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Commemoration



Síreacht: Longings for Another Ireland is a series of short, topical and 
provocative texts on controversial issues in contemporary Ireland.
 
Contributors to the Síreacht series come from diverse backgrounds 
and perspectives but share a commitment to the exposition of what 
may often be disparaged as utopian ideas, minority perspectives on 
society, polity and environment, or critiques of received wisdom. 
Associated with the phrase ceól sírechtach síde found in Irish medieval 
poetry, síreacht refers to yearnings such as those evoked by the music 
of the aos sí, the supernatural people of Irish mythology. As the title 
for this series, we use it to signify longings for and imaginings of a 
better world in the spirit of the World Social Forums that ‘another 
world is possible’. At the heart of the mythology of the sí is the belief 
that laying beneath this world is the other world. So too these texts 
address the urgent challenge to imagine potential new societies and 
relationships, but also to recognise the seeds of these other worlds in 
what already exists.
 
Other published titles in the series are 

Freedom? by Two Fuse 
Public Sphere by Harry Browne

The editors of the series, Órla O’Donovan, Fiona Dukelow and Rosie 
Meade, School of Applied Social Studies, University College Cork, 
welcome suggestions or proposals for consideration as future titles in 
the series. Please see http://sireacht.ie/ for more information.
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Introduction

In this book, written during Ireland’s decade of 
centenaries, I draw on the aims of the Síreacht series 
to reimagine commemoration. The Síreacht collection 

of short books, subtitled ‘Longings for Another Ireland’, 
are designed to reinvigorate the social imagination and 
thus encourage speculation on alternatives to current 
orthodoxies. My contribution to the series commences 
with a critique of existing commemorative practices and 
mainstream history writing. The principal purpose of this 
critique is to open up discussion on the roads untaken 
in history. I propose ways that we can both make these 
roads visible and ‘remember’ them. I link the untaken 
roads of the past to side-branching roads in the present: 
real possible alternatives to dominant ways of thinking 
and being, outlining a radical commemoration process 
that would connect these two sets of roads. Land and 
property are recurring concerns here. However, while I 
ground the book in concepts and practices of land and 
property occupancy and usage, the ideas that I explore 
are relevant to the broader set of struggles concerning 
collective welfare that impel the Síreacht series.



2

COMMEMORATION

The book crosses time periods and, like some of the  
activists and agitators it mentions, roams freely over 
boundaries, though in this case disciplinary ones,  
referring to history, literature, television drama and 
documentary, economics, politics, law and art. Notwith-
standing its temporal range and sometimes disparate 
subject matter, Commemoration is intended as a coherent 
whole, pivoting on a number of key concepts. These con-
cepts are connected in that, for the most part, each pro-
vides the foundation for a subsequent one. The distinc-
tion formed between the past and history in the opening 
atomising of commemoration, and the accompanying 
claims regarding the selective nature of the latter, for 
example, underpin the connections that I then make  
between progress and mainstream history writing. This, 
in turn, allows me to interrogate the concept of progress, 
and to distinguish between a notion of societal change 
that looks both to the future and to the damage of the 
past, and a progressivism that celebrates an unrelenting 
movement forward despite the devastation left in its 
wake. The concept of counterfactualism – understood 
here to be that which did not happen but could have  
happened – is used to reveal both the potential alterna-
tives hidden by progressivist histories, and the futures 
that they could have given rise to. These unrealised yet  
fully realisable past futures are especially numerous, I  
argue, during periods of potent possibility: points in time 
when the future seems particularly open to being shaped 
by those living in the present. I employ the concept of  
avant-garde nostalgia, a simultaneous backward/forward 
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look, when considering how we might disentangle a 
yearning for a better future from progressivism. Future  
thinking that is not progressivist embraces change, but 
draws on disparaged ways of thinking and being that 
were and are dismissed as obstacles to progress. When 
devising a title for his book Utopia (1516), Thomas More 
drew on the Greek words ou-topos, meaning ‘no place’, and  
eu-topos, meaning ‘a good place’. Choosing to place  
emphasis on the latter of these words, I propose that 
the simultaneous backward/forward look, sceptical of the  
so-called progressive ideas that simply sustain the present 
order of things, is the form of utopianism most likely 
to result in a ‘good place’ that is both different to, and 
better than, the here and now. 
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Commemoration  
and History

In Ireland we are currently living through a decade 
of centenaries marking a chain of events in Irish 
history that commenced with the introduction 

of the Third Home Rule Bill in the British House of  
Commons in 1912 and concluded with the establishment 
of the Irish Free State in 1922. At the time of the writing 
of this book, 2017, we have only reached the decade’s 
midpoint, but many of us feel commemoration-saturated 
already. The one hundredth anniversary of the  1916 
rebellion against British rule was, of course, particularly 
salient. On Easter Monday, 24 April 1916, approximately 
1,600 Irish men and women – comprised of members of 
the Irish Volunteers, the Irish Citizen Army and Cumann 
na mBan – seized a number of strategic buildings in 
Dublin. Outside one of these buildings, the General Post 
Office (GPO) in the centre of the city, Patrick Pearse read 
from a document that proclaimed the establishment of 
an Irish Republic, and of a provisional government com- 
prised of seven men that would oversee the establishment 
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and administration of that Republic. Supporting actions 
took place in the broader Dublin area and in Enniscorthy 
(Wexford), Bawnard near Fermoy (Cork), Athenry (Galway), 
and Tralee and Banna Strand (Kerry). 

In 2016, in remembrance of this day and ensuing 
events, including the crushing of the rebellion and the 
execution of some of its leaders, thousands of commem-
orative activities took place in cities, towns and villages 
throughout the island of Ireland, particularly south of the 
border. Some of these activities were part of the official 
programme of commemorations, such as the principal 
centennial celebrations held in Dublin on Easter Sunday 
and Monday. Others – most notably the parade, pageant 
and concert organised by the Reclaim the Vision of 1916 
initiative – were associated with groups who are critical of 
the state and those who they claim benefit most from 
its policies. At regional level, Ireland’s many local his-
tory societies also put on events, some of which drew 
attention to the contribution made by those associat-
ed with the respective area to the Rising, though most 
were of a more general nature. For example, the con-
ference held by the Cork Historical and Archaeological 
Society in July 2016 explored issues ranging from the 
political and cultural climate in Cork before the Rising 
to the circumstances of Cork Protestants in 1916. Trade 
unions and campaigning organisations of various kinds 
likewise planned and took part in activities relating to 
the marking of 1916, with Ireland’s largest trade union, 
SIPTU, covering three sides of its headquarters, Liberty 
Hall, with images of the insurrection.1 Nearby, the Abbey  
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Theatre announced a special 1916 centenary programme, 
‘Waking the Nation’, that sparked controversy due to its 
almost complete omission of female playwrights.2 Those 
of us who work in the third-level educational sector, par-
ticularly in history and English departments, were under 
considerable pressure to ensure that the institution in 
which we are based was initiating and participating in 
at least as many centenary-related events as other Irish 
universities, and that our departments were at least as 
commemoration-active as other departments in our 
home university. Special commemoration committees 
were established in universities throughout the country 
with the former aim in mind. As part of its special de-
cade of centenaries series of annual publications, History  
Ireland magazine brought out a collection of essays, 1916: 
Dream and Death, on the impact of the Rising. Under the 
title The Workers’ Republic: James Connolly and the Road 
to the Rising, SIPTU made available in one volume all of 
the extant issues published between 29 May 1915 and 
22 April 2016 of the James Connolly-edited news-sheet, 
The Workers’ Republic. Publishers competed for their 
share of the Rising book market with both new histor-
ical accounts of this event, sometimes referred to in the 
blurb as definitive, and reprints of previously published 
studies, often marketed as foundational. Bookshops 
also stocked novels set against the backdrop of 1916, 
such as Lia Mills’ Fallen, which was the 2016 choice for  
Dublin: One City One Book.3 Rising-themed children’s 
publications include Joe Duffy’s Children of the Rising4 and 
The Irish Rebellion: April 1916 (The Young Indiana Jones 
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Chronicles, Book 8). In the latter book, Indiana Jones, as 
a boy, implausibly witnesses the Rising and, even more 
implausibly, bumps into a number of well-known Irish 
literary figures, including James Joyce, W.B. Yeats and 
Sean O’Casey. Thankfully, the Indiana Jones franchise 
was not the only non-Irish publishing entity to pay att- 
ention to the Rising centenary; amongst the others  
that did so was Jacobin, a notable magazine of the  
American left, which dedicated an entire issue, ‘Between 
the Risings’, to the 1916 insurrection and its legacies. 

The vast array of Rising memorabilia available for  
purchase in shops or online included 1916 commem- 
orative calendars; 1916 commemorative posters; 1916 
commemorative candles; 1916 commemorative coins; 
1916 commemorative medals; 1916 commemorative 
stamps; 1916 commemorative mugs; 1916 commemo-
rative plates; 1916 commemorative key rings; 1916 com-
memorative rings; 1916 commemorative brooches; 1916 
commemorative cufflinks; 1916 commemorative pens; 
1916 commemorative T-shirts; twenty-four-carat gold- 
plated copies of the Proclamation declaring an Irish  
Republic; 1916 commemorative chocolate bars, each 
decorated with a copy of the Proclamation (not gold- 
plated!) and a picture of one of its signatories; and, cour-
tesy of Arnotts department store, tricolour-bedecked 
1916 commemorative fridges with ‘100 Years’ blazoned 
across the front. Wealthier collectors seeking authen-
tica had the opportunity to bid for the actual tricolour 
that flew from the GPO in 1916, as it and other original  
Rising-related items were put up for sale at public auction.
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COMMEMORATION AND HISTORY

Despite our current forced familiarity in Ireland with 
commemoration as a practice, one of the initial goals of 
this book is to defamiliarise it as a concept. What exactly 
is a commemoration and what form does it convention-
ally take? How does a commemoration compare to ap-
proaches to the past more generally? A commemoration, 
as may seem self-evident, mostly involves a focus on an 
individual past event considered significant in the his-
tory of a people, nation or state. It is a marking of the 
event, often taking the form of a public ceremony and/
or a monument. Sometimes this is part of a collective 
grieving process, as is the case with commemorations of 
the Holocaust, the 1948 Palestinian exodus or the Irish 
Famine. More often, however, it is a celebration of an 
event deemed to have had a largely beneficial or posi-
tive impact. It generally includes an element of critical  
reflection. Thus, even when the tone is largely celebratory, 
commemoration can incorporate some level of inter- 
rogation of the event or reflection on it. It can encom-
pass a degree of meta-critical examination focused, as 
the word ‘meta’ suggests, not on the event itself but on 
the way that it is dealt with. Questions may be asked, for 
example, about how the event is typically narrated, what 
version of it is most widely accepted, what or who tends 
to be left out in accounts of the event, whose past it is 
most associated with, and whose or which interests its 
commemoration serves. 

In most analyses of commemorative practices, par-
ticularly those offered by historians, a distinction is 
formed between history and memory. I want to open my  
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discussion of commemoration by forming a more fun-
damental distinction: a distinction between history and 
the past.

The past comprises the totality of the human experi-
ence, every step taken behind every plough by every 
peasant who has ever lived, every credit-card bill or 
tax return, every human action whether inspired by 
heroism or spite, every meal, every act of copulation. 
History, by contrast, is our selective attempt to make 
some sense of at least one corner of that enormous 
past, the process by which we put some of its chaos 
into order and seek to understand how and why it 
happened the way it did.5

The past, therefore, is perhaps best viewed as a chaotic 
multiplicity made up of countless occurrences, some of 
which are designated events, either at the time that they 
take place or at a later juncture. The Irish official Decade 
of Centenaries website claims that the state’s centenary 
programme will ‘commemorate each step that Ireland 
took between 1912 and 1922’.6 However, the past occur-
rences that are commemorated in Ireland and elsewhere, 
at least at an official level, tend to be those that have  
been categorised as events and assigned a key role in 
a history writing that, as the aforementioned passage  
reminds us, is always and inevitably selective. The start-
ing point for most historians attempting to make sense of 
the past and ‘put some of its chaos into order’ is to form a  
distinction between the past occurrences that are central/
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significant and the past occurrences that are peripheral/
insignificant. Though there have been attempts to assert 
otherwise, this distinction has very much shaped the 
state’s approach to the decade of centenaries. Thus, in 
actuality, the project of marking ‘each step that Ireland 
took between 1912 and 1922’ is equated on the official  
Decade of Centenaries website with a ‘programme of 
annual commemorations with special centenary com-
memorative events on the anniversaries of key events’.7 
Indeed, one of the principal functions of the Advisory 
Group on Centenary Commemorations established 
by the Irish state is to ensure ‘proportionality’. This 
‘proportionality’ is achieved, we are told, through the  
provision of advice that directs ‘the general development 
of the programme and the provision of official support’ 
towards commemorations ‘relating to events, issues 
and processes of significance’.8 Thus, Ireland’s decade of  
centenaries, as is the case with commemoration more 
generally, is the product of the same highly selective  
process that transforms the past into history. 

It is possible, of course, to open commemoration 
out to other past occurrences that have not received as 
much attention in mainstream history writing, but this 
can end up being a tokenistic endeavour. For example, 
in 2013 a number of centenary activities took place that 
marked the 1913 Lockout, a labour dispute that lasted 
nearly five months and involved some twenty thousand 
workers. Such activities were an important reminder of  
the resistance offered by the working class and trade 
unionism to exploitative work practices and poor social 
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conditions in early twentieth-century Ireland, often at 
great personal cost to those involved. In some instances 
these centenary activities also drew attention to the 
assault on workers’ rights in present-day neoliberal  
Ireland. Lockout commemorative projects included 
Living the Lockout and the Tapestry Project. Living the 
Lockout, staged by the Anu Productions team, was a  
site-specific performance located in a building on  
Henrietta Street in Dublin’s north inner city that 
offered a history of the Lockout as experienced by a 
number of occupants of the house. The Tapestry Project 
involved the creation of a forty-five-foot long work of 
textile art, designed by Cathy Henderson and Robert 
Ballagh, to provide a visual representation of the 1913 
battle between labour and capital in the fight for union 
recognition and the right to collective bargaining. 
Comprised of thirty panels, it was jointly commissioned 
by the National College of Art and Design and SIPTU, 
and collectively made. Amongst the diverse range of 
groups that contributed to its completion were the 
Irish Embroidery Guild, the Irish Patchwork Society, 
the Irish Countrywomen’s Association, theatre groups, 
community activists, trade unionists, schoolteachers 
and pupils, prisoners, and organisations associated with 
people with disabilities. Following its unveiling in Liberty 
Hall, it was exhibited in various locations throughout 
the state. However, notwithstanding such innovative 
and ambitious initiatives, the commemoration of the 
Lockout has been completely dwarfed by the 1916  
commemoration celebrations. The differing levels of 
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time, attention and money devoted to the centenary 
anniversaries of 1913 and 1916 reflect and reinforce the 
status that the events that took place in Ireland in those 
years are assigned in the national narrative. 

