl.n would argue ( e a be doea argu. 
with reference to tb. Irl ah war of Independence) that 
euch changes would take place any.ay without auch d.
grading violence, however mora evidence need. t o be 
preaen ted before he cell be beHeved. On the other 
hand, of cour.e it can be a ald that no change eha t
aoever i a worth violence , or , at leest, SUCh viol
once , bu t this i e a Pacifist ergument and the Kat
anga veteran doee no t cla l ~ to be a pacifta t. It a 
Civil war (more enrreet)y, pe r hape, a . ar of nation
al unification, Involving auch a ciV i l conflict) ta 
nec easary to eolv. per.anently the problem. ot rel
ationshi ps bet ... een the COllmllnlt i.s t n Ir.land , then 
to try to avoid i t, lndeed to Gake e vaston of it the 
central ala of political endeavour is likely aaong. t 
oth.r things to result tn .h~t i a deacrtb.d .. taphor
Icd l y by Camus tn J., a Peete and quoted, a lbe it U an 
awful warnln&". by O'Br~en' -

"The b ac illul of the plague ean be dormant tor Yfllrs 
tn 'furni ture and lInen' and may sgain one day '.ak
en Its rau and lend them t o die in a bappy c ity ' ''. 
Ibtd P . 303. 

And tta b is JUlt the leut o f It. By try in', t o avoi d 
... hat is an historical i nevi tability, the O'Brt enl 
of t hi s world aay find that it can ' t be avoided tn 
t heir times and that , i ndeed their It tempts at evaa
ive act1o~ on1, hlnder the c rl s t e' tiDa l and satil_ 
factory relolutlon - post poning thts to slater dste 
and. later and f urther con flict. If O'Br i en l a t o 

• FaJ:,wt 6o l.m d~Jt-!J ~ ('.~ I dC-M (16 F ille GIU! r , til(' ern· 
!tent compltadolLiall coa.(if.(oO! rteelj "0 O'6~(' t"I') Lab"II ' 
PaJt.ty: de&C'!._d J('rl by 0' B!t.i r ll , d('~pi ('(' tl,(}, ,t.I ,'lit' 

"who wou(rlllnv(' made a 9""d r,,,vj~jl""l(", ibid r . J03 . . , 



prove bi~ point, tben, be must prove tbat there ie 
• vi able a lterDsti ve solutio" to that at civil " a l'. 
Wll il. he doe. lIot actually admit th i s need, lie does , 
in lact, pose two "lterna tive ",5ce"a r1os " 01 future 
developme nt". 

The "be nlt:"" ec" "ar1o provi des for e peaceful trans-
101"!ll.t10l> of Northern Ireland l r om for ma l to r eal 
de . oc r acy based on s co .. b1l1atlon of Republ l vs" col
lapee, Loy. ll et q uiescence and an econolllic r evi val 
t o be subs idisod by Br i t lOin . The " .. align" aconario 
an ticipate" the d e v"lopment ot th" I.R . A. c ampsign 
into .ectar ian civil war e nding in the repartitlon 
o f Irel.",d be t ween two h igbly reactionary states. 
Thle choice ie , p ... rhaps, aa r ood a s many 01 the ar
gUllente a gains t civil war. The objectloD to it la 
that I t i s bsaeo on certain incorrect data that I n 
valldue the " benign' sc .. n"rlo "nd make tne "~alii"" 
one sell-fulfil l i n g. 

For the s pecific .rgu .... nt against O'Srien's fear Of 
civil "a.' i" that tbree 01 the bases of the "beni gn" 
",odel are detective. Though t he Brithh Government 
has increased its g r ant t o the Northern Iroland eC
onomy In the l a s t five yea r s, its present econOllic 
difficulU&a lIean that it has lost th .. ab1li ty to 
cure the eco nou:ic Ills of the region, eve~ i f it 
", ... re nOt permanent l y tempted b y the prObabil ity that 
a Loy a l1et take over would be cheaper . Tho ugh O'Brien 
does not conside r thts, - reveal1o", y e t aea i n, his 
lacl< of " 9us,ii:~ 10n" a bout Britain, - the 6 County 
mino r Hy a re a ,..are of It a nd it ia a factor In the i r 
continuing support fir the I . R.A. whi e l! Is destroy i ne 
hh hope f or 1 t a def~at. Another factor i s that the 
",orking cl a s s Catholi cs 01 Northern Ire l and have a 
cl earer understanding o f what Loyali ,.1l ls all about 
than Conor Crul"., O'Brlen. In turn , the fac t tl'la t 
his t llusions i n t his a re illu9ionS, d .. stroy his third 
assuOlPt!on - o f Loyalis t qui., • ., ne.,. 

