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Summary

This dissertation examines the concept of difference as portrayed in contem porary Troubles 

novels and explores how it affects the sense of belonging to  the contested space of 

Northern Ireland. It analyses a cross-section of post-1994 ceasefire and post-1998  

Agreem ent novels by the Northern Irish writers w ho came of age during the Troubles -  

Inheritance  (Keith Baker, 1997), The Second Prison (Ronan Bennett, 1991), No Bones (Anna 

Burns, 2001), Woundlicker (Jason Johnson, 2004), The Rainbow Singer (Simon Kerr, 2002), 

Grace Notes (Bernard MacLaverty, 1997), One by One in the Darl<ness (Deirdre M adden, 

1996), Sacrifice o f Fools (Ian McDonald, 1996), The Ultras  (Eoin M cN am ee, 2004), The 

Wrong M an  (Danny M orrison, 1997), The Twelve (Stuart Neville, 2009), Involved (Kate 

O'Riordan, 1995), and Glenn Patterson's extensive Troubles canon. These works provide a 

retrospective assessment of the conflict, variously recom m ending or warning about the  

underlying reasons for and consequences of the Northern Irish predicam ent. This study is 

interested in the ongoing relationship betw een antagonistic inter-com m unity relations and 

a sense of contested belonging to the Northern Irish space. It argues that the novels 

celebrate the heteroglossic urban experience and /o r fem inine subjectivity as alternatives to  

Republican or Loyalist hegemonies and urge the ir readers to  adopt the ethics of 'the other'. 

Only by understanding and applying the heterogeneous possibilities of meaning can opinion 

about the current socio-political impasse be overcom e. Indeed, given tha t the issues 

underlying the Northern Irish predicam ent are of w ider, international m om ent, the novels' 

use of this strategy m ight enable greater understanding of social affairs elsewhere. This 

thesis will draw from  the theoretical models of M ikhail Bakhtin, Homi Bhabha, and Julia 

Kristeva, among other critics of identity, belonging and object relations, to  identify these



novels as critical utopias in which the monologic, authoritarian discourses that uphold 

reductive paradigms are challenged. However, the scope of this thesis extends beyond 

fictional representations of the sectarian conflict; its conclusion is not only relevant to socio

political discussions about how actual strategies of claiming space affect individuals' 

identity, and, consequently, inter-com m unity relations, but current debate w ithin the 

interdisciplinary field of traum a and m em ory studies concerning the  legacy and 

rem em brance of the Troubles.
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1 Introduction

The Northern Irish ethno-political conflict, euphemistically described as the Troubles/ 

whose period o f relentless violence dated from the late 1960s to the mid-1990s and during 

which over three thousand people were killed, has continuously attracted the attention of 

politicians, academics, social workers and the media, as well as others interested in conflict 

studies. Questions concerning key issues -  such as the causation of the conflict, its trigger 

mechanisms, relations between the involved parties, possible means to resolve the strife, 

and obstructions in peace and reconciliation processes -  have also been the subject matter 

addressed w ith in the field of (Northern) Irish art. In fact, Michael L. Storey argues that, in 

the context o f modern Irish fiction writing, 'no issue has been treated so extensively and so 

probingly ... as the Troubles' (1). Storey's assertion concerns the (Northern) Irish short story, 

however, the alleged number of Troubles novels attests to  overall prominence of the 

subject. Over eight hundred works of fiction that deal w ith the predicament have been 

claimed to have been written,^ th rille r being the sub-genre o f fiction most commonly 

applied to depict the conflict.

In the early stages of the Troubles, a significant number of thrillers embodied a 

rather peculiar perspective of the conflict. They portrayed the then current situation as 

brought about by mad paramilitaries who, owing to the ir assumed innate blood thirst.

'  Historically this euphem ism  has been used to  refer to  th ree  periods of sectarian violence: to  the Irish W ar of 
Independence (1919-21) follow ed by the  Civil W ar (1922-23), and to  the  m ore recent conflict in Northern  

Ireland (1966-1998). Unless stated otherw ise, this dissertation will use the  term  only in reference to  the  most 
recent period.
 ̂This figure is based on M aev Kennedy's approxim ation (np). An official com prehensive publishing statistics 

concerning Troubles fiction covering the  period from  the beginning of the  conflict until today has yet to  be 

issued.
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refused any but violent resolution to the struggle.^ This fragm entary, one-sided portrayal 

has consequently affected the way some people have viewed the Troubles, as well as 

Northern Ireland in general. Indeed, the representation of 'voyeuristic violence in which 

[these] stock characters' (Smyth, The Novel and the Nation  114) have been recycled resulted 

in Northern Ireland being deem ed a dark, secluded place, doomed to sectarian violence only 

(Hughes, 'Introduction' 1). A similar effect has been claimed to have been produced by 

another sub-genre of the Troubles novel often utilised to trea t the subject m atter, romance, 

depicting romantic relationships between the protagonists from  the opposing sides of the  

divide."'