In the early stages of the decade of centenaries a 
number of Ireland’s most influential historians expressed 
concern about the tendency of commemorative practices 
to produce ‘bad history’.9 Commemoration, we were 
warned, not only encompasses the word ‘memory’ but 
is similarly susceptible to ‘falsification’, ‘distortion’ and 
partiality.10 Hence, the distinction that some of these 
historians formed, when reflecting on commemoration, 
between history and memory. History has been defined  
by David Fitzpatrick as a ‘dry discipline’ that rejects 
‘appealing but flawed narratives’ in favour of the truth, 
however ‘painful and depressing’ that might be.11 Thus, 
it supposedly differs from memory, which approaches 
past events emotively through the distorting lens of 
the present. Underpinning such reservations about 
commemoration is the belief that it is both possible 
and necessary to distinguish between the use of the 
past for present-day concerns and a scholarly focus on 
the past for its own sake, the former of which is then  
associated with memory and commemorative activities, 
and the latter with ‘professional’ approaches to the past 
as found in the writings of trained historians. But the 
relationship between commemoration and history  
may not, in fact, be as ‘contested and uneasy’ as  
Fitzpatrick and others have suggested.12 The form that 
commemoration conventionally takes – the marking of 
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individual past events considered significant, particularly 
events viewed as foundational to the development of a 
people, nation or state – reinforces the dominant form 
taken by mainstream historical narratives. In the Irish 
context, this narrative, at its most basic, sees the history 
of Ireland since the beginning of the nineteenth century 
as a chain of events, most notably revolts and risings 
that posed a direct challenge to the colonial state, with 
lulls in between, though these revolts and risings can 
be framed and interpreted in quite different ways. Very  
little attention, comparatively speaking, is paid to the  
everyday forms of resistance that at times made Ireland 
so difficult to govern, such as the widespread refusal 
of men and women at various points in nineteenth- 
and early twentieth-century Ireland to engage with an 
official legal system they perceived to be unjust. Turning 
to the centenary of 1916, a narrow focus on the event 
of the Rising masked the extent to which the de facto  
‘illegal’ legal and political institutions set up in its stead 
drew on alternative concepts and practices of legality in 
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Ireland that 
challenged and, to varying degrees, displaced colonial  
institutions.13 

The dominant historical narrative in Ireland is under-
pinned by a narrow notion of the political, with events 
and actions only considered historically significant if they 
directly affect the structures of organised politics relat-
ing to the sphere of the state. History writing in Ireland 
has been slow to adopt a bottom-up social history of the 
sort that is associated with British ‘history from below’.14  
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It has been equally slow to embrace the broader notion of 
politics that informs the writings of some post-colonial 
historians, most notably the group of Indian scholars 
who go by the title of the Subaltern Studies Collective.15 
However, over the past twenty years or so it had been 
making some tentative moves in these directions, as  
evidenced by such publications as Conor Kostick’s  
Revolution in Ireland (1996), Fergus Campbell’s Land and 
Revolution (2005) and my own Subversive Law in Ireland 
(2005). Will the decade of centenaries undo the concep-
tual reframing represented by that more recent scholar-
ship? Will it re-establish and strengthen more traditional 
historical frameworks? The decade of centenaries, despite 
valiant attempts on the part of some individuals and 
groups to expand its parameters, ultimately encourages 
us to think about history and historical change in terms 
of ‘key events’ that are driven by ‘exceptional’ people.

Commemoration matters not only because of who 
and what it does or doesn’t draw attention to but because 
these inclusions and omissions have consequences. State-
centred history writing of the sort that is reinforced by 
commemoration has class and gender ramifications. The 
past does indeed include ‘every step taken behind every 
plough by every peasant who has ever lived’, but how 
many of these ‘peasants’ and the steps that they took 
made it through the selection process that is history?16 
Drawing on the language of the Decade of Centenaries 
website, to what extent are these steps acknowledged as 
constituting the ‘step[s] that Ireland took’?17 In response 
to these questions, it could be pointed out that not 
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only are the rural poor often denied a place in history 
more generally, they are sometimes not even assigned 
a prominent role in discussions of events and historical 
periods that are quite clearly closely connected to them. 
An example of such an event and historical period is the 
Irish Land War of 1879 to 1882. While the rural poor 
were the momentum behind this war, in state-centred 
history writing the impetus for the transformations that 
took place in the land system in late nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century Ireland is traced, in its nationalist 
variations, to the words and actions of the nationalist 
leadership, and, in its revisionist variations, to the words 
and actions of the colonial government. Irish nationalist 
and revisionist historiographies, therefore, while in 
some ways ideologically opposed, are both based on the 
assumption that the driving forces of historical change 
are to be found within the realm of public power.

Moreover, in historical accounts of Ireland in which 
the political is defined purely in terms of that which  
directly affects the state, and historical change is believed 
to be largely powered by these narrowly defined political 
forces, women, who were for the most part excluded from 
formal political culture, tend to be assigned a marginal 
role. State-centred histories, in other words, are invari-
ably patriarchal histories. One of the means employed 
to counteract this marginalisation is to seek out exam-
ples of so-called ‘exceptional’ women who did operate in 
the arena of the state, or close to it, and focus attention 
on them. This strategy, which most commonly takes the 
form of the biographical study, could be categorised, 
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with reference to the feminist historian Gerda Lerner, 
as ‘compensatory history’, in that it is concerned with 
inserting ‘notable women’, who have ‘achieved’ in the 
same way men who are deemed ‘notable’ have achieved, 
into the ‘empty spaces’ of mainstream history writing.18 
While scholarship of this kind can remind us of the 
important role that women like Constance Markievicz 

Figure 1: Constance Markievicz in uniform with gun. Source: National 
Library of Ireland [NPA MGU].
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played in the past in Irish society, it fails to challenge the 
values and structures of the history writing it is supple-
menting.

An historical framework that decentres familiar notions 
of power and the political and, consequently, expands 
the category of the historically relevant would automati-
cally produce a body of scholarship more attuned to that 
which is at the margins of conventional history writing. 
It would demonstrate, for example, that everyday forms 
of resistance in pre-independence Ireland – the success 
of which required the equal participation of women and 
men – are as much a part of Ireland’s political history as 
the more male-centred Rising.

In 2016 significant attempts would appear to have 
been made at all levels of Irish society, both official and 
otherwise, to incorporate women into national and local 
celebrations of the one hundredth anniversary of the 
Rising. For example, women were featured on the afore-
mentioned commemorative coins and stamps. They were 
assigned a prominent place on the banners that draped 
Liberty Hall. Throughout the country a number of com-
memorative activities focused solely on women took 
place. Of particular note was the Cork-based Women of 
the South: Radicals & Revolutionaries project, which con-
sisted of an archival photographic installation in Cork’s 
English Market, and a series of public talks and workshops  
that drew attention to the range of women – feminists, 
nationalists, socialists, suffragists and civil-rights activists 
– from the Munster region of Ireland who participated 
in the foundation of the Irish state. The incorporation 
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of a relatively broad range of women into the marking 
of an event viewed as foundational to the state has been 
embraced by some as signalling the advent of a more in-
clusive Ireland, and certainly a contrast can be formed in 
this regard with ‘the relatively low prominence given to 
women’ in the fiftieth commemoration of the Rising in 
1966.19 However, others have argued that the attention 
currently being paid to the contribution of women to the 
Rising has come at the cost of the neglect of the seven 
male signatories of the Proclamation and the sixteen men  
executed in the aftermath of the 1916 rebellion against 
British rule. Still others, more guarded in their criticisms, 
have not condemned the greater focus on women’s  
involvement in the Rising as such, but have argued 
that the coverage of this involvement has been overly  
laboured at times. This critique, I would suggest, is mis-
placed; it is best directed not at the coverage of women’s 
involvement in the Rising as such but at traditional his-
torical frameworks and the stretching of them that must 
take place if more women are to be included in main-
stream history writing. Men who ‘actively’ participate in 
the narrowly defined political domain, as did the seven 
members of the Irish Provisional Government, will auto-
matically find a place in state-centred history writing. In 
contrast, the project of making accounts of key histori-
cal events more inclusive often involves intentionally 
inserting women, who may have played a crucial though 
less overtly ‘central’ role in such events,20 into a history 
writing that is structurally patriarchal. 
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Televising the Rising

In the opening months of 2016, the five-part centenary 
drama Rebellion, broadcast on the Irish television network, 
RTÉ, became a focal point for discussions about wom-
en’s involvement in the Rising. Amongst the fictional 
characters that it features are three female leads, ‘ordi-
nary’ women who, if they had lived in 1916, would either 
have been completely omitted from the history books or 
consigned to a very brief footnote: Elizabeth, a medical 
student; May, a secretary based at Dublin Castle; and 
Frances, a teacher employed in Patrick Pearse’s school 
for boys. 

Marketed as a more bottom-up, woman-centred story 
of the Rising that told of ‘ordinary people’ in ‘extraordi-
nary times’, Rebellion was both praised, at least initially, 
for its focus on women’s contribution to this key event 
in Irish history and disparaged, particularly on social 
media, for sidelining the Rising’s leaders. But the extent 
to which Rebellion is underpinned by a conventional 
historical framework that is anything but bottom-up 
and woman-centred was revealed when its writer, Colin  
Teevan, explained to Matt Cooper in a radio interview 
that he chose to place the ‘protagonists’ of the Rising in 
the background as their stories are ‘well-trodden ground’, 
and to focus instead on marginal/fictional figures whose 
fate is unclear.21 Indeed, Teevan, who seemed to be  
defending himself against accusations made on social 
media that the drama was pandering to a feminist agenda, 
claimed that he did not start out with the intention of 
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creating female leads. Teevan had pointed out elsewhere 
that he was surprised when he discovered just how many 
women had taken part, in various capacities, in the  
Rising and had sought in Rebellion to acknowledge their 
contribution.22 However, in the interview with Cooper 
he stated that ‘ordinary’ women ended up at the centre 
of Rebellion because their very historical marginality  
injects a useful fresh or unknown quality into a story 
the audience already knows.23 Given Teevan’s assump-
tion that this audience had been learning about the 
Rising from early childhood onwards, he believed it un-
necessary to remind them, when writing Rebellion, who 
its key players were.24 In other words, in the Irish con-
text the dominant historical narrative is so pervasive, in  
Teevan’s view, that, for dramatic purposes, it can be taken 
for granted. 

What Cooper’s interview with Teevan reveals is a  
tension between what I will refer to in this book, for  
convenience sake, as the dramatic and historic elements 
of historical drama, a tension that increases in direct  
proportion to the familiarity of the historical events being  
featured. The more familiar these events, the more  
important it is to find ways to enhance the dramatic  
element. The problem of how to inject a fresh or  
unknown quality into a story with which the audience is 
very familiar also clearly arose with Insurrection, a docu-
drama shown on RTÉ on the golden jubilee of the Rising. 
However, in the case of Insurrection this problem was 
largely dealt with through formal techniques. The year 
1966 was the first time that a majority of Irish households 
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owned a television set. Ireland’s premier television chan-
nel was still relatively new, having only begun broadcast-
ing on New Year’s Eve 1961, and Insurrection famously 
drew heavily on its not excessive financial and technical  
resources. Indeed, the RTÉ Guide for the week described 
it as ‘undoubtedly the most difficult and ambitious  
project ever attempted by Irish television’.25 The script, 
written by Hugh Leonard, was inspired by Max Caulfield’s 
The Easter Rebellion, a 1964 narrative account of the  
Rising based on eye-witness testimonies. The premise of  
Insurrection is that the events of the Rising are be-
ing filmed and reported on as they take place, thereby  
making the Rising seem current, chaotic and unpredict-
able.26 On-the-spot reporters interview participants and 
bystanders, while camera crews gather footage from key 
locations, mostly, though not exclusively, in Dublin city. 
On occasions the filming itself became chaotic as actual 
bystanders tried to intervene in the action to comment 
on discrepancies between the events, as they remem-
bered them or had been informed of them, and how 
they were being portrayed!27 Insurrection featured a large 
cast of actors, some of whom delivered quite amateurish 
performances. Ray McNally was a notable exception in 
this regard. He ably played a studio news anchor who is 
clearly quite taken aback by proceedings, but gallantly 
attempts to uncover, explain and link together the sur-
prising events that are happening around him in Ireland: 

What is the connection between this newspaper item 
[with Eoin MacNeill’s countermanding order] and  
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certain startling events off the Kerry coast? This 
evening we take a close look at Sinn Féin and we 
ask ourselves what is this organisation? Who are its 
leaders? And why have the Government not taken  
action against them for treasonable activities? Parades, 
marches and so-called manoeuvres are one thing but 
consorting and planning with the Germans is quite 
another. Strong words? Well, we shall see.28

The opening episode from which these words are taken 
was first shown on Easter Sunday 1966. The drama 
ran over eight consecutive nights, taking the form of 
a thirty-minute news report covering through ‘live’ 
footage, reportage and commentary – often aided by 
models and maps – the events of the Rising that had 
occurred that day. The result is an odd but interesting 
conflation of time periods; the events being reported 
on are supposedly taking place in 1916 and are being 
reported on as they happen, but very little attempt is 
made to disguise the fact that the reporting is being 
conducted in the 1960s. 

This formal aspect of Insurrection defamiliarises the 
Rising by presenting it from the perspective of a news 
crew who are closely observing it but, despite their 
1960s attire and technical trappings, do not know how 
it will end. Indeed, the ‘news report’ that concludes with 
the evacuation of the GPO is titled ‘Do you think we’ll 
win?’. Consequently, those watching, even members 
of the audience who have an in-depth knowledge of 
this period of Irish history, are encouraged to engage 

COMMEMORATION AND HISTORY



24

in counterfactual historical speculation on what could  
potentially happen next. The Taoiseach of Ireland in 1966 
was Seán Lemass, who is often uncritically celebrated, 
alongside the economist T.K. Whitaker, for spear- 
heading Ireland’s transformation from a financial back-
water into a ‘modern’ country with an outward-looking 
economy.29 For Lemass, the  fiftieth anniversary of the 
Rising was ‘a time of national stocktaking, and for trying  
to look ahead into the mists of the future to see the  
right road leading to the high destiny we desire for our 
nation’.30 However, Insurrection, in its very form, suggests 

Figure 2: Insurrection: reporter in modern clothes. Source: RTÉ Archives.
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that the present is open-ended, even if the present that 
it portrays is in the past; though itself chronologically 
linear, this early drama features a past present that could 
potentially lead to many ‘right’ roads. 

A very different approach is taken in Rebellion. Formally 
far less innovative than Insurrection and, in terms of plot 
emphasis and development, closer to Downton Abbey 
than RTÉ’s earlier commemoratory drama, it deals 
with the tension between the dramatic and historic 
elements of historical drama purely through character 
by introducing the audience to three fictional women 
who have been caught up, in one case unwittingly, in the 
events of 1916. By way of these women – Elizabeth, May 
and Frances – Teevan sought to take ‘a story leading to 
an end we all know’ in ‘surprising ways’.31 The principal 
function of these women, therefore, is to ensure that an 
audience familiar with the Rising will still be compelled 
to find out what happens next, though in this case 
such speculation is for the most part restricted to the 
personal lives of the drama’s fictional characters. For 
example, in the early episodes of Rebellion May is in an 
illicit relationship with Charles Hammond, a married 
Dublin Castle civil servant who has a history of forming 
temporary, and largely exploitative, relationships with 
‘native’ women in whatever colonial territory he happens 
to be based. During the course of the series she becomes 
pregnant. Her fate and that of her baby provides a cliff 
hanger ending to the first series. Indeed, it is one of 
the principal unknowns that links this drama to the 
sequel that RTÉ has since commissioned on the War 
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of Independence. Thus, while Rebellion in its focus 
on ‘ordinary’ women might appear, on initial assess- 
ment, to challenge mainstream historical narratives, the 
personal stories of its female leads provide no real threat 
to such narratives or the frameworks that facilitate 
them. Indeed, what Cooper’s interview with Teevan 
ultimately indicates is that Rebellion, in keeping with 
commemorative practices more generally, developed 
out of the assumption that history is comprised of key 
events driven by exceptional people. In the case of the 
Rising, however, Teevan judged these historical figures 
to be so exceptional that their stories do not even require 
retelling. 