Undoubtcdly O'B r len knows ~or .. about Uls t e r Unlon iam 
then tile av"rM," Southern CathOli C, tbi" is not to 
aay t hat hi" k nowledge 19 .. x haustlve . On the other 

band , tb'H·" is his con f usion as to the 1'rote"ta"t8' 
fe a rs. His di s tortion 01 Connolly's though t has 
been quo t ed. He continuea his O'O'n a"alys is for 
to-day, thougb l'Iere, it appears !COre puz zling bo
cause b e hae actua ll y read Richard Ro .. e·s Governmllnt 
Wl11'10ut Consena~ and refers to it: _ 

"Profellsor Rose's 1968 "u rve)' found ' a limi t e d tend+ 
.. ney' 13 per cant differential f o r Prot e stants to 
h a ve a higher occupational cla.1 than Ca t holIcs: t he 
.... d ian Protestant, li ke the I .. ~djan Catholic la a 
manu a l worke r . ( Footnote~: P roportlona<ely , hOOl

I! ver, Catholic ..... nual "'orke rs are t .. o and a half 
ti .. es .. Ore Ukely t o be une mp l o yed than Protestant 
ones) . Rose al so notes that, In Northern Ireland , 
there a r ll O1J rll [)o<lJ' Protes t a n ts than peor Catholics 
(hi" italics)" I bid. P. 134 

Despite this nod to the ecooon1c factor, O' Brl e n 
elllp h ... isee:-

"T..-o things, howeve r, r e .. a i n i mportant in No r thern 
P r otestant eyes a bout t he S t ate with wh i ch they 
ehare an laland. 

"The 11 rAt i a the t .. nd .. ncy o f Southern Protes t ants 
to be abe o r b .. d in tl'l .. Catl'lolic State a nd nation: a 
tendeoc)' e x p r e s sed -i n the shift of po litical a lle,
lance a n d eVen "",re in d wi ndli n g Prote&tant nUllbers. 

"The gecond l a the clai ,. o f the Cat holic State to 
juri sdiction also over the SI~ CountI e s of Northe r n 
I re land and o ver he pr",do .. ln.n tl~ Pro t estant pop
ulation . " I bid , P . 127 . 

Fo r Conor Cruise 0' Brl en, t he Nor the rn Irish Prot
cotant community i s a national entity. albeit wi t h 
sora" undeaoc r a l ic quirk~. ralher than, as it 18. a n 
occupying ca8te, lIa ln tal"ed In the last r .. aort by 
Briti sh Inertia vis-a-v is the .. hole Island. lie 
c 1Q)1I9 that It rear. "Cetho llc po,.e r o v .. r Proteuan!e" 

(P. 299) : in fact it f"ara to la"" , literally , Prot
e stant power over Ca tholiCS . 

" 



Tbia illu~ioh doea not only ~dd to tbe contuaion in 
the benign acena ... lo, It deepen. the :IIlli gnlty of the 
othe.... BoUt on p8g .. 198 and on page JOO o f States 
of Ireland tb .. defeat of tbe t .. enty six county army 
in ~ 32 county civil ... ar is sta ted as an obvious 1n
evitabil lty . 

He states catell:orlcal ly. too : -

"our <lo ... ds and habitual aasWllpt:lons. combine.s wltb 
Our "ll.,nce~ and eva~ions . .. ncouraled younK m .. n to 
acts of .,iolence ... hlch then we dep l ored aad dia
avowed. I had long bee~. aware of this r.latton, 
but not 01 the full terrihle potenti a l!tley ... ltb 
which 1t now slle .... d f raulht, It 00>1 looked .... 11 
the Catholic dnority in the North migbt be illlpell.d 
as so .. e at the .. bad actually been already impell.d 
in the d irection of " hop.,}e,.~ ristnl. In wbich tbey 
wou ld look tor help frOlll tbe South wbich would not 
be ef fectivel y torthco .. lng. and wh i ch i f it w .. r. 
forthcool1ng at a l l .. ven In token for ..... ould on l y 
Hp .... d on the destruction ot the o utnUllhered and 
outgunned Catholica of Belt .. st" Ibid, p. 264. 