In the period surrounding the 1994 ceasefires, however, another type of fiction 

gained prominence. Dissatisfied with the aforem entioned one-sided portrayal of the early 

texts, a num ber of writers, predom inantly those who came of age during the conflict -  such 

as Colin Bateman, Glenn Patterson, or Robert McLiam Wilson -  have been claimed to have 

sought 'to challenge the received forms' of Troubles discourse. These authors, collectively 

described as the 'new generation,'^ have manifested 'a willingness to confront the form al 

and conceptual legacies of a received literary (and w ider social) tradition' (Smyth, The Novel 

and the Nation  7). They 'subjected the heavy contingency of Northern Ireland literature to a 

series of rearguard tactics in order to renegotiate its terms of representation' (Patten, 

'Fiction in Conflict' 130). M oreover, they have been claimed to have done so with 'a self-

 ̂The early Troubles works by Jack Holland and Gerald Seym our are usually m entioned as representative of this 

perspective. On the critical discussion of the  early Troubles thrillers, see, for exam ple, Cleary, 'Forked Tongued 

in the Border B it'227-76 and M cM inn, 'Contem porary Novels on the  Troubles' 113-21.
Since 'the love-across-the-barricades', often seen as a refuge from  or a resolution to  the conflict, is regularly 

destroyed, the  view of the Troubles these novels put forw ard  is analogous to tha t bleak perspective of the  

Troubles thrillers m entioned above.
 ̂This unofficial name is now rather outdated as another generation of Northern Irish w riters  has become  

creatively active. However, the dissertation will use this term  to  refer collectively to  the  w riters w ho came of 
age during the  conflict and /o r whose works differ in perspective from  the early Troubles novels.
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awareness of the role played by cultural narratives in mediating m odern ( o r ... postmodern) 

Ireland's changing circumstances' (Smyth, The Novel and the Nation  7). In contrast to the  

early Troubles texts, the  new generation sought to develop 'new languages' that would give 

voice to  the complex cultural, social and political specificities of the conflict (Ibid. 114). W ith  

respect to these creative efforts, a num ber of critics have consequently suggested that the  

'new  generation' have 'shown themselves to be well ahead of their political counterparts  

[in] extraordinary acts of imagination, gestures of m agnanimity, m utual respect and trust' 

and have thus played 'a potent, transform ative role within the riven cultures of Northern  

Ireland' (Parker M ., Northern Irish Literature, 1975-2006  xvi, 98). In fact, Laura Pelaschiar 

claims that the authors 'have som ewhat anticipated the 1998 "Good Friday" peace 

agreem ent' and envisaged 'some sort of "way out" of the socio-political impasse' {W riting  

the North  13, emphasis in original).

W hile the violent stage of the Troubles was brought to an end by the peace process,® 

the conflict continues to resonate both socially and culturally. Irrespective of the shifts in 

'the relationships betw een the key external actors' (the Republic of Ireland, the United 

Kingdom, and the United States) and regardless of the changed conditions within the region 

itself, Clancy and Nagle maintain tha t the conflict 'could be considered to be "frozen"' (14).^ 

Indeed, Northern Ireland is seen as politically and culturally torn between the '"bad," dark 

notoriety of the past and precarious and ten tative  visions of [its] future' (Brannigan 142). It 

occupies that which Antonio Gramsci calls the interregnum , a state in which the old is dying

® In the Northern Irish context, this term  covers predom inantly the period from  shortly before the 1994  

ceasefires up to  the 1998 A greem ent, while the  subsequent political developm ents are regarded as the  

reconciliation and transform ation processes.
 ̂The choice o f adjective might seem misleading as it implies political inactivity, while the contrary, Popescu 

(2006) and W eir (2008) argue, is often true in cases of conflicts th a t are described as being frozen. However, 
since Northern Irish Nationalists and Unionists have retained the ir 'discordant political preferences,' the  

integrity of the  Northern Irish predicam ent is perceived as unaltered (Clancy and Nagle 14).