Remembering Past Futures

In the remainder of this book I will outline and advocate 
a new approach to commemoration. In place of mark-
ing individual past occurrences considered significant in 
mainstream versions of history, I suggest that we seek 
out and ‘remember’ the roads untaken. Commemora-
tion of this kind involves a radical reconceptualisation of 
history. To seek out and ‘remember’ the roads untaken, 
we must not only reject state-centred history writing, 
we must also challenge the temporal lens through which 
historical events are typically viewed. In conventional 
history writing the past tends to be read backwards. As 
previously outlined here, the past overlaps with histo-
ry, but is not the same as history in that not all of the 
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past is transformed into history; indeed, most of what 
happens in the past is considered too peripheral and  
insignificant to make it through the selection process 
that is history. The philosopher and cultural critic Walter  
Benjamin quite rightly claimed that a past moment 
becomes ‘historical posthumously, as it were, through 
events that may be separated from it by thousands of 
years’.32 Thus, the events, ideas, groupings and individu-
als that receive most attention in history writing are not 
only those that operated within a narrowly defined polit-
ical arena but those that are believed to have had the most 
impact on what happened afterwards. The implicit start-
ing point is the present. The primary focus of attention is 
that which has most obviously led to this point in time. The 
present is thereby made to seem inevitable, a preordained  
destiny towards which the past has been resolutely and 
transparently travelling. This backwards approach to  
history was parodied by George Russell, also known as 
Æ, at a dinner party in 1914:

The small holdings of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries gradually come into the hands of the large 
owners, in the eighteenth century progress has been 
made and the first glimmerings of self-government 
appear, religious troubles and wars follow until the 
last Englishman, Strongbow, leaves the country, cul-
ture begins, religious intolerance ceases with the dis-
appearance of Patrick, about ad 400, and we approach 
the great age of the heroes and gods.33
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While Russell’s explicit target here was clearly narrow- 
gauge nationalist history writing, particularly in its more 
myth-inflected variations, his parody has a much broad-
er applicability in that it is relevant to all seamlessly  
progressive histories in which it is made to seem as if 
one thing simply led to another until we reached our 
point in time.

But what if we approached the past differently? What 
if we viewed each moment in time as a moment of possi-
bility, while recognising that some time periods are par-
ticularly potent with possibility? A passage from James 
Joyce’s Ulysses, written during the decade Ireland is  
currently commemorating, paves the way for this more 
radical approach to history: 

Had Pyrrhus not fallen by a beldam’s hand in Argos 
or Julius Caesar not been knifed to death. They are 
not to be thought away. Time has branded them and 
fettered they are lodged in the room of the infinite 
possibilities they have ousted. But can those have 
been possible seeing that they never were? Or was 
that only possible which came to pass?34

‘Branded’, ‘fettered’, ‘lodged’: a language of servitude, 
slavery and entrapment is used in this passage to describe 
the process via which the selective narrativisation of 
the past that is history can seal the fate of its material.  
In petrifying the past, history not only suppresses  
alternative versions of the events that happened but 
closes off the stories of what else might have been. 
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This Ulysses extract not only conjures up the notion of 
alternative pasts but encourages us to speculate on the  
potential futures that could have resulted from those 
pasts. But how do we access alternative pasts and the 
futures they could have given rise to? We must first  
reject unilinear models of history that approach a past 
moment as if its future were singular as opposed to  
potentially multiple. We must then broaden our focus 
beyond the events, ideas, groupings and individuals that 
are now perceived from our present standpoint as being 
the most significant. As Paul K. Saint-Amour propos-
es in Tense Future, we must cast ‘lateral shadows’ on a  
given moment, illuminating the roads ‘that branched off 
to the side, as it were, of how events actually unfolded’.35 
In other words, we must engage in counterfactual think-
ing, considering not only what happened but what else 
might conceivably have happened. By acknowledging the 
existence of historical alternatives at a given moment in 
time we can access that moment’s contingencies: unre-
alised yet possible past futures. In the aforementioned 
passage Stephen Dedalus poses the following question: 
‘was that only possible which came to pass?’36 In response 
I would suggest that these side-branching roads were of-
ten no less likely for having been untaken by events.



COMMEMORATION

30

Periods of Potent Possibility

But was the decade that Ireland is currently commem-
orating, the ten years leading up to and just after the 
establishment of the Free State, a period of potent pos-
sibility? Moreover, how is such a period best defined? 
Since the beginning of the decade of centenaries com-
mentators have quite rightly pointed to the openness 
of these ten years to interpretation. They have drawn 
attention to its varied legacies.37 These multiple and  
often contradictory legacies, I would suggest, are a  
direct result of the time period’s multiple untaken roads. 
At each and every instant of time, however brief, there 
are, of course, numerous roads that branch off to the 
side of how events actually unfold. During periods of 
potent possibility, these untaken roads are particularly 
abundant. W.B. Yeats’ poem ‘Easter 1916’, with its fam- 
ous refrain ‘All changed, changed utterly / A terrible 
beauty is born’, is often cited when claims are made as 
to the transformative impact of the Rising.38 The poem’s 
form, which alludes to the exact date of the beginning 
of the Rising, pinpoints with precision the moment of 
this perceived change; as Clair Wills points out, ‘The 
poem consists of four stanzas, alternating between six-
teen and twenty-four lines: 24/4/16’.39 Less frequently 
the following assertion by Yeats is taken as representa-
tive of the impact of the Rising on the Irish mentality:  
‘As yet one knows nothing of the future except that it 
must be very unlike the past’.40 These Yeats extracts 
could be read alongside Stephen Gwynn’s 1918 nostalgic 
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recollections of pre-Rising Ireland to indicate that the 
Rising itself had resulted in a dramatic transformation 
in how Irish people perceived themselves and their place 
in the world. Gwynn, a constitutional nationalist, remi-
nisced about ‘those who lived more easily and quietly in 
the Ireland of yesterday, and held with an unquestioning 
spirit to the state of things in which they were born’.41 
I would suggest, however, that these sentiments could 
just as easily have been penned before the Rising as after 
it. Indeed, it is relatively easy to find similar assertions 
of a transforming world that date from the period run-
ning up to the Rising. For example, prior to this event,  
Arthur Griffith, writing under a pen name in the  
monthly feminist journal Bean na hÉireann, dramati-
cally declared that Ireland was ready for a ‘gynocracy …  
I am weary living in a world ruled by men with mouse-
hearts and monkey-brains and I want change’.42 Indeed, 
as early as 1905 the Cork nationalist Liam de Róiste 
wrote in his diary of both his and Ireland’s current state 
of flux:

I often wonder whether there has been an actual,  
objective change of affairs, or of general ideas in  
Ireland during the past decade that makes things 
seem different to me now from what they did three, 
four, five years ago. Or, is it a change of ideas within 
myself, the inevitable change from boyhood to youth, 
from youth to manhood? I presume both are working. 
I am changing and things around me change.43
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Periods of potent possibility are characterised by a  
prevailing belief – often connected to the collapse of 
dominant socio-political formations or ideologies, such 
as the demise, for example, of Irish landlordism – that 
the future can be very different from the present and 
that it can be shaped by those living in that present. They 
are points in time in which it is believed that anything 
could and, in fact, might happen. Thus, while such time 
periods can give rise to the kinds of events that become 
the focus of both state-centred history writing and com-
memorative activities, such events are only one aspect of 
these time periods. Indeed, what differentiates periods 
of potent possibility from other points in time is their 
openness, the very real possibility that these events 
could easily have been supplanted by other events that 
would have been assigned equal weight in the history 
books. However, this openness tends to be masked upon 
the rise to dominance of a new political formation or  
ideology, the success of which is largely reliant upon 
it presenting all that went before it as that which led 
up to it. In this manner the historical openness that 
characterises moments of possibility can end up being  
subsumed into a narrative of historical development. 

Counterfactualism

Perhaps not surprisingly, periods of potent possibil- 
ity can give rise to a greater number of fictional works 
that contain counterfactual elements. Indeed, this is one 
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of the ways that the historical openness of these time  
periods may become evident to a later generation whose 
initial encounter with such points of time is shaped by 
a latterly imposed narrative of historical development. 
In 1922, the same year that Stephen Dedalus’ counter- 
factual historical speculations appeared in print in  
Ulysses, a considerably less well-known though no less 
experimental and ambitious text was first performed: 
a sequence of plays titled Back to Methuselah by George 
Bernard Shaw. Back to Methuselah – which Shaw judged 
unperformable on stage44 but nonetheless considered 
his masterpiece – is generally interpreted against the 
backdrop of the First World War; the five plays and sub-
stantial preface that comprise this work were clearly 
prompted by the devastation of that war in that the text 
looks to a future when statesmen have discovered ‘that 
cowardice [is] a great patriotic virtue’, and humans live 
long enough to fully grasp the futility of war.45 Indeed, 
following the destruction of all the capital cities of the 
world in the war that followed the ‘war called the War to 
end War’, these statesmen become such disciples of the 
doctrine of cowardice that they erect a statue in com-
memoration of ‘its first preacher, an ancient and very 
fat sage called Sir John Falstaff’!46 However, a less overt 
context for Back to Methuselah is suggested by the initial 
setting of the penultimate play: in the year ad 3000 on 
‘Burrin [sic] pier on the south shore of Galway Bay in Ire-
land, a region of stone-capped hills and granite fields’.47 

The opening pages of this very odd play sequence 
centre on the assertion that ‘everything is possible:  
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everything’.48 These words are spoken by The Serpent, 
interestingly established as female, to Eve in the Garden 
of Eden in this science-fiction fantasy that spans the ages 
from Adam and Eve to a projected superhuman world 
some thirty millennia into the future. A former atheist 
turned self-professed mystic, Shaw defines a miracle, via 
the voice of The Serpent, as ‘an impossible thing that 
is nevertheless possible. Something that never could  
happen, and yet does happen.’49 Eve later – or, more  
specifically, a few centuries later – tells Adam and Cain of 
her ‘hope’ of ‘the coming true of your dreams and mine’, 
informing them that ‘the serpent said that every dream 
could be willed into creation by those strong enough 
to believe in it’.50 In this text the man who takes pride 
in not only ‘seeing things as they are’ but having ‘the  
power of imagining things as they are, even when I  
cannot see them’ is a warmonger, a latter-day Cain, 
who is responsible for ‘the shedding of oceans of blood, 
the death of millions of men’.51 In keeping with the 
utopian bent of the text,52 Back to Methuselah contains 
a passage that is arguably the most heavily quoted and 
paraphrased counterfactual statement of all time: ‘I 
hear you say “Why?” Always “Why?” You see things; 
and you say “Why?” But I dream things that never were; 
and I say “Why not?”’53 These lines were most famously  
paraphrased by John F. Kennedy during his 1963  
visit to Ireland, but this Shaw passage was also a 
favourite of Robert Kennedy’s. It was adopted by him 
in his presidential-campaign speeches in the spring of 
1968. Indeed, following Robert Kennedy’s assassination,  
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Edward Kennedy used these words to close a eulogy 
for his dead brother. In hindsight the incorporation of 
the Shaw passage into this particular eulogy seems apt, 
as, in the aftermath of his death, Robert Kennedy has 
become the subject of so many counterfactual thought 
experiments. He is the figure at the core of the ‘what ifs’ 
of North American politics. What if Robert Kennedy had 
survived and gone on to beat Richard Nixon in the 1968 
presidential election? What would this have meant for 
internal American politics? What would it have meant 
for world politics? Here counterfactual thinking overlaps 
with the great man theory of history; historical change, 
this theory holds, is largely attributable to the impact 
of exceptional individuals, invariably male. In Ireland 
we have had our own versions of that combination in 
the more mainstream counterfactual speculations on 
the period we are currently commemorating. Such spec- 
ulations tend to be restricted to asking how the course of 
Irish history might have been different if one or another 
of the condemned leaders of the Rising had evaded 
execution and gone on to shape Free State Ireland.

 In a 2014 article Juan F. Elices claims that Ireland 
has produced very few examples of literary texts that, 
through counterfactualism, ‘seek to undermine some 
long-standing and unquestioned historical assump-
tions’.54 However, literary works that encourage coun-
terfactual thinking do not have to be counterfactual 
fiction as conventionally understood. The most fertile 
ground for literary counterfactual thought experiments 
is arguably Nazism; Len Deighton’s SS-GB (1978) and 
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Robert Harris’ Fatherland (1992) are two of the better 
known novels that construct the world that follows 
the defeat of the Allies by Nazi Germany in the Second 
World War, while Philip Roth’s The Plot Against America 
(2004) imagines a scenario whereby Charles Lindbergh 
wins the presidential election of 1940 and signs a treaty  
with Nazi Germany, heralding a period of heightened  
anti-Semitism in North America. But literary counter-
factualism is not only comprised of alternative histories 
in which certain alternations in past events considered 
key in mainstream history writing result in a present 
that is very different to our own. In Shaw’s play sequence 
Back to Methuselah, the play that is set in the present of 
the text’s conception, ‘the first years after the war of  
1914–18’,55 is, in fact, the present as Shaw knew it, but a 
fringe or marginal element in this present, not perceived 
at the time as having any great importance, is shown to 
be the foundation for a future that is unimaginable to 
most in that present: ‘if the Accountant General will go 
to the British Museum library, and search the catalogue, 
he will find … a curious and now forgotten book, dated 
1924, entitled The Gospel of the Brothers Barnabas. That 
gospel was that men must live three hundred years if 
civilisation is to be saved.’56 In Back to Methuselah this 
‘gospel’ – which is dismissed by most of the contempo-
raries of the Barnabas brothers as outlandish or, at best, 
improbable – is a side-branching road that eventually 
becomes the new norm. Literary texts that encourage 
counterfactual thinking, therefore, can simply be works 
of fiction that cast lateral shadows. 
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Joyce has received considerable attention from schol-
ars who have an interest in literary works that contain 
this counterfactual feature – side-shadowing – though 
relatively little attention is paid in this scholarship to 
the relationship between the counterfactual elements 
of Joyce’s writings and the period of history that we 
are now commemorating in Ireland. Nevertheless, these  
writings have been cited by scholars as examples of ‘struc- 
tural counterfactualism’; texts whose ‘form models 
the future’s openness’.57 Neither Dubliners nor Ulysses 
centre on ‘the life story of a single, clearly identifi-
able protagonist’,58 though the first three episodes of  
Ulysses play with the reader’s expectation that this text 
will continue on from A Portrait of the Artist as a Young 
Man, offering a further instalment in the life of Stephen 
Dedalus. When taken in its entirety, however, rath-
er than presenting us with a protagonist, Ulysses, like  
Dubliners, protagonises a whole city and historical point 
in time.59 Moreover, the foreground of each of these 
texts is densely populated with multiple subjects and 
collectivities. In their very form, therefore, both point 
to a variety of possible futures. This is particularly the 
case with Ulysses, a text that features not only multiple  
subjects but countless near encounters between these 
subjects. For example, the tenth episode of Ulysses  
details the simultaneous movements of nearly all of 
the novel’s characters, significant and minor, through  
Dublin over a one-hour period, showing how they near-
ly cross paths on a number of occasions: ‘On Newcomen 
bridge the very reverend John Conmee S.J. of saint 
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Francis Xavier’s church, upper Gardiner street, stepped 
on to an outward bound tram. Off an inward bound 
tram stepped the reverend Nicholas Dudley C.C. of saint 
Agatha’s church, north William street, on to Newcomen 
bridge.’60 The title of this episode, ‘Wandering Rocks’, is 
a reference to the road untaken in Homer’s The Odyssey: 
the route that Odysseus does not follow back to Ithaca. 
The meetings that could take place between characters 
in Ulysses but either don’t or are significantly delayed  
are a constant reminder of the potential of the story to 
develop otherwise. While Shaw’s Back to Methuselah is 
formally quite different to the aforementioned writings 
by Joyce, it likewise casts lateral shadows. Moreover, 
Back to Methuselah and Ulysses are shaped by equally odd 
temporalities: Ulysses, which takes place over the course 
of one day, is notable for its unusual temporal squatness, 
while Back to Methuselah, which traces humankind from 
its origins to ‘as far as thought can reach’, is character-
ised by a distinctive temporal stretch.