Of course thl" I" .. possibility. However.O·Srlen 
has n,,~er bad lIucb to do wi t h the 26 County Ar",y 
outsi d e K .. tao,a. and tbere is evidenc .. th .. t oth.r 
and b.tt .. r quallfi .. d authorities are Inclined to 
disagree. On 2nd February , 1975, the Irish Sunday 
Wo ... ld published an all e ged secret Bril ish A ..... y doc 
ullent tb~t regarded th .. 26 Co .. nties 8li able to ov.r
co .... the Un i oniStS within month". 

The trOUble Is that. on tbe One band. the Illusions 
ot the "b.nlgn" scena rio, .. nd, on th .. other hand, lhe 
P'lS81DU" or the .. alt gn one cOllblne to ensu re : 
1) that the .. vas lon of CivIl \O ar be a cent ral toe .. " 
at strat.gy and 2) that. accordingly, wben It doos 
co .... It will n .. ith. r b. plalln.d nor ... ag .. d in such a 
.. .. y .. B t o ensure victory for the Twenty Si x Coun t ies 
1103) that . accordlnl!:ly th ...... li ln sc .. nari o will be 
r .. l r lll .. d 811 too accurately. 

DEATH OF A.'1 I RISH LIBERA L 

TIU' tinal ani ... r to O·B ... 1.O·S th.,&IS If not to h'" 
tear ot Civil 'Iar . tben to his bell .. f In th .. po~slb

ility ot ~vold1ng ita "'orllt eHecta 1& his political 
career s loce 1969 , Not only did be de .. ~nd that B ... it 
Ish t ... oops be Introduced to maintain l aw and order, 
a pnll cy that gust nOw' be recognl".,d as purely coun
ter-productiv .. but. /torrified at tbe possibll1ty that 
Minlst .. re in the ruling Governsent .. i ght have b.en 
sending guna to Ut. ezbattl.d Nation ali sts to th .. 
NOl' tb-.ast, tu, helped st as ped .. th .. L .. bour Party i nto 
a coalition with the right wing , cO:llpr .. dorian Fine 
G .. e l In pursuit ot "tlu} l."s.r twil" , Th .. progra .... ., 
of 1969 was j .. ttIaoned fo r a hllHl l y Jerry- built 
elecLioll pla ttorm tor .. "National Coalition" which 
won the lIenera l el .. ctioa o f Feb ..... ary, 1973. In thla 
eov ........ ent, Conor CrUl~" 0 ·8rl .. n 18 lunUler for 
Posts and Telegraphs , a 'IUrprls l ngly hlllllb1e poalt lon 
It wo .. ld see .. unt i l i t 18 r ..... llb.r • .s that h. is r e,, 
ponslhlo tor radio nnd tolevl s lon. 

O'Brl .. n h"d "" .. ur .. d .. ud iences that th" Coaliti o n ... as 
necessary to , .. lntain civil Uberty. In practice, 
Ita whole drive hu heen dUferent . "on.,y ba .. been 
spent l ike water to ral .. e welfare benefits despite 
the econonic crl,,18 at which the inflationary Upect9 
keep pace witb t h... . (This 19 surprisingly sl .. llar 
to whst th .. 0·8ri .. ns In their Concia .. Hutory d.s 
crlbe a,. the UnIonIsts' " r ather Marxist" assullptlon 
th .. t .. gl t a tioo could be bought oft ... 1 th .. conom1c 
r e for ..... ) But tlter(! have been no movea to e XPaJld 
individual IIbertl •• On wl\ leh, it .. tght 1'1 ... xpscted. 
.. MinIs ter unlnter .. st ed In <;,cono .. lc9 but worried 
about antl - de .. ocratic trends might be expected to be 
fir ... Instead the Governs.,nt Is pressi ng "head with 
.. co_on Law Enforce .. en t tHlI thU is tH .. ed a t .. nab
ling It to act .ven ,"o re than at pres ent as the gaoler 
tor Br itIsh I PlJ>" ri~li.s .. . O'Bri,,"'~ 0'", Broadca~tln~ 
"APlend.,ent" 8111 Is a very tor .. "l e"t .. n~ lon at par
llsm .. nt ary .,109 a via OIlnlst"rl" 1 control Over the 
broadc .. "tlng authority to Cover r .... 1 II .. IU In th e 