and the new cannot be born (276). Similar claims have been made about contem porary  

Northern Irish fiction that addresses the Troubles, particularly about that published after  

the 1998 Agreement.® This assertion challenges the aforem entioned critical appraisal of the  

new version of Ireland the new generation allegedly helped bring w ithin reach. Despite the  

'extraordinary acts of imagination' (Parker M ., Northern Irish Literature, 1975-2006  xvi) 

through which the critics claimed the authors 'envisaged some sort of a "way out'" (W riting  

the North  13), the predicament has not been resolved. Consequently, questions arise that 

probe the critical appraisal of the new generation's actual innovativeness and alleged 

contributions to the conflict resolution.

The optimistic perspective some critics adopted in their assessment of the new  

generation's fiction (in connection to the ceasefires) relates to the claimed transform ative  

role the  artists played in Northern Ireland's unique plight. Since 'the politicians, visionless 

almost to  a man,' had w ithdraw n 'into their sectarian stockades,' Stewart Parker asserts, it 

thus fell 'to the artist to  construct a model of wholeness by means of which the society can 

begin to hold up its head in the world ' (19). The call for artists to constitute an environm ent 

from  which a new  understanding of the socio-political conditions could em erge was 

collectively put forward by people associated w ith the Field Day Theatre Company and The 

Crane Bag journal. They believed it im portant that the artists help people to transcend the  

crippling oppositions of Irish politics and hence to open the possibility of a shared culture in 

the North of Ireland. Indeed, as Hederm an and Kearney state in the journal's first editorial. 

The Crane Bag was intended to present work that would encourage people to (re)discover a

* D om in ic  H ead  m ain ta in s  it is th e  fact th a t  N o rth e rn  Ire lan d  'has been th e  site o f n o n -n e g o tia b le  and  

an tag on istic  versions o f n a tio n a l a ffilia tio n ' th a t b ro u g h t ab o u t 'a s ta te  o f im passe th a t has res tr ic ted  novelistic  

expression ' (1 3 1 ) -  a c la im  th a t re lates back to  th e  p re d ic a m e n t be ing described as 'frozen '.



new creative space, a mythical 'fifth province,' a 'no-man's land' where things could 'detach  

themselves from  all partisan and prejudiced connection' (4). It is possible th a t the critics of 

the new generation's fiction read the works published around the 1994 ceasefires w ith a 

particular focus on this 'horizon of possibility' in mind. However, as this dissertation will 

suggest, the perspective the new generation's writers propound is more critical, not 

necessarily optimistic, as might have originally seemed.

Indeed, the assessment of the predicam ent the new generation's w riters present 

resembles w hat Jean Baudrillard describes as the  impact of the 'retroversion of history' 

upon which one feels the urge to 'reinvestigate' past events (The Illusion o f the End 11). 

W hile the authors do not follow  Baudrillard's theory insofar as 'to whitewash [or disregard] 

all the abominations' (The Illusion o f the End 11-2), the ir works are nevertheless critical of 

the ethno-political strife and its underlying causes, and apply such critique to reinvestigate  

the past. Neal Alexander identifies this type of critical, retrospective approach in the  

Northern Irish fiction produced in the wake of the 1998 Agreem ent ('Rem em bering to  

Forget' 272-83).® It, nevertheless, can be detected in the  works that predate the  1998  

Agreem ent as well. Even the novels published in the period around the 1994 ceasefires that 

are claimed to have projected their narratives into the future provide critical, retrospective  

assessment of the conflict. The messages these novels put forw ard can be, in fact, 

understood as recom m endations or, depending on the level of present criticism, warnings  

about the causes underlying the predicament.

® Commonly referred to  as 'the Good Friday A greem ent,' predom inantly by (Catholic) Nationalists and 

Republicans, or 'the Belfast A greem ent,' by (Protestant) Loyalists and Unionists, the  1998 Agreem ent is also 

known as the  Storm ont Agreem ent.
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Concerning the novelty of such a critical approach, John Wilson Foster clainns that 

some Northern Irish artists made calls for evaluative (re)assessment of the predicam ent in 

the  wake of the 1985 Anglo-Irish Agreem ent (Colonial Consequences). Gillian McIntosh, 

however, observes th a t alternative, novelistic visions of this type can actually be registered 

already in the 1940s and 1 9 5 0 s .M c In to s h  argues that in the ir works, authors such as John 

Hew itt, W.R. Rodgers, Sam Hanna Bell and Louis M acN eice,^  questioned existing cultural 

identities to bring to  the state a more critical social self-exam ination and reflections on the  

specificities of its citizens (180).^^ They did so to claim Northern Ireland was not 'a 

homogeneous enclave' but 'a place of diversity' as well as 'disharmony' (Ibid. 180). This 

assessment is less optimistic than the aforem entioned critical appraisal of the 1994  

ceasefire works. W hile implications the critical appraisal carries do not necessarily have to 

be perceived negatively, they pose questions concerning the actual impact the Troubles 

novels have had on the conflict, an issue which requires careful consideration.