Progressivism

Counterfactual thinking of the kind that is voiced by 
Stephen Dedalus in Ulysses and Shaw’s serpent in Back 
to Methuselah – literary texts written and published 
during the decade we are currently commemorating in 
Ireland – poses a challenge to an historical approach that 
claims to record past events ‘wie es eigentlich gewesen’  
[as they really were].61 Leopold von Ranke, a German  
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historian who is generally viewed as the founder of modern  
‘professional’ history writing, famously asserted that 
the principal task of the historian was to uncover ‘what 
actually happened’. For Ranke and those who take their 
inspiration from him, ‘the past should be studied in its 
own moral frame of reference and things ought always 
to be seen in their own historical context, without the 
judgement of hindsight’.62 However, notwithstanding 
an idealised notion of the discipline as an objective, in-
deed scientific, ‘presentation of the facts’,63 the ‘profes-
sional’ history writing that views itself as the heir of this 
nineteenth-century philosophy does not merely provide  
useful information about past events, it inevitably  
endows these events with significance and meaning. As 
David Scott points out in Conscripts of Modernity, ‘there 
is no single way in which the history of an event … can be 
told. That the history of an event … gets written in one 
way rather than another, that the sequence of recorded 
actions gets cast in this way rather than that, cannot be 
simply read off from the historical facts by themselves.’64 
Vantage point is always a factor in how a past event does 
actually get narrated. For all of its assertions of impar-
tiality, conventional history writing tends to be aligned 
with dominant groupings in contemporary society. It 
might proclaim sympathy for the casualties of the past, 
but, as Walter Benjamin pointed out in his theses on the 
philosophy of history, it invariably empathises with the 
victors and their present-day counterparts, ‘the heirs of 
prior conquerors’.65 
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That said, history is not always the product of a 
straightforward process in which some are victorious 
and, consequently, have their voices heard, and some 
lose out and, therefore, have no representative voice; 
an additional point that could be added to Benjamin’s 
claims is that not all casualties of the past are treated 
equally in mainstream history writing. For example, 
while strong similarities can be drawn in the Irish con-
text between the fate of agricultural labourers and the 
fate of landlords, the demise of the former grouping 
has received far less scholarly attention than that of the  
latter. As Gearóid Ó Tuathaigh points out, ‘for the land- 
less agricultural labourers, the nineteenth-century  
answer to their particular land question was a brutal, 
unambiguous “exit”’.66 First decimated by the Famine, 
changing land practices in the post-Famine period, 
in particular an expansion in grazing, ‘rendered them  
increasingly surplus to requirements’.67 Moreover,  
agricultural labourers gained little under land reform 
and redistribution. Some casual rural workers were 
still selling their labour in hiring fairs in Donegal and  
elsewhere well into the twentieth century, and agitating 
for better pay and conditions. However, by the second 
half of the nineteenth century emigration was one of 
the few remaining viable options for this grouping as 
a whole. Through emigration the rural poor of Ireland 
became the urban proletariat of Britain and elsewhere, 
contradictorily characterised as both an obstacle to 
class struggle and key players in the most revolutionary  
working-class movements.68 Irish landlords, the grouping 
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at the apex as opposed to the base of the rural pyramid, 
likewise largely passed out of Irish history in the latter 
part of the Union era, erased as a class by land reform. 
However, as Ó Tuathaigh states, their prolonged retreat 
is the focus of a markedly elegiac body of scholarship, a 
‘thriving research industry on Irish landed estates and 
the world of the Big House and its past occupants’.69

 For Ó Tuathaigh this discrepancy in scholarly atten-
tion is partially attributable to the fact that, notwith-
standing the achievements of such figures as Peadar  
O’Donnell and Patrick MacGill, the demise of the land-
lords was much more ‘richly documented’ than that 
of the landless agricultural labourers.70 It may also be 
relevant that cultural artefacts were a key component 
of this documentation. According to Benjamin, those 
who participate ‘in the triumphal procession in which 
current rulers step over those who are lying prostrate’ 
carry ‘spoils’ more commonly referred to as ‘cultur-
al treasures’.71 Benjamin was referring here to the way 
in which the social forces that brought the capitalist 
world into being legitimised their victory by virtue of 
their nurturing and guardianship of culture. In the Irish 
context many of the items that we now consider ‘cul-
tural treasures’ are linked, even if only tentatively, to 
Irish landlordism. This link enhances the nostalgia that  
tinges accounts of the landlords’ exit from Irish history. 
The guardianship of such ‘cultural treasures’ by current 
dominant groupings in Irish society justifies their dom-
inant position. Venerated cultural works, traditionally 
viewed as separate from the world at large, are referred 
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to by Benjamin as ‘spoils’ in that he believed they are as 
much a product of the labour of those who have been 
stepped over, the casualties of the past, as of either those 
who made them or those who take part in the victory 
procession and claim them to look after them: ‘They 
owe their existence not only to the efforts of the great  
geniuses who created them, but also to the anony-
mous toil of others who lived in the same period.’72 This  
‘anonymous toil’ includes the work of Irish landless  
agricultural labourers. Consequently, while items viewed  
as art are hallowed by an ‘aura’ of beauty, culture, in  
Benjamin’s opinion, is invariably bound up with a  
history of exploitation and oppression. Thus, he main-
tained, in his most oft-quoted line, that ‘there is no  
document of civilisation which is not at the same time a  
document of barbarism’.73 As pointed out by a more  
recent commentator, Paul K. Saint-Amour, the barba-
rism that Benjamin referred to in ‘Theses on the Phil- 
osophy of History’ is elided by a Whig history writing  
underpinned by a seamless progressivism: ‘no sooner 
does such a historicism recover lost acts, experiences, 
and subjects than it reincorporates them into a progres-
sive model of history, one that consecrates the violence 
of the rulers as law and forgets the barbarism involved in 
the production of their cultural treasures’.74 

James Connolly, one of the signatories of the  
Proclamation declaring an Irish Republic, fully grasped 
the extent to which progressivism serves a ruling-class 
presentism. Connolly, who following his execution in 
1916 was turned into a ‘conventional nationalist with 
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a slight red streak’,75 is himself a reminder of the dan-
gers of a mainstream history writing that reads events, 
ideas, groupings and individuals backwards and through 
a narrowly defined political lens. The prominent placing 
of a poster of this labour activist and Marxist theorist of 
decolonisation on the window of the Dublin branch of 
Brown Thomas to commemorate the Rising is responsi-
ble for arguably the single most ironic image produced 
by Ireland’s decade of centenaries thus far. 

That an image of Connolly ended up adorning an  
upmarket clothing chain that specialises in what its  
website refers to as exclusive or luxury brands should 
not be at all surprising, however. Shortly after his death 
Connolly was co-opted by Irish bourgeois nationalism as 
a potent symbol of its struggle. By the late 1920s the 
containment of Connolly in the image of ‘nationalist 
martyr’ was so complete that Éamon de Valera could  

Figure 3: James Connolly on the window of the Brown Thomas 
department store. Source: Ronan McGreevy.
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assert that ‘his political positions were closer to Connol-
ly’s than to any other figure in the republican tradition’.76 
As Gregory Dobbins points out, ‘such statements gauged 
not only the manner by which an emergent Fianna Fáil 
redirected the political sympathies of a substantial  
portion of the population away from the democratic  
socialism of the Labour Party towards its own more  
generally populist brand of nationalism, but also the ex-
tent to which Connolly’s radicalism had been muted’ in 
the remaking of him as a national icon.77 

 In recent years James Connolly has been quite rightly 
reclaimed by Dobbins, David Lloyd, Conor McCarthy 
and others as one of Ireland’s most radical thinkers 
and activists.78 An early pamphlet titled Erin’s Hope  
has played a key role in this reappraisal of Connolly. 
In this 1897 pamphlet Connolly commented on the 
ideological function served by progressivism, claiming 
that so-called ‘progressive ideas’ are aligned with, and 
uphold, ‘the present order of society’.79 Hence, Connolly, 
in his theorisation of land and landholding in Ireland, 
looked back to look forwards. In the opening pages of 
Erin’s Hope Connolly claimed that pre-Conquest Ireland 
had been 

inspired by the democratic principle that property 
was intended to serve the people, and not by the prin-
ciple so universally acted upon at present, viz. that 
the people have no other function in existing than to 
be the bondslaves of those who by force or by fraud 
have managed to possess themselves of property.80
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Indeed, according to Connolly common ownership of 
land or a ‘primitive communism’ that in other countries 
had failed to acquire ‘a higher status than that conferred 
by the social sanction of unlettered and uneducated 
tribes’ had in Ireland

formed part of the well defined social organisations 
of a nation of scholars and students, recognised by 
Chief and Tanist, Brehon and Bard, as the inspiring 
principle of their collective life, and the basis of their 
national system of jurisprudence.81

For Connolly, therefore, common ownership of land in 
pre-colonial Ireland could potentially provide a basis for 
a future system of non-exploitative landholding in an 
independent Ireland. In championing that which could 
emerge from what others had dismissed as a primitive 
system of landholding, Connolly was offering a strong 
challenge to progressivist thinking:

The ardent student of sociology, who believes that 
the progress of the human race through the various 
stages of communism, chattel slavery, feudalism 
and wage slavery, has been but a preparation for the  
higher ordered society of the future … will perhaps  
regard the Irish adherence to clan ownership at such 
a comparatively recent date as the seventeenth centu-
ry as evidence of a retarded economic development, 
and therefore a real hindrance to progress. But the  
sympathetic student of history, who believes in the 
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possibility of a people by political intuition anticipat-
ing the lessons afterwards revealed to them in the sad 
school of experience, will not be indisposed to join 
with the ardent Irish patriot in his lavish expressions 
of admiration for the sagacity of his Celtic forefathers, 
who foreshadowed in the democratic organisation of 
the Irish clan the more perfect organisation of the 
free society of the future.82

Connolly is central to the decade of centenaries, but 
his celebration of disparaged ways of thinking and be-
ing has garnered no attention in the official programme 
of commemorations. In a radical commemorative pro-
cess that seeks to reanimate the social imagination by  
‘remembering’ ideas and practices that challenge current 
orthodoxies, this aspect of Connolly would be key.

LAND83

However, while Connolly should be reclaimed and com-
memorated as one of the more revolutionary voices of 
the first half of the decade we are currently marking in 
Ireland, it is also important to acknowledge that he was 
not writing in a vacuum. Land nationalisation, as pre-
viously envisaged by Michael Davitt, was a precursor to 
Connolly’s Gaelic communism.84 Davitt was hostile to a 
landlord system he associated with both feudalism and 
colonialism. However, he sought a viable alternative not 
only to a pro-British unionism intent on integrating 
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Ireland more fully into the British capitalist economy, 
but also to an anti-colonial nationalism that sought to 
reproduce the conditions of that economy on Irish soil. 
Though accusing landlordism of impeding ‘the march of 
progress’, Davitt was keen to differentiate his concep-
tion as to the direction this march should take from the 
vision of those who sought to transform Ireland into 
a modern capitalist nation.85 At the first Land League 
convention Davitt read from a document he claimed 
embodied the principles and rules of this new associ-
ation. Landlordism, he proclaimed, was a ‘feudal idea’ 
that ‘came in with the conquest’. ‘Associated with foreign 
dominion’, it ‘has never to this day been recognised by 
the moral sentiments of the people’. Consequently, ‘for 
the protection of the proprietorial rights of a few thou-
sand landlords in the country, a standing army of semi- 
military police is maintained’.86 In Davitt’s analysis the 
land system as it operated in nineteenth-century Ireland 
was most accurately categorised as feudal. However, he 
also sought to demonstrate that this feudal system had 
been imposed through conquest and, consequently, was 
quite distinct to feudalism as it had been experienced in 
England. In The Fall of Feudalism in Ireland Davitt pro-
vided the following assessment of Irish landlordism:  
‘Property has its duties under the feudal system of ten-
ure, as well as its rights, but in Ireland those enjoying the  
monopoly of the land have only considered that they  
had rights, and have always been forgetful of their  
duties.’87 The ‘march of progress’ that Davitt advocated 
would not simply replace this flawed feudalism with  

COMMEMORATION AND HISTORY



COMMEMORATION

48

rural capitalism but would seek to interpret contem- 
porary agrarian radicalism in the context of Ireland’s  
experience of colonialism. Reiterating John Stuart 
Mill’s belief that ‘before the conquest, the Irish people 
knew nothing of absolute property in land’, Davitt ar-
gued that it was possible to find traces of communal 
land ownership in contemporary rural practices.88 It was 
these traces that would form the basis of a system of 
land nationalisation capable of providing an alternative 
to both feudal and capitalist concepts of property. The  
application of the notion of a ‘march of progress’ to that 
of collective property rights implies that, for Davitt, it 
was not simply a matter of turning back the clock. In 
Davitt’s analysis an older concept of land ownership still 
existed in a contemporary form, even if only a fringe or 
marginal element in Irish society. This could be merged 
with an enlightened politics to create a side-branching 
road that ultimately led to a fairer land system. 

 Davitt’s writings suggest that there was a contem-
porary context and impetus for the more radical con-
ceptualisations of land usage put forward in the period 
running up to, and during, the decade we are currently 
commemorating in Ireland. This contemporary context 
and impetus was agrarian agitation. What an analysis 
of such agitation reveals is that the struggle over land 
in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Ireland 
was shaped as much by assertions of rights of occupancy 
as by rights of ownership in the narrow sense of this 
term. Donal J. O’Sullivan, in his history of Irish policing 
from 1822 to 1922, describes the ‘fishing of privately 
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owned rivers and lakes and hunting over ground which 
was privately owned or preserved’ as a common feature 
of the Land War period.89 Interestingly, those arrested 
for ‘poaching’ sometimes made the case that they had 
a perfect right to hunt the land having been given per-
mission to do so by the tenant farmers who occupied it, 
the tenant-farmers’ rights of occupancy clearly taking  
precedence, in their view, over the landlords’ rights of 
ownership. On 28 November 1881 the Freeman’s Journal 
reported on an ‘extraordinary affair’ that took place on 
the property of Dowager Lady Massy. Five tenant farm-
ers caught ‘poaching’ on this property with greyhounds 
were prosecuted and fined, but returned later with a 
large body of men and proceeded to hunt in full view 
of the gamekeeper and his assistants. According to the 
Freeman’s Journal, ‘an immense amount of damage was 
done, and a large number of game killed’ as a result of 
this defiant behaviour.90 In a letter to the editor of the 
Freeman’s Journal the following week, one of the ‘poach-
ers’ present on the day in question sought to establish a 
different framework through which his activities could 
be interpreted. In this alternative version of events, five 
men did indeed go onto Dowager Lady Massy’s property 
with dogs for the purpose of hunting, but they had a 
‘perfect right’ to be there ‘having got permission from 
the tenants thereon’. When the gamekeeper ‘accosted us 
and told us the lands were preserved, and not to hunt 
on them’, the men were on land occupied by Thomas  
Byrne, who had ‘invited us to hunt on his farm’. The men 
informed the gamekeeper that ‘we had leave to hunt 
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from the tenant, who was present, and who told us to 
hunt away as long as we wished to. The gamekeeper took 
down our names to summon us, but we did not mind 
but hunted away’ as ‘fines had no right to be imposed on 
us’.91 George Bernard Shaw – who, like Davitt, was a pro-
ponent of land nationalisation – was perhaps inspired by 
such present-day conceptual clashes regarding land and 
its usages when penning the following futuristic passage 
for Back to Methuselah: 

The Woman … Why are you here?
The Elderly Gentleman. Am I trespassing? I was not 
aware of it.
The Woman. Trespassing? I do not understand the 
word.
The Elderly Gentleman. Is this land private property? 
If so, I make no claim. I proffer a shilling in satis- 
faction of damage (if any), and am ready to withdraw 
if you will be good enough to show me the nearest 
way. [He offers her a shilling.]
The Woman [taking it and examining it without much 
interest]. I do not understand a single word of what 
you have just said.92

Landlord tenant relations in the period leading up to the 
decade we are currently commemorating in Ireland were 
characterised by a widespread refusal by tenant farmers 
to recognise the absolute property rights of the landlord 
class. This refusal was evidenced by both the manner in 
which the tenant farmer defined his/her relationship to 
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the land and more active forms of protest, such as resis-
tance to a landlord’s attempt to sell, lease, evict and hunt 
as he/she pleased. The land Act that William Gladstone 
introduced in 1881 during his second administration 
was both a response to this widespread refusal and an 
attempt to provide a legal framework for the de facto  
relationship between the Irish tenant farmer and the 
land he/she occupied. 