chartered independence of the authority. (Satire Is 
going to be more di f ficult If the bill is passed) . 
On top of this the haodicapped authority Is to be 
made compete with the wealthier and less - handicapped 
B.B. C. or, rather, was, he was forced to ask the 
IriSh people in a poll which reflected fully the im
pact that they saw through the formal democracy of 
hie manoeuvre to the effective liquidation of the 
national television system that lay behind it. Acc
ordingly B. B.C. will not have the second Irieh chan
nel. He claims that these ~oves are necessary to 
cruah the IRA and thwart the malign acenarlo. Yet 
it is difficult to see for exa~pl e , how thie need 
justifies the Government's keeping on the statute 
book its predecessors' forcible entry act, which 
O'Brien has denounced as "an anachronistic and fut
ile". (States ot Ireland, P. 261). It Is possible 
that the National Coalition will not need the excuse 
of Civil war to abandon democracy . 

For a liberal it ~ust be g,,11ing to serve ln a coer
cive government. But what ought to be as bad for 
such Dlust be to serve in a government or this one's 
pervasive clerical Ism. The Department of Education 
is in the charge of a f~~atical priests' man, Richard 
Burke, and the Lahour Party's education policy is so 
much waste paper. The Taolseach (Premier) Cos grave 
~ade his country an international laughing stock by 
voting against his own Government · s proposal , t o reg
ularise the law on family planning . On all this 
Conor Cruise O'Brien has been unusually silent. But 
Is this surprialng? tn States of Ireland P. 311 he 
has stated categorically _that he will chose "Mother 
Church" before "Cathleen Ni Houllhan" (or Irish re
publ1canisDl). Clericalism cannot ultimately stop 
popular Nationalist pressure but it Can be a ueeful 
soporific to he lp the powers that be . 

All In all Conor Cruise O'Srien's career is not re
markable Or unusual. Here is a lihersl who nOw sup
ports policiea of clerical ism and coercion: an anti
Imperia l ist who has made the change fro~ poacher to 

game-keeper. It is not the treechery of a l ost lead
er - merely the inadequacy of an Irish liberal. His 
hiography merely 9mphas isas the necessity thst no 
future speclmene of the breed be given the same truat. 

POSTSCRIPT 

The main part of this work (above) was wri tten be
fore the publication In The I rish Times (21st - 22nd 
August 1975) of Conor Cruise 0'Br1en'e "An Unhealthy 
I n tersection." (Originally published in the British 
Government- financed New Review), 
last work changes the argume nt. 
between 11 ter"tUTe and its for .... 
considered In isolation ~rom t~e 

Nothing in this 
The relationship 
and po·l1 tice is 
overall context 

from which his examples are taken. Once again it 
was probably "that play" of 'ieats that sent out 
"certain men the English shot", and the basis of re
publicanlsDl is merely the extension of that cyth of 
hlood sacrifice. On the other hand, the United Nat
ions' General Assembly is again presented - partic
ularly in relation to the 1956 crisis In Hungary and 
over Suez - as a theatre for a rival form (comiC) of 
drama, through Which the powers can extract them~ 
selves from the cr i ses their (to use O'Brien's terms) 
tragic acting have precipitated. 

The trouble is thet this theais stands as a self
exposure of 1t8 own inadequaCies. For, i t "Iiterary 
politics" was really the viable discipline that 
0'8rlen had portrayed out of office, then It should 
have been pOSsible fo r him, in office to develop, 
or, at least , to expound, comic teChniques to coun
teract the appe al of the blood sacrUice myth. In
stead, chastened after t wo years trying to grapple 
wi tb the material political Issues, however inad
equately, Ireland's Minister for Posts and Telegraphs 
can only end his article asserting that ' "the influ
ence of literature over po litiCS, in the tragic her
oic mode, (is) a contagion t o he eradicated where 

" 
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