 Gladstone’s measures, however, altered the law in 
ways that even some members of his own government 
feared would interfere with accepted British legal prin-
ciples, particularly in relation to the inviolability of the 
rights of property.93 As Philip Bull points out in his study 
of the Irish land question, the social and political model 
that embodied these principles was relatively straight-
forward: 

the ‘owners’ of the land are indeed its owners in  
absolute terms, with the right to sell or lease as they 
pleased and at whatever price allowed by the market. 
Any interference with these ‘property rights’ was 
anathema – property being central and sacred to the 
‘old society’ and to the new capitalist order emerging 
in its place.94 

Thus, the English author Anthony Trollope, fearful of 
the implications of such interference, interrupted the 
storyline of his 1883 Irish novel The Landleaguers on a 
number of occasions to comment on what he referred to 
as the misguided desire of some members of the Liberal 
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Party to put ‘up a new law devised by themselves in lieu of 
that time-honoured law by which property has ever been 
protected in England’.95 Trollope was not alone in feeling 
compelled to argue that to interfere with the market was 
to ‘attempt to alter the laws for governing the world’.96 
The Conservative peer Lord Salisbury – who had previ-
ously predicted that an assault on property rights would 
begin in Ireland and then spread to England, Scotland 
and Wales – described Gladstone as a madman who had 
abrogated property rights in the misguided hope that he 
could reduce the hatred of the Irish for England.97 

 The first major Irish land Act put through Parliament, 
the Landlord and Tenant Law Amendment Act, 1860 – 
also known as Deasy’s Act – had sought to assimilate Irish 
agriculture to English models. The anomalous nature of 
Irish land relations was to be ‘regulated’ through the ab-
olition of customary tenant right and the enforcement 
of absolute rights of ownership as vested in the landlord. 
This Act, described by Philip Bull as ‘the “last hurrah” of 
the confident English assumption that the spirit of Irish 
native culture could be subdued to the letter of British 
law and the tenets of British economic ideology’, clari-
fied the contractual nature of landlord–tenant relations 
and strengthened the power of the landlord in many  
areas, including eviction.98 

 Gladstone, when introducing a subsequent land bill 
to the House of Commons in 1870, adopted a contrasting 
approach. He claimed that while in England and Scotland 
‘the idea of holding land by contract is perfectly tradi-
tional and familiar to the mind of every man’, in Ireland,
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where the old Irish ideas were never supplanted ex-
cept by the rude hand of violence – by laws written on 
the statute book, but never entering into the heart of 
the Irish people – the people have not generally em-
braced the idea of the occupation of land by contract; 
and the old Irish notion that some interest in the soil 
adheres to the tenant, even though his contract has 
expired, is everywhere rooted in the popular mind.99

The land Acts of 1870 and 1881 recognised the rights of 
occupancy that the Irish tenant farmer believed he/she 
had to the land, rights that had been asserted through 
acts of agrarian agitation. However, such rights were 
in contradiction to the absolute rights of ownership 
vested in landlordism under Deasy’s Act. Consisting of 
a series of measures specifically designed to monitor 
the relationship between landlord and tenant, these 
later Acts were feared by many to have fundamentally 
breached British conceptions of property law and rights. 
Under the 1881 land Act, for example, rent was no lon-
ger fixed by the market but by special tribunals, the 
landlord’s right to evict was restricted, and the tenant 
farmer was allowed to sell his/her ‘interest’ in the hold-
ing. In reaction to this violation of property concepts, 
Conservative policy-makers, concerned that ambiguous 
property relations in Ireland could create a precedent 
that would unsettle concepts of property on mainland 
Britain, began to look to land-purchase schemes as the 
only possible solution.100 The unacceptable interference 
with property that they believed had been enshrined in 
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the 1881 Act had to be dismantled. If, in the Irish con-
text, landlords could not hold absolute property rights, 
ownership of the land would have to be transferred to 
the tenant farmers who cultivated it. By the mid-1880s 
key figures within the Conservative Party were con-
vinced that the creation of a peasant proprietary class 
was the sole means through which Irish property rights 
could be clarified. Consequently, it was the British po-
litical party that claimed to represent ‘landlordism’ that 
set in motion a series of land-purchase Acts designed to 
bring about an inversion in land ownership in Ireland, 
thus revealing that they valued absolute property rights 
above loyalty to any particular grouping. Under the first 
of these Acts, the Ashbourne Act of 1885, tenants could 
obtain loans for the full amount of the purchase price of 
their holdings, repayable in a period of forty-nine years 
by an annuity of four per cent per annum. These guide-
lines contrasted favourably to the purchase clauses con-
tained in the 1881 land Act that had required the tenant 
to raise a quarter of the purchase money on his/her own 
to be paid back in thirty-five years with an annual rate 
of five per cent. The 1885 land Act was intended, there-
fore, to appeal strongly to tenant farmers who might be 
considering buying the property they cultivated, and, 
consequently, to speed the transfer of ownership of land 
in Ireland. The half a million acres that changed hands 
during its first three years of operation suggests that, in 
this regard, the Act should be counted a success.

 However, in the years following these Acts there 
were intermittent reports from around the country of 
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land, particularly grazing land, being seized by groups of  
labourers and small farmers. This agrarian agitation  
culminated in the land seizures or so-called ‘agrarian 
Bolshevism’ of 1919 and 1920.101 Kevin O’Shiel, a young 
barrister, was approached by the ‘illegal’ Irish govern-
ment established after the 1918 general election and 
asked to investigate an outbreak of agrarian violence in 
the west. A claim published in the Connacht Tribune in 
1920 that violence was ‘sweeping through the west like a 
prairie fire’ may have been overly sensational,102 but the 
intensity of agrarian agitation that year is demonstrated 
by the officially returned ‘agrarian outrages’, which were 
higher in 1920 than in any year since 1882, at the height 
of the Land War.103 In a series of articles published in 
the Irish Times in 1966, O’Shiel recalled a group of men 
who marched through Connacht in 1920 branding  
cattle with the initials ‘S.F.’ (Sinn Féin) and hanging the  
tricolour over confiscated land.104 A number of those 
participating in the land seizures were farmers who had 
already obtained land under the land-purchase Acts  
and wanted to add to their, in some cases, already sub-
stantial holdings. Some were poorer tenant farmers 
who had received land, but as the land given to the  
poorer farmers tended to be poor land, their circum-
stances were largely unchanged. Many of those in-
volved had not benefited from these Acts at all and were  
simply seeking access to farming land for their day-
to-day subsistence needs. Thus, O’Shiel referred to the  
agitators that he encountered as ‘the tenants of unviable 
holdings, who for years were expecting allotments on … 
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[grazing] lands’.105 In the words of Gearóid Ó Tuathaigh, 
continuing conflict over land after the initial and most 
renowned land-purchase Acts should be viewed in the 
context of ‘the simple unassuaged ache of land hunger 
felt by many vulnerable smallholders, who came to re-
alise that the “victory” of the Land War had made little 
difference to their standard of living’.106 

 In one of the aforementioned Irish Times articles, 
O’Shiel referred to the particularly ‘aggressive “Bolshie” 
spirit’ of the agitators he encountered in Coun-
ty Roscommon.107 Upon his arrival there in 1920 he  
found that ‘most of … [the] ranches had been cleared 
of their stock, and roads and lanes, all over the county, 
were choked with wandering and half-starved beasts’.108 
The Roscommon agitators, he concluded, were ‘excep-
tionally bad’.109 Even the IRA could not persuade them  
to rebuild farm walls that they had pulled down.110  
Ó Tuathaigh, a more recent commentator, has outlined 
why the seizure of land was especially prevalent in that 
part of Connacht. In County Roscommon, where there 
were large tracts of untenanted land under the control of 
the Congested Districts Board, small farmers and land-
less labourers, Ó Tuathaigh explains, were not simply 
concerned with the long-term issue of land redistribu-
tion; more immediately they required access to conacre 
land for survival.111 Thus, as early as 1917, two years  
before land seizures were occurring on a regular basis in 
other western counties, estates were invaded in Arigna, 
Warren, Mockmoyne and Tinnecarra ‘by hundreds of 
small farmers, lightly armed with loys and an occasional 
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pitchfork’, the police arriving to find that strips had al-
ready been apportioned and ‘digging was in full swing’.112 

 These communal land seizures were taking place 
during the decade we are currently commemorating, 
posing a challenge to the narrowly defined concept of 
land ownership that underpinned the land-purchase 
Acts. However, as the earlier sections of this book might 
lead us to expect, they have received relatively little 
scholarly attention when compared to that devoted to 
the land Acts. As previously stated, the ‘proportionali-
ty’ that the official commemorative process is so keen 
to protect is based on the distinction found in main-
stream history writing between occurrences that are 
central/significant and occurrences that are peripheral/
insignificant. Thus, it is hardly surprising that the land 
bills are included in the Decade of Centenaries website 
amongst ‘the events that shaped Ireland in the early 
twentieth century’113 while the communal land seizures 
are not mentioned at all. This comparative neglect not 
only indicates that the aforementioned distinction  
between that which is central/significant and that which 
is peripheral/insignificant inevitably favours occurrences 
and individuals directly associated with the narrowly  
defined political arena and believed to have had the most 
impact on what happened afterwards; it is also indica-
tive of the tendency within mainstream history writing 
to view insurgency that originates from outside of this 
narrowly defined political arena from the perspective of 
those seeking to contain it. 
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Avant-garde Nostalgia

In a now canonical 1944 article, ‘The Gaelic Cult’, the 
Cork-born writer and cultural critic Sean O’Faolain 
condemned Connolly’s theorisation of Gaelic com- 
munism, categorising Connolly’s valorisation of 
common ownership of land in Gaelic Ireland as a 
form of nationalist nostalgia. This assessment was 
shared by a later commentator, Roy Foster; in The 
Story of Ireland Foster referred to James Connolly as ‘a 
Marxist who wanted to turn back the clock to precap- 
italism believing (a la O’Grady) that ancient Ireland 
had pioneered communism’.114 O’Faolain and Foster, 
in their evaluations of Connolly’s Gaelic communism, 
focused primarily on the backward look, interpreting this 
concept in the context of the more mainstream strands 
of an Irish Revival movement that, in their opinion, 
had foolishly sought to restore an earlier ‘lost’ world. 
However, as previously demonstrated here, Connolly’s 
Gaelic communism involved a simultaneous backward/
forward look. Moreover, it was propelled by the actions 
of contemporary poorer rural dwellers. In addition, 
even if we accept that there was a nostalgic component 
to Gaelic communism, I would suggest this nostalgia 
is perhaps most usefully catagorised as an ‘avant-garde 
nostalgia’.115 In the writings of the British philosopher 
Kate Soper, avant-garde nostalgia is pitted against 
both the ‘simple backward look’ with its patrician and 
sometimes patriarchal forms of nostalgia and the 
‘simple progressive thrust’ with its unthinking adulation 
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of capitalist progress, the truly progressive lying beyond 
this antithesis.116 

 What functions were served by the simultaneous 
backward/forward look in the period leading up to 
the establishment of the Irish Free State? Avant-garde 
nostalgia, as utilised at this point in time, clearly had a 
pragmatic dimension. As Gregory Dobbins points out, 
while absolute ownership of land was indeed rare in early 
Irish society, Connolly’s depiction of the land system in 
pre-colonial Ireland was, to some extent, an idealised 
one designed to ‘redirect “the traditional” away from a 
conventional nationalist project’ and create an indig-
enous precedent for socialism.117 But radical forms of 
nostalgia during the decade we are currently commem-
orating also served to disrupt and counter linear narra-
tives of progress, whether these narratives underpinned 
imperialism, bourgeois nationalism, capitalism or  
metropolitan Marxism. Connolly envisaged Gaelic com-
munism neither as a turning back of the clock nor as an 
uninterrupted movement forwards but as an advanced, 
forward-thinking form of socialism grounded in that 
which colonial commentators had viewed as backward 
practices that inhibit progress. Moreover, in his theori-
sation of Gaelic communism he resisted the facile nor-
malisation of the present that sustains dominant power 
structures. While acknowledging that ‘the adherent of the 
present order of society will regard it [clan ownership as 
it existed in Ireland] as proof of the Irish incapacity for 
assimilating progressive ideas’, he insisted that it should 
instead be viewed as the bedrock of future alternative 
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social possibilities.118 For Connolly, therefore, the future 
lay not in the past per se but in that which had been 
dismissed in the past as regressive, even barbaric. Thus, 
Connolly’s backward/forward look can be differentiated 
from bourgeois nationalism, which, though often de-
pendent upon a simultaneous appeal to tradition and 
modernity, smoothes over ‘the potentially liberat-
ing jagged edges of the past and make[s] it safe for 
consumption’ as justification for itself.119 As Gregory  
Dobbins points out, it was paradoxically this very pro-
cess of smoothing over the jagged edges of the past that 
facilitated the muting of Connolly’s own radicalism and 
his absorption into the traditional nationalist canon.120

 In the period leading up to the establishment of 
the Free State, avant-garde nostalgia allowed for some 
of the most radical and utopian imaginings of a future 
Ireland. Hence, the unrealised yet possible past futures 
from that point in time which I am most interested in 
commemorating are those that have their origins (if we 
can talk about unrealised futures as having origins!) in 
that which challenged both the ‘simple backward look’ 
and the ‘simple progressive thrust’. The Irish historian 
Joe Lee has quite rightly pointed out that ‘the “if only” 
school of history’ suffers from ‘an abiding temptation … 
to assume that the alternative to what really happened 
would have been an ideal situation’,121 and certainly,  
if we view each past moment as if its future were poten-
tially multiple as opposed to singular, we must acknowl-
edge that not all of that moment’s contingencies are 
desirable. As is the case with conventional history, the 
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casting of lateral shadows involves a selection process. 
The roads untaken that, in my view, are best positioned 
to become the focus of a radical commemoration pro-
cess are the truly progressive, as defined by Kate Soper: 
those that were grounded in a concept of change that 
challenged a linear narrative of progress.

 Another example of avant-garde nostalgia of this 
sort in the decade that we are currently commemorating  
involved drawing on the Brehon laws when imagining 
an enhanced role for women in a future independent 
Ireland. In early modern Ireland the Brehon laws had 
been dismissed by colonial commentators as ‘lewd’ or 
‘barbarous’ custom. However, in 1852 the British govern- 
ment, having been instructed that these laws had  
‘important bearings upon the existing condition of  
society in Ireland’,122 agreed to fund a project to tran-
scribe, translate, edit and make available for publication 
the Brehon-law manuscripts. A commission comprised 
mainly of members of the Anglo-Irish elite was estab-
lished to oversee the project, and the Gaelic scholars 
John O’Donovan and Eugene O’Curry commenced work 
on the law tracts early in 1853. Legal experts, histori-
ans and Irish-language experts subsequently wrote in-
troductions to the individual volumes. The result of this 
translation project, which took almost fifty years to com-
plete, was a six-volume collection titled The Ancient Laws 
and Institutes of Ireland. 

 Pre-colonial Irish law was constructed for a society 
that was patrilineal and, therefore, patriarchal. That 
said, it contained elements that lent themselves to a 
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later feminist alignment with this body of law. This is  
indicated in some of the scholarly writings that accom-
panied the Brehon-law translations. For example, in 
the preface to the second volume of The Ancient Laws 
and Institutes of Ireland, W. Neilson Hancock, a former  
professor of jurisprudence at Queen’s College, Belfast 
and Thaddeus O’Mahony, professor of Irish at Trinity 
College, Dublin stated the following:

At a time when the English law of husband and wife, 
which has now, for three centuries, been substituted 
for the Irish law in this country, has been condemned 
by a Committee of the House of Commons, as un-
just towards the wife, and when the most advanced 
of modern thinkers are trying to devise some plan by 
which wives may be placed in a position more nearly 
approaching to equality with the husband, it is inter-
esting to discover in the much despised law of the an-
cient Irish, the recognition of the principle on which 
efforts are being made to base our legislation on this 
subject.123

The principle that Hancock and O’Mahony were referring 
to in this passage can be found in the old Irish tract Cáin 
Lánamna [the Law of Couples] from the law collection 
titled Senchus Mór. The tract, written about 700, 
includes legislation regarding the rights of a woman who 
enters a marriage with equal wealth to her husband. 
A wife, under these circumstances, was recognised as 
having equal rights in the marriage and only in certain 



63

COMMEMORATION AND HISTORY

exceptional circumstances was her husband permitted 
to enter into any contract or legal arrangement without 
her consent. Hancock and O’Mahony, in their preface, 
were contrasting this legislation with English common 
law, under which a woman’s wealth, unless special 
arrangements were put in place, automatically became 
her husband’s following marriage.124 

 Both contemporaneous and more recent writings 
about the Dáil Courts likewise draw attention to the 
role played by the Brehon laws in debates concerning 
the status of Irish women, in this case in the period 
just prior to, and directly after, the establishment of the 
Free State. The Dáil Courts of 1920–24 (also known as 
the Republican Courts) were an integral component in 
what had become, by the early twentieth century, one 
of the central strategies of Irish anti-colonial resistance: 
the displacement of ‘British’ political and administrative 
institutions by de facto alternatives. These courts have 
been aptly described by Mary Kotsonouris as ‘extra- 
ordinary courts that operated in an ordinary way’ in 
that, for the most part, they adopted the ethos and value 
system of official legal institutions.125 The Dáil Court  
system was comprised of a Supreme Court, a District 
Court in every parliamentary constituency, and a local 
court in every Roman Catholic parish. Notwithstanding 
the overlaps between this legal system and the one it was 
seeking to displace, the guidelines drawn up for the use 
of Dáil Court judges, published in 1921 and titled Ju-
diciary, state that while the law previously in force, the 
common law of England, was to be retained, reference 
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could be made in court to ‘the early Irish Law Codes,  
or any commentary upon them in so far as they may  
be applicable to modern conditions’.126 James Creed 
Meredith, who had held the position of King’s Counsel 
under the official legal system, transferred his loyalties 
to the Dáil Courts upon their establishment, and was 
appointed president of its Supreme Court. Interestingly, 
Meredith, the Dáil Court judge who had most experience 
of official law, was also one of the strongest exponents of 
the incorporation of the Brehon laws into the Dáil Courts 
system. For example, in 1920, while presiding over a 
case involving a single mother who was seeking mone-
tary support from the father of her child, Meredith, pro-
claiming common law retrograde in such matters, gave 
his judgment in accordance with what he referred to as 
the spirit of the Brehon laws. The woman was awarded a 
sum of money in compensation for the expenses she had 
accrued looking after the child in question. Meredith, 
in an account of this episode published in 1940 in the  
Journal of the Statistical and Social Inquiry Society of  
Ireland, claimed that this case, which was tried in County 
Cork, ‘was subsequently followed uniformly in the Re-
publican Courts’.127

Perhaps not surprisingly, the majority of the wom-
en who drew on the Brehon laws when advocating for 
improved conditions for contemporary Irish women 
were republicans by politics. Dorothy Macardle, in her 
book-length account of the Irish War of Independence 
and its aftermath, wrote in glowing terms of Meredith’s 
adoption of the Brehon laws in cases involving single 
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mothers. Indeed, Macardle stated that, in general, ‘an 
enlightened attitude towards women prevailed’ in the 
Dáil Courts, justifying this claim with reference to the 
practice of having a woman amongst the judges on 
the bench when a woman was being tried.128 Whether 
or not this practice was as commonplace as Macardle  
suggests, it is certainly true that women did, at times, 
preside over Dáil Court hearings. This was in part facil-
itated by the fact that while the judges of the Supreme 
Court had to have formal training in the official legal  
system, no such qualification was deemed necessary for 
the lower courts. Thus, the vast majority of those who 
presided over them were laypeople elected by the local 
Sinn Féin Club. Kathleen Clarke, Maud Gonne MacBride 
and Hanna Sheehy-Skeffington are amongst the women 
who availed of the opportunity to preside over Parish 
Court sittings.129 As pointed out by David Foxton in 
Revolutionary Lawyers, it took independent Ireland over 
forty years to come even close to matching this level of 
involvement of women in the legal system.130

 Another woman who connected the Brehon laws 
with a broadly feminist project was the Irish mathemati-
cian and educator Sophie Bryant. Bryant’s account of old 
Irish law was written during the decade we are current-
ly commemorating, and published in 1923. The title of  
Bryant’s book, Liberty, Order and Law Under Native Irish 
Rule, might suggest that this is a work of straightforward 
historical scholarship, but there are strong indications 
that this is not how Bryant herself viewed the publica-
tion. The past, for her, was clearly a resource for those 
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in the present attempting to create a future that was 
both better than, and different from, that present. Thus,  
Bryant’s book is dedicated to ‘the patron saints of  
Ireland Padraigh and Brigid and to the re-builders of  
Ireland united and free’.131 In the preface she states 
her hope that Liberty, Order and Law Under Native Irish 
Rule would prove to be ‘of service’ to her ‘countrymen 
and countrywomen in the work of social reorganisa-
tion that lies before them’.132 ‘In the work of regenera-
tion for the future that lies before the Irish people’, she 
claims, ‘a more widely diffused and accurate knowledge 
of the old Irish customs should be of great value.’133 Bry-
ant’s book provides a detailed account of such woman- 
related aspects of the Brehon laws as ‘illegitimacy’, the 
status of women within marriage, property laws relat-
ing to women, and the right of women to divorce their 
husbands. The book also suggests that the Brehon laws 
might assist Bryant’s contemporaries in thinking in con-
structive ways about women and work. In this context 
Bryant cites from the Brehon-law manuscripts as fol-
lows: ‘“If a woman has the full work of a woman”, says 
the text, “whether it [the work] be productive or non- 
productive, she shall obtain [the value of] the full  
work of the man.”’134 In urging those who wished to  
participate in the regeneration of Ireland’s future to 
increase their knowledge of old Irish customs, Bryant, 
like Connolly, was engaging in a simultaneous backward/
forward look. She was grounding a forward-thinking 
feminism in that which had previously been dismissed 
as backward practices. 



67

COMMEMORATION AND HISTORY

The Angel of History

Connolly famously died in 1916, one of sixteen men exe-
cuted by the British authorities for playing a leading role 
in the Rising. Sophie Bryant, a considerably less well-
known figure both during her lifetime and now, died at 
the end of the decade we are currently commemorating, 
1922, the year the Irish Free State was established.135 
It is highly unlikely that either would have heard of the 
then young Walter Benjamin, whose earliest works were 
published in the 1920s, yet both Connolly’s and Bryant’s 
advocacy of that which had been dismissed as regressive 
and thus an obstacle to progress calls most compellingly 
to mind Benjamin’s writings, in particular his later ninth 
thesis on history. Benjamin, a German Jew, killed him-
self on the French–Spanish border in 1940 at the age 
of forty-eight in anticipation of being handed over by 
French collaborationist government officials to the Nazi 
Gestapo. Shortly before his unsuccessful attempt to flee 
Vichy France, he wrote one of his last major works. This 
short essay, ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’, is 
composed of twenty numbered paragraphs that offer a 
sustained and, at times, highly emotive critique of ‘pro-
fessional’ history writing. In it he claimed that to artic-
ulate ‘the past historically does not mean recognising it 
“the way it really was”’. Benjamin countered a positiv- 
istic historicism that he associated with nineteenth- 
century scholars, such as Leopold von Ranke, with an  
historical materialism that seizes hold of ‘a memory’ that 
‘threatens both the content of the tradition and those  
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who inherit it’.136 This memory, which ‘flashes up at a  
moment of danger’, must be forcibly held, as every im-
age of the past that is not recognised by the present 
as one of its own concerns threatens to disappear irre- 
trievably.137 Notwithstanding the force of such passages, 
it is in his ninth thesis that Benjamin most eloquent-
ly challenged the progressivist model of history that  
underpins mainstream history writing: 

Figure 4: Paul Klee, Angelus Novus, 1920. Source: Public Domain – 
Wikimedia Commons.
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There is a picture by Klee called Angelus Novus. It 
shows an angel who seems about to move away from 
something he stares at. His eyes are wide, his mouth 
is open, his wings are spread. This is how the angel of 
history must look. His face is turned towards the past. 
Where a chain of events appear before us, he sees one 
single catastrophe, which keeps piling wreckage upon 
wreckage and hurls it at his feet. The angel would like 
to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has 
been smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise 
and has got caught in his wings; it is so strong that 
the angel can no longer close them. This storm drives 
him irresistibly into the future, to which his back is 
turned, while the pile of debris before him grows to-
wards the sky. What we call progress is this storm.138 

The past, for Benjamin, was no mere continuum of 
progress; rather it provides stark evidence of the cata-
clysmic force of progress. The angel featured in a 1920 
Paul Klee ink-wash drawing that Benjamin owned for a 
time is thus reimagined in this allegory as the Angel of  
History who looks backward but is forced forward,  
watching an ever expanding build-up of destruction  
incessantly accumulate towards the skies. The nature of  
this destruction is spelt out for us by Benjamin: the debris  
of progress. While the casualties of the past clearly  
constitute the bulk of this debris, surely it is at least 
partially comprised of the many unrealised yet possible 
past futures that progress has disavowed? But how 
are we to interpret Benjamin’s angel? What can we say 
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about this figure who looks to the past whilst being 
blown, helplessly open-winged, into the future? Does 
the angel’s inability to stay so that he can ‘make whole 
what has been smashed’ speak to and about an ulti- 
mately passive relationship to historical loss? Or, as Paul 
K. Saint-Amour ponders, does the angel’s unrelenting 
temporal gaze urge us to refuse to let such loss be ‘chalked 
up to the cost of progress’?139 If the latter is the case, as 
I believe it to be, does Benjamin allow for the emergence 
of a more dynamic relationship between past, present 
and future than that initially suggested by the strict-
ly backward gaze of an angel incapable of controlling 
its movements? Elsewhere in his theses on the phil- 
osophy of history, Benjamin stated that ‘the chronicler 
who narrates events without distinguishing between 
major and minor ones acts in accord with the follow-
ing truth: nothing that has ever happened should be  
regarded as lost to history’.140 This ‘nothing’ includes the 
debris of progress. The angel’s desire to ‘awaken the dead’ 
suggests that this debris can potentially be transformed 
from that which had been discarded in the past as  
obsolete to that which is a living force in the present. 
Indeed, in keeping with Connolly, I would suggest 
that the debris of progress is a potential resource for a  
renewal of the present that would allow for a future 
that is more than the mere extrapolation of present-day 
power. Included in this resource are the unrealised yet 
possible past futures that, in the words of Saint-Amour, 
were ‘seen by the past as barred’,141 dormant possi-
bilities that are not lost but simply waiting for us to  
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reactivate them. Thus, brushing  history against the  
grain, as Benjamin famously urged us to do in his seventh 
thesis on history, reveals a repository of past hopes and 
preparations for the future that can sustain our current 
aspirations. In the words of Paul Ricoeur, ‘we have so 
many unfulfilled plans behind us, so many promises 
that have still not been held, that we have the means of 
rebuilding the future through reviving our heritage in its 
multiple forms’.142 

Returning to our current commemorations, yes, the 
fast-running conveyor belt of centenaries may at times 
seem a rather wearisome ordeal. However, I believe that 
the ten years before the establishment of the Free State 
was a period potent with possibility, a point in time when 
the future was most definitely multifarious. What would 
it take to revive this period in its multiple forms? What 
would it take to ‘remember’ the futures that it could  
potentially have given rise to? It would involve some-
thing more and other than bemused and sometimes 
patronising references to the seemingly odd and eccen-
tric ways of being that were practised or countenanced 
during the ten-year period we are commemorating.143 It 
would involve something more and other than tokenistic 
gestures towards inclusivity.144 And it would certainly in-
volve something more and other than offering a balance 
between nationalist and Revisionist (with a capital ‘R’) 
versions of the historical events being commemorated. 
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Reimagining 
Commemoration

A s can be surmised from my earlier reading of 
RTÉ’s centenary drama Rebellion, casting a  
critical eye over the commemorative events  

and activities that have taken place as part of Ireland’s 
decade of centenaries thus far is a relatively easy task. 
It is considerably more difficult and, for the purposes of 
this book, considerably more important to lay the foun-
dations for alternative forms of commemoration; events 
and activities that shine a light on the untaken roads 
of the past. That said, I believe that a useful starting 
point for such a project is, in fact, our current commem- 
orations. Therefore I will now proceed to take a fresh look 
at these commemorations. Rather than pick out events 
and activities to critique, however, I will pinpoint the as-
pects of the decade of centenaries that overlap with the 
kinds of critical histories and alternative concepts of his-
torical change that have shaped the writing of this book. 
In this way I can go beyond mere abstract theorisation, 
providing actual examples of the kinds of practices and 
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ideas upon which a truly radical commemorative process 
could be based. 

Turning to the hundredth anniversary of the 1916  
Rising, the range of events is itself of significance. Some 
of these were organised by the state, but many, such as the  
commemorative activities associated with the Women 
of the South project, were designed and run by groups 
and individuals not directly connected to the state. The 
large number of small events that took place through-
out the country, particularly south of the border, sug-
gest that Irish people living in the Republic at least feel 
that they have a stake in the centenaries. Moreover, the 
holding of a plethora of small events is structurally much 
more suited than a larger ceremony to the project of  
reviving the decade we are currently commemorating in 
its multiple forms. These small events include the ones 
that made up RTÉ’s Reflecting the Rising, the state- 
associated Easter Monday’s multitude of commem- 
orative activities. Reflecting the Rising – comprised of 
talks, debates, concerts, walking tours, dramatisations, 
dance, film screenings, exhibitions, and so on – took place 
in over two hundred locations throughout Dublin city.  
The structure of that day’s commemorations – spread out,  
decentralised, democratised – ensured that the Easter 
Monday celebrations were automatically more attuned 
than the larger Easter Sunday event to that which is at 
the margins of conventional history writing. 

The large numbers of small commemorative events 
held in 2016 are not the only indicator that Irish people 
feel that they have a stake in the centenaries. Even the 
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popularity of Rising kitsch – the T-shirts, key rings, 
calendars, and so on referred to in the opening pages of 
this book – point to a desire for some form of personal 
connection to the period in Irish history we are currently 
commemorating. It would be easy to dismiss these  
objects en masse and their purchase as yet one more 
example of inappropriate commodification, the assign- 
ment of economic value to something that should not be 
conceived in economic terms, but surely the urge to own 
these items is, at least in part, an urge for ownership of 
the Rising and the interpretation of its meaning? This is 
perhaps the same urge that compelled so many people 
to get involved in the campaign to save 16 Moore Street 
and surrounding houses from demolition. It was to 
these houses that some of the Rising leaders retreated 
from the burning GPO in the final hours of the Rising. 
It is where they met for the last time before their 
execution. Consequently the Moore Street houses can 
be considered the last headquarters of the Provisional 
Government of the Irish Republic. What the popularity 
of this campaign suggests is that, for many, the Rising 
and its legacies ultimately belong to Irish people. It 
was perhaps an awareness of this sense of ownership 
that prompted the Irish Times to publish an article on 
April Fool’s Day 2017 on the purchase of Liberty Hall 
by a company connected to Donald Trump. The article 
included details on the transformation of the iconic 
building into a five-star hotel, bearing Trump’s name, 
with an open-air putting green on the top floor, and cited 
a very plausible Trump tweet regarding the business deal: 
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‘Bought a small tower in Dublin, Ireland. We are going 
to build an awesome hotel in Dublin. It will be totally 
great! Love Ireland! Great country!’145 The humour of 
the piece, of course, relies on a general awareness that 
any attempt to Trumpify that particular ‘small tower’ 
would likely result in another Rising. On a more serious 
note, the notion of the Rising and its legacies belonging 
to the people of Ireland is also indicated by one of the 
contemporary uses made of another building connected 
to the 1916 insurrection: the GPO. It is notable that 
almost all marches and demonstrations held in Dublin 
in support of justice and equality, whether linked to 
domestic or international issues, ultimately converge at 
the steps of this building. As Clair Wills points out, the 
GPO is something other than just a post office, though it 
‘is not a politician’s building’ and ‘not (yet) a museum’.146 
It is a focal point for political protest that allows current 
injustices to be viewed through the prism of the ideals of 
the period we are currently commemorating. 

Considerable attention is paid in this book to avant- 
garde nostalgia during the decade we are now commem-
orating, but avant-garde nostalgia is also a factor in 
our own time and has helped shape some of the more  
radical commemorations of that decade. Speaking in  
Liberty Hall following one of the last state events of  
Easter weekend, a wreath-laying ceremony at the stat-
ue of James Connolly in Beresford Terrace, President  
Michael D. Higgins stated that ‘land and private prop-
erty, a restrictive religiosity and a repressive pursuit of 
respectability, affecting women in particular, became 
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the defining social and cultural ideals of the newly  
independent Ireland’. Moreover, he claimed, the repub-
lic for which Connolly and the Irish Citizen Army hoped 
remained unfulfilled in present-day Ireland,147 though 
‘their aspirations could still sustain us today in rebuild-
ing our society and our economy’.148 However, not-
withstanding the important contributions of President  
Higgins, the most notable example of a commemorative 
event shaped by present-day avant-garde nostalgia thus 
far in the decade of centenaries was the 1916 parade, 
pageant and concert organised by the Reclaim the Vision 
of 1916 initiative. Scheduled for the calendar centenary 
of the Rising, the Reclaim the Vision of 1916 commem- 
orations offered a socio-economic and political vision 
that was grounded, where possible, in the dreams and  
aspirations that underpinned the 1916 Proclamation. For 
many of those involved in putting together the Reclaim 
the Vision commemorations, not only has the vision 
of the Proclamation not yet been achieved, the dreams 
and aspirations that inspired it were wholly betrayed in 
recent years by the Irish men and women who gained 
most from the Celtic Tiger economic boom and suffered 
least following its collapse. Thus, in their Proclamation 
for a New Irish Republic, the Reclaim the Vision of 1916  
initiative declared that in a real Irish democracy, 

the common good would come before the freedom 
of capital and the markets or the pursuit of private 
profit. The wealth of the country belongs to the peo-
ple, and the natural resources, industries and services 
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must be utilised in the interests of all the people and 
subjected to their democratic control.149 

This passage, of course, echoes James Connolly’s earlier 
advocacy of the 

democratic principle that property was intended to 
serve the people, and not by the principle so univer-
sally acted upon at present, viz. that the people have 
no other function in existing than to be the bond-
slaves of those who by force or by fraud have managed 
to possess themselves of property.150 

A key component of the Reclaim the Vision project is its 
call upon Irish citizens to work toward the Rising’s vision 
of ‘a republic of equality and opportunity with nobody 
marginalised, left behind or forgotten’.151 The commit-
ment of the initiative to this aspect of the project can 
be gauged from the active support and involvement in 
the Reclaim the Vision of 1916 commemorations of  
organisations such as the Pavee Point Traveller and 
Roma Centre, which advocate for social justice for those 
on the margins of Irish society.

Avant-garde nostalgia in the present, just like  
avant-garde nostalgia in the decade we are comm- 
emorating, has the potential to disrupt and counter 
linear narratives of progress, including the aggressively  
forward-thrusting rhetoric of change that underpins 
neoliberalism and that shapes neoliberal subjectivity. 
Just as some Irish men and women during the decade we 
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are currently commemorating grounded their vision of a 
future post-independence Ireland in a Gaelic past, those 
involved in the Reclaim the Vision of 1916 initiative 
evoked the principles of the 1916 Proclamation when 
calling for an alternative to a neoliberal Ireland.

Much of this book has been concerned with the  
potentially liberating jagged edges of the past. However, 
there are also elements in present-day Irish society that 
don’t always fit smoothly, posing a challenge to the  
narratives that underpin socio-economic norms. The 
points at which these elements came up against the 
1916 commemoratory celebrations gave rise to some of 
the more interestingly provocative components of the 
decade of centenaries thus far. Of particular note was the 
scheduling of the television programme I Am Traveller 
for 24 March, the Thursday before the principal official 
1916 events. The programme itself was not formally part 
of the commemoration itinerary, but it was connected to 
that itinerary in that it was part of a documentary series 
shown on RTÉ that was seeking, in the context of the 
centenaries, to challenge narrow notions of Irishness.  
As a whole the three-part series – comprised of I Am 
Traveller, I Am Immigrant and I Am Irish – made for  
compelling viewing, rewriting Irishness by highlighting 
the diverse range of people that comprise the 
contemporary Irish populace. However, I Am Traveller 
created a particularly insightful friction with 1916 
centenary events. As the titles of the three episodes 
collectively suggest, the focus of the documentary series 
is identity in today’s Ireland, but the Traveller voices  
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and perspectives that it features ensures that I Am 
Traveller goes considerably beyond its original brief. 
These voices and perspectives are channelled through 
John Connors, a Traveller man who by virtue of his 
fame as an actor in the Irish crime drama Love/Hate has 
been forced to become a mouthpiece for Irish Travellers, 
whether he chooses to be or not.152 The series as a whole 
holds up for critical interrogation the set of ideas that are 
regularly employed, whether overtly or covertly, when 
establishing the boundaries of Irish identity. However, 
I Am Traveller reveals that it is a more fundamental 
taken-for-granted understanding of what it is to be 
human, including perceived notions of how to live 
and be in the world, that produces the most damaging 
forms of exclusion, whether in Ireland or elsewhere. 
This is particularly evident in the case of those, such 
as Irish Travellers, whose way of life has traditionally 
been bound up with practices that pose a challenge to 
the socio-economic structures that these supposed 
common-sense assumptions support. 

As previously outlined in this book, in the late nine-
teenth century, British commentators, including Anthony 
Trollope, argued that to interfere with absolute proper-
ty rights was to ‘attempt to alter the laws for governing 
the world’.153 Private-property rights may form the cor-
nerstone of the capitalist mode of production, but the  
success of capitalism relies on the widespread accept- 
ance of such rights as the cornerstone of what it is to be 
human. The threat to the natural order that Trollope and 
others believed was posed by Gladstone’s land Acts can 
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be equated to the threat that some believe to be posed by 
the transient lifestyle traditionally associated with Irish 
Travellers. In its most recent manifestation this per-
ceived threat finds a focal point in the figuring of rural 
crime as a code for gangs of rootless/ruthless Travellers 
preying on respectable property-owners.154 

Referring back to Benjamin’s Angel of History, 
amongst the many insights offered by I Am Traveller is 
the revelation that Travellers’ lives – both their actual 
lives (sometimes shockingly short) and their way of life 
– have formed a core component of the debris of ‘prog-
ress’ in the Irish context. Perhaps the most poignant of 
the many poignant scenes that make up this programme 
is John Connors’ exchange with a young man who, de-
spite his own heroic behaviour on the night in question, 
lost multiple members of his family in a fire at a halting 
site in Carrickmines on 10 October 2015. Though only  
fifteen years old at the time, he succeeded in rescuing 
one of his brother’s children from the blaze, but ten  
people died in the fire, including five other children.155 

When asked, whilst standing amongst the debris of 
that site, a well-meaning question about education and 
the future directions that his life might take, the young 
man, clearly frustrated by the mismatch between what 
he is being asked and the story of devastation and  
death that he has just told, offers a passionate response 
that indicates just how alienated he feels from conven-
tional narratives of personal development: ‘I don’t know 
how your future would be alright. I can’t say, yeah, my  
future’s going to be deadly. It’s surely not going to be.  
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To have to think about my brother, to have to think 
about being in beside him, with the fire extinguishers 
that wouldn’t work. Sure how would you think of your 
future being good?’156 

As previously discussed in this book, alternative 
approaches to land and land usage formed the basis 
for some of the possible roads that could have been 
taken in the run-up to the establishment of the Free 
State. ‘Progress’ in the Irish context involved the more 
communal concepts of land and property countenanced 
by some small tenant farmers, some landless labourers 
and some individuals like James Connolly in the 
decade that we are now commemorating being largely 
supplanted in the post-revolutionary period by an 
overly rigid and stringently enforced concept of private 
ownership. This rigid concept of private ownership is 
grounded in the land-purchase Acts introduced by the 
British Conservative Party. However, it was sanctified 
in the post-revolutionary period by a national narrative 
that mapped the ownership of Ireland by the Irish onto 
private-property rights by suggesting that the colonial 
struggle was all about owning the land – taking it back 
from the landlords – with ownership interpreted here 
in the narrowest sense of the term. Owner occupation 
in Free State Ireland, as Seamus Deane has pointed 
out, ‘closed the gap between soil and land’, with soil 
‘as what land [a politico-legal entity] becomes when 
it is ideologically constructed as a natal source, that 
element out of which the Irish originate and to which 
their past generations have returned’.157 That this  
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national narrative remained prevalent long after the 
establishment of both the Free State and Republic is 
signalled by an extract from a report by John Holden 
published in the Irish Times at the height of the Celtic 
Tiger property bubble: ‘The Plantation, Land Wars, and 
the Famine years are certain to have had an impact on 
every Irishman wanting his own plot.’158 This overlapping 
of the ownership of Ireland by the Irish with the private 
ownership of property and land has manifested itself 
in multiple ways since the founding of the state. In 
the earlier stages of the Free State it allowed for the 
establishment of a precedent whereby home ownership 
was to be prioritised over all other housing issues. 
Thus, in the 1920s, owner-occupancy, supported by 
government policy and generous subsidies to private 
builders, was put forward as the best available means 
for combating all housing-related concerns in Ireland, 
including the considerable problems posed by the still-
prevalent tenements and slums of Dublin, Limerick and 
Cork.159 The following passage, published in the Irish 
Builder and Engineer, suggests that the Irish building 
industry, even in the early years of the Free State, felt 
itself to be in a particularly advantageous position: ‘it  
was gratifying, in these days of socialism, to find the  
head of State disassociating himself from the foolish 
notions that some have, that the whole of such vast 
[housing] problems have only to be made a government 
concern to be solved.’160 While there were public 
housebuilding programmes at intervals in the period 
between, it is not difficult to find overlaps between 
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Cumann na nGaedheal’s decision in the mid-1920s ‘to 
reduce the level of construction undertaken by local 
authorities, and instead divert public funds to private 
builders (via grants and tax breaks)’ and the developer-
friendly policy decisions made by later Irish governments 
that contributed to an over-heated housing market during 
the Celtic Tiger period.161 

Notwithstanding the fact that home ownership 
in Ireland, contrary to popular perception, is in line 
with other countries in Europe,162 the mapping of the 
ownership of Ireland by the Irish onto private-proper-
ty rights and the subsequent establishment of owner- 
occupancy as the housing norm have given rise to an  
especially negative attitude in Ireland towards those over 
a certain age who rent their homes rather than own them. 
Living in rented accommodation as an older adult is  
viewed here as dysfunctional, particularly if the renter 
in question is not actively seeking to become an owner  
at some stage in the near future.Thus, even when house 
prices rise to untenable levels, as with the property  
bubble from the late 1990s to 2007, the pressure to  
buy and own property is extreme. Empathy for those 
in their thirties, forties and older who fail to get on the 
‘property ladder’ and then, due to a rent hike, become 
homeless is invariably mixed with suspicion: why were 
they still renting at this stage of their lives? This sus-
picion can be tinged with disapproval if those involved 
have children: why didn’t they do the responsible thing 
and wait until they had bought a house before starting 
a family? 
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The repercussions on the Traveller community of the 
mapping of the ownership of Ireland by the Irish onto 
private-property rights have been particularly severe. 
Essentially this national narrative ensured that there 
has been no physical and conceptual space possible 
within the official parameters of the post-revolutionary 
Irish state for those whose way of life was traditionally 
founded on different practices and principles of land and 
land usage. In The Travellers, a more recent three-part 
documentary series that also features John Connors, 
members of the Traveller community make reference to 
the widely accepted notion amongst non-Travellers that 
the origins of contemporary Irish Travellers can be traced 
to the Great Famine. Travellers, according to this origin 
narrative, are the descendants of impoverished tenant 
farmers and labourers who were evicted from their homes 
in the 1840s and ’50s, and forced to adopt a transient 
lifestyle, spending their subsequent lives reluctantly 
wandering the roads and lanes of Ireland.163 As pointed 
out in The Travellers, Irish Travellers, in this version of 
their emergence as a distinct group in Irish society, are 
broken settled people who require fixing. Moreover, non-
Travellers are encouraged via this narrative to conclude 
that the most suitable form that this fixing could take is 
reinstatement in a fixed location. In this context Connors 
alludes to the infamous 1963 Report of the Commission 
on Itinerancy, a key policy document that identified the 
main ‘problem with Travellers’ as their lack of fixed 
abode and the main remedy as a systematic settlement-
and-assimilation programme. Given the aforementioned 
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widely accepted origin myth, this document could be 
viewed by non-Travellers as a benign project that merely 
seeks to correct the damage of the Famine. However, 
responding to this document from the perspective of an 
Irish Traveller, Connors categorises it as an aggressive 
attack on a way of life associated with the Travelling 
community, pointing out, in I Am Traveller, that it was 
perhaps no coincidence that the report was put forward 
as the ‘final solution’ to the Traveller ‘problem’. 

A commemoration process that celebrates the pos-
sibilities offered by the more radical and/or utopian 
ways of imagining Ireland in the run-up to, and shortly 
after, the establishment of the Free State would allow 
us to conjure up the history of a post-revolutionary Ire-
land that might have been. While these unrealised past  
futures clearly can’t solve all of our current problems, 
commemoration of this sort could nonetheless provide 
a rich resource for reimagining Ireland today. Those of 
us who want to imagine a future Ireland very different 
from the current one – an Ireland in which everyone can 
believe that she/he has a future – have much to gain by 
thinking with those who lived during the decade we are now 
commemorating about the worlds they envisaged, notwith-
standing the fact that the realisation of these worlds was 
foreclosed by the post-revolutionary Irish state. 

Arguably, the current political climate in Ireland is pot- 
entially fertile ground for such a commemoration pro-
cess. The election that took place on the centenary 
of 1916 and the response to that election suggest a  
tentative end to the Civil War political divide between 
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Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil. Given that Fianna Fáil’s sen- 
timental attachment to the concept of a united Ireland 
has historically had as little impact on partition as 
Fine Gael’s long-standing policy of non-intervention 
in Northern affairs, this reshaping of the Irish political 
landscape seems long overdue. Could the ending of this 
relatively bogus political divide allow for the emergence 
of a new form of political alignment grounded in con-
cepts of justice and equality, including economic equal-
ity? I should point out that I am not as gung-ho about 
this election as Fintan O’Toole, who, by focusing on  
Fianna Fáil’s rhetoric of fairness in the run-up to the 
election, interpreted even the increased vote for this  
party as signalling a rejection of the neoliberal agenda.164 
However, I do believe that in 2016 we witnessed an at 
least partial rejection by the Irish electorate of a mind-
set that prioritises the economy, narrowly defined as the 
market, over all else. 

As previously stated in this book, periods of potent 
possibility are characterised by a prevailing belief – often 
connected to the collapse of dominant socio-political  
formations or ideologies – that the future can be very 
different from the present and that it can be shaped by 
those living in that present.165 Are we therefore currently 
living through a period that is itself particularly potent 
with possibility? I believe this to be the case. As previ-
ously asserted, periods of potent possibility can gen- 
erate a greater number of fictional works that contain  
counterfactual elements. Is the period we are now living 
through, like the decade we are currently commemorating, 
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giving rise to a greater than normal number of literary 
works of this kind? Are Kevin Barry’s Beatlebone (2015), 
centred on a 1978 trip that John Lennon did not make 
to Clew Bay, and Mary Morrissey’s structurally counter-
factual Prosperity Drive (2016), a text that clearly finds 
inspiration in Joyce’s Dubliners, precursors to a new 
counterfactual phase in Irish literature? The 2016 Irish 
election, notwithstanding the formation of the current 
government, suggests that there are multiple roads that 
could be taken.166 It suggests that the future is far from 
certain. It suggests that the future is, in fact, multifar-
ious. Indeed, the idea of ‘the Republic’ itself seems be 
up for grabs in a way that it perhaps hasn’t been since 
Irish independence. In the opening pages of this book 
I reminded the reader that we, in Ireland, are currently 
living through a decade of centenaries marking a chain 
of events in Irish history that commenced with the in-
troduction of the Third Home Rule Bill and concluded 
with the establishment of the Irish Free State. However, 
that may not be the fullest and most accurate descrip-
tion of the present moment. What we are living through 
is not simply a decade of centenaries but an interest-
ing conflation of periods of time, our current period 
of possibility overlapping with the commemoration of 
another period of possibility. As Tina O’Toole has quite  
rightly pointed out, this is a very different scenario  
than if the decade of centenaries had fallen during  
the Celtic Tiger period, a time marked by ‘national  
triumphalism’ and ‘neolibeal individualism’.167 In the 
current, far less certain political and economic climate, a  
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commemoration process that does not seek to petrify 
the past, but instead acknowledges that the past could 
have been other than it was and that it could have given 
rise to other possible futures, could assist us in the dif-
ficult but necessary process of imagining our future as 
other/better than the here and now.

In conclusion, I am calling for a radical rethinking of 
commemoration in the context of Ireland’s decade of 
centenaries. Given that we are already at the decade’s 
mid point, this intervention is a timely one. The com-
memoration process that I am advocating is one that is 
informed by critical histories. What kinds of occurrences 
would be remembered in a radical commemoration pro-
cess informed by such histories and what would this 
remembering entail? Such a commemoration process 
would involve marking occurrences invariably viewed 
as marginal, contingent or paradoxical in state-centred 
history writing. It would remember occurrences that 
seem out of kilter with their time. It would reveal that 
the reason why such occurrences do not seem to fit with 
their time period is that they are not easily subsumed 
into a seamlessly progressive model of history fixated on 
the past that resulted in our present. Thus, when viewed 
from a vantage point shaped by current dominant ideol- 
ogies, such occurrences appear to lead nowhere. This  
appearance of leading nowhere in itself indicates that 
these occurrences may have provided the foundations 
for other roads: alternative past futures. I am calling  
for a radical commemoration process that accepts that 
these divergent roads were not destined to end up as  
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cul-de-sacs, but instead acknowledges that the futures 
they pointed to could have been possible even if they 
never came to pass. I am calling for a radical commem- 
oration process that attempts to map out these diver-
gent roads and that speculates on the futures to which 
they may have led.

Within the university this mapping project would  
entail a transdisciplinary approach of the type that 
shapes this book, drawing on a range of materials, in-
cluding sources traditionally used by historians, cultural 
scholars, political scientists, sociologists, geographers, 
anthropologists and folklorists. Transcending discip- 
linary divisions has the potential to produce what Cath-
erine Chaput refers to in Inside the Teaching Machine 
as ‘guerrilla knowledge’. Such knowledge, according to 
Chaput, ‘does not exist in any department but on the 
margins of every discipline, haunting them all’ and ‘at 
the edges of legitimate professional work’.168 As Chaput 
points out, the university, for the most part, ‘reproduces 
the boundaries of production, consumption, and regu-
lation that allow capitalism to thrive’. Guerrilla knowl-
edge, by contrast, creates opportunities to conceive of a 
world outside the ‘parameters of capitalism’.169 To max-
imise on such opportunities, a radical commemoration 
process would need to facilitate alliance-building. In 
the case of university-based scholars, alliance-building 
would involve a rejection of professional containment, 
with academics engaging with individuals and move-
ments from outside the university and participating in 
non-academic dialogues and engagements of all kinds, 
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whether public debates, public meetings, community art 
projects, workshops or direct action. 

But what are good examples of marginal, contingent or 
paradoxical occurrences in the Irish context, occurrences 
that seem to be out of kilter with their time and lead 
nowhere, and which, therefore, could be the focus of a 
radical commemoration process? Moreover, what would 
a radical commemoration of these occurrences entail in 
the context of Ireland’s decade of centenaries? Given 
that land is a recurring trope in this book, I will focus on 
land-related occurrences, though the ideas that I explore 
here could be applied more broadly. Gearóid Ó Tuathaigh 
has argued that the ultimate outcome of the land agi-
tation, ‘the most effective socio-political movement 
of collective action in modern Irish history’, was ‘the  
entrenchment of a decidedly individualist system of  
farm ownership’ of the sort that is the norm in con-
temporary Ireland.170 Consequently, while he provides 
examples of other concepts and practices of land usage 
in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Ireland, such 
as land nationalisation and collectivised agriculture, 
he ultimately dismisses these concepts and practices 
as ‘historical curiosities’ and ‘non-starter[s]’.171 Such 
‘non-starters’ could be the focus of a series of radical 
commemorative events held in 2020, the centenary of 
heightened agrarian agitation in 1920. As previously 
pointed out in this book, the officially returned ‘agrari-
an outrages’ were higher in 1920 than in any year since 
the Land War. Some of those involved, particularly 
in the east of the country, were agricultural labourers  
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seeking better working conditions and wages. In addi-
tion to holding strikes, labourers disrupted fairs and  
attacked farms. Sometimes, as in the case of the ‘battle 
of Fenor’ in County Waterford, agitation intensified to 
the point of open warfare. In this particular case, labour-
ers agitating for an increased harvest bonus were locked 
out by local farmers, who then attempted to bring in 
machinery to thresh the corn. In November 1919 some 
300 labourers confronted 121 policemen, who were 
escorting a threshing machine to an anti-union farm. 
According to the Munster Express, ‘a pitched battle was 
fought on the roadside between the police and farm  
labourers, in which revolver shots, batons, and bayonets, 
were freely used’.172 Before the farmworkers dispersed, 
they ‘destroyed 80 tons of hay, over 400 barrels of barley 
and a large barn’.173 

But the dominant form that agrarian ‘outrages’ took 
at this point in time, particularly in the west, was the 
seizure of land, often carried out by large groups of men, 
women and children. Indeed, hundreds of large estates 
and grazing farms were forcibly taken during this pe-
riod. In most cases the land was then broken up into 
tillage holdings for individual small farmers or landless 
labourers. However, in County Galway, the Creggs Land 
Committee established a collective farm comprised of 
thousands of acres of seized land,174 while the tenants of 
the absentee landlord James Dennison Going declared  
a soviet when they took over his 300-acre estate in  
County Limerick.175 As Fergus Campbell asserts in Land 
and Revolution, the redistribution of land that resulted 
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from these land seizures posed a challenge to agrarian 
capitalism and private property rights, as did attempts to 
establish collective farms.176 Consequently, for Campbell 
the outcome of the contest ‘between radical and con-
servative elements … was not clear at the high point of 
revolution in 1920–21’.177 As previously stated, ‘propor-
tionality’ in the case of both mainstream history writing 
and mainstream commemoration is based on a distinc-
tion between that which is central/significant and that 
which is peripheral/insignificant. This ‘proportionality’ 
ensures that the land bills are included in the Decade of 
Centenaries website amongst the key events that shaped 
modern Ireland, while the communal land seizures are 
not. Thus, ‘proportionality’ results in a marking of the 
strengthening of absolute property rights in Ireland un-
der the guise of commemorating ‘the transfer of land to 
those who farmed it’,178 and a sidelining of challenges to 
agrarian capitalism and the primacy of private property. 

Brushing history against the grain, the commemora-
tive events held on the centenary of heightened agrarian 
agitation in 1920 could remember alternative concepts 
and practices of land usage in nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century Ireland. These would range from the 
Owenite agrarian communities established by William 
Thompson and John Scott Vandeleur in pre-Famine  
Ireland, to tenant farmers’ assertions of rights of  
occupancy and their resistance to farming practices  
associated with agrarian capitalism, such as grazing. 
With reference to the period between the commence-
ment of the Land War and the establishment of the Free 
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State, these events could pay tribute to the concept of 
land nationalisation as advocated by Michael Davitt, and 
of Gaelic communism as associated with James Connolly. 
In its marking of acts of agrarian agitation, including the 
1920 land seizures, the commemoration could draw on 
both British ‘history from below’ and Indian subalternist 
history writing, encouraging those partaking in the com-
memorative events to read these acts in their own terms 
rather than from the perspective of those who were 
seeking to contain them.179 A radical commemoration 
of Irish agrarian agitation entails reading against the 
grain the official historical sources, such as archival mat- 
erials, championed by mainstream historians as the best 
source for ‘what actually happened’, combined with an 
engagement with non-official sources, such as the recol-
lections documented in the National Folklore Collection 
at University College, Dublin. 

What kinds of alliances could be formed in the con-
text of a commemoration of this sort? Speaking from 
the perspective of someone who works in a univer-
sity, which individuals and movements from outside 
the university could university-based scholars engage 
with? Such a commemoration could be organised in 
conjunction with individuals and movements in Ireland 
and elsewhere who currently adhere to, and attempt to  
advance, an alternative relationship with land and prop-
erty. This could include the Home Sweet Home coalition 
and Irish Housing Network, which famously took over 
the NAMA-owned Apollo House office block on Tara 
Street in Dublin in December 2016 to provide emergency  
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accommodation for people who were homeless and 
would otherwise have found it difficult to get shelter 
over the Christmas period. Amongst those involved in 
the Home Sweet Home coalition at the time were trade 
unionists, charity workers and some high-profile indi-
viduals such as the aforementioned actor and Traveller 
activist John Connors. What the occupation of the va-
cant Apollo House revealed is that the taking over of 
even empty and derelict buildings is viewed as a threat 
by landlords and developers, and as a breach of ‘the 
market’. At one stage, the coalition received a solicitor’s  
letter seeking an urgent meeting ‘with a view to agree-
ing an immediate and orderly vacation of the property 
in the interests of the health and safety of those who are 
unlawfully trespassing on the property’.180 I would sug-
gest, however, that the interests being protected were 
not those of the inhabitants of Apollo House but the 
interests of individuals whose wealth is largely reliant 
on the primacy of private property. In occupying Apollo 
House, the Home Sweet Home activists were asserting 
an alternative set of rights that they believed surpassed 
private-property rights, including the rights to dignity 
and shelter. While acknowledging that homelessness is 
sometimes the result of a complex set of factors, they 
drew attention to the incongruity of there being 282 
vacant or derelict sites totalling sixty-one hectares of 
land in central Dublin in the midst of an unprecedented 
homeless crisis in the city.181 

Its proximity to Christmas, combined with the in-
volvement of celebrities and high-profile trade-union 
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activists, ensured that the Home Sweet Home occu-
pation was heavily and, for the most part, positively 
reported in the mainstream media. Indeed, one of the 
better-known members of the coalition, Oscar-win-
ning singer-songwriter Glen Hansard, was invited onto 
RTÉ’s premier chat show, The Late Late Show, in the week  
before Christmas to talk to a mostly receptive audience 
about the occupation and the extent to which it consti-
tuted a justifiable act of civil disobedience. Amongst the 
less well-known and less well-received Irish movements 
that could take part in commemorative events celebrat-
ing alternative concepts and practices of land usage in 
Ireland are the former inhabitants of Squat City. Though 
it didn’t garner nearly as much media attention, Squat 
City in Grangegorman, Dublin was a more long-term  
initiative, being intermittently home to dozens of squat-
ters from 2013 to 2016. Some squatted there out of  
necessity, while others chose to live there, viewing 
squatting simultaneously as a political act and a way of 
life. To claim the right to occupy an empty premises for  
the purpose of living is to challenge a counterintuitive so-
cietal norm whereby vacant land and property cannot be 
used by those who need it because it is owned by some- 
one who currently has no use for it. 

By drawing attention to such side-branching roads 
from both the past and the present, the commemor- 
ative events held on the centenary of heightened agrar-
ian agitation in 1920 could encourage speculation on a 
future alternative relationship with land and property, a 
relationship grounded in concepts and practices of use 
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and occupancy. Another world is indeed possible, a fairer 
world no longer willing to accept that past and present 
casualties are an inevitable consequence of change, and 
no longer willing to believe that the only form change 
can take is an unrelenting forward thrust. However, 
notwithstanding a recent global economic crisis and an 
ongoing environmental one – both of which raise signifi-
cant questions as to the continuing viability of the world 
as we know it – the fact that another world is possible 
is not always evident to us. Shockingly, the end of the 
world, as suggested by Frederic Jameson, is easier for 
most people to imagine than the end of capitalism.182 
This stymieing of social imagination is in itself a key 
obstacle to the emergence of a new, different model of 
society and a key contributing factor in the widespread 
acceptance of the current neoliberal world order as sim-
ply the way things are. The concept of utopia urgently 
needs to be reclaimed from being a ‘nonexisting locus’ 
to once more being the realm of the ‘not yet’.183 For  
another world to be possible, we need to know that it is 
possible. And it is possible – indeed, we can get glimpses 
of this other world. All we need to do is turn our eyes 
away from the path of progress and look to the futures 
towards which certain side-branching roads lead.
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1. Liberty Hall is an extremely apt venue for a commemorative 
activity of this sort. The original Liberty Hall, on the same site, 
was closely connected to the Rising in that it was the base of the 
Irish Citizen Army, a force initially established to defend striking 
Workers. It was also where the Proclamation was first printed, 
in the basement of the building. Moreover this is not the first 
time that Liberty Hall has been draped in a banner; following the 
outbreak of the First World War, a banner proclaiming ‘We Serve 
Neither King nor Kaiser, But Ireland’ was hung on the front wall 
of the original building.

2. Only one of the ten plays included in the programme was 
written by a woman, and only three of the ten were directed by 
women. This lack of female representation gave rise to a Waking 
the Feminists campaign that arguably has had more of an impact 
on Irish society than the Abbey’s scheduled events.

3. Dublin: One City One Book is a Dublin City Council initiative, 
led by Dublin City Public Libraries. Launched in 2006, it 
encourages Dubliners to read a selected book connected with 
Ireland’s capital city during the month of April every year. 
Clearly, this project helps create a canon of Dublin-centric texts. 
While the Dublin: One City One Book canon includes both well-
established classics and newer works, it is notable that of the 
twelve books chosen since the project’s inception, Fallen is the 
only female-authored one.

4. As a ‘star’ broadcaster on RTÉ, Duffy was afforded multiple 
opportunities on both radio and television to commemorate the 
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