The portrayal of the Northern Irish predicam ent in the novels published around the  

1994 ceasefires indisputably differs from  the narrow, lim ited perspective some of the  early 

Troubles works present. However, it would be difficult, if not impossible, to  prove that these 

novels have actually induced the claimed socio-political c h a n g e s . I n  his book Identity  

Parades, Richard Kirkland argues that 'the critical project that might chart a possible move 

beyond' 'the all-pervasive nature of identity politics' in Northern Ireland has actually 'yet to

'A lternative in this context,' McIntosh explains, 'does not necessarily imply opposition, but rather a variation  

on the  image being projected of the Northern Irish state, the  place and its people' (180).
One could also include Forrest Reid's works as well as those by a lesser known, yet equally accomplished 

novelist, Janet McNeill.
It is true  th a t a m ajority of the authors who pursued such a perspective McIntosh m entions 'w ere still part of 

an elite, articulating a largely protestant version of Northern  Irish culture'. This fact, however, does not mean  

tha t 'they w ere  uncritical of the unionist governm ent or the  state' (180-1).
For the discussion of the  new  generation's writers' role in 'altering the perceptions which has brought 

resolution w ith in  reach,' see, Parker, Northern Irish Literature, 1 975-2006  xvi.



begin' (Identity Parades 3). The issue that has prevented the move beyond, Kirkland argues, 

has been the lack of sufficiently challenging representations of m ultiplicity and pluralism  

(Ibid. 3). This claim further problematises subversiveness of the new  generation's fiction. 

Kirkland asserts that any possible contradictions the new/ generation's works em body result 

from  the authors' 'necessary relationship to the ideologies they dissect' (Ibid. 110, emphasis 

in original).^"' Therefore, the new generation's works could not induce the changes they  

have been claimed to have brought about as the bourgeois m anner they em body prom otes  

a neutral humanism. Although Kirkland's assertion concerning the revolutionary qualities of 

the new generation's fiction is a valid one, the works are not examples of neutral humanism  

in that they would render intra-/in ter-com m unity  differences as som ething that can be 

contained or assimilated, quite the contrary.

Indeed, the new generation writers, this dissertation seeks to  attest, scrutinise 

social, political and ethnic relations to argue that people need to  consider an ethics of the  

other. Specifically, the authors call for the ethics of the other tha t does not m erely echo 

w hat can be described as neo-Kantian proceduralism of colour-blind sameness. Instead, 

their novels approxim ate Hegelian struggle for recognition as they do not 'simply refer to  an 

act of identification,' 'nor simply to  the conferring of respect or prestige on an-other' 

(Hanssen 187). Indeed, they seek an answer for the same question Hegelian struggle for 

recognition epitomises: 'how to combine a com m itm ent to the universal recognition of 

others ... w ith a respect for the concrete particularism, difference, or asym m etry of others?' 

(Ibid. 188).

Specifically, K irkland critiq ues th e  tex ts  as an ti-b o u rg eo is  appraisa ls th a t a r tic u la te  th e ir  a rg u m e n t in a 

th o ro u g h ly  bourgeois w ay .
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Since one of the means the new generation's authors em ploy to  find the answer to  

this question is a Bakhtinian intersubjective, dialogical in terpretation  of Northern Irish 

society, it seems advisable to  apply Mikhail Bakhtin's theory to analyses of Northern Irish 

fiction. Indeed, some critics have turned to Bakhtin's concept of heterogeneity, 

predom inantly in order to  argue that the new generation's works have enabled the birth of 

the  new. W hile Elmer Kennedy-Andrews, who was the first to  apply Bakhtinian theory to 

Northern Irish Troubles novels in an extensive manner, is m ore reserved in his consideration 

of the subject, Stephanie Schwerter's appraisal is more hopeful of the potential for a 

peaceful fu tu re .A lth o u g h  Schwerter does not maintain tha t the new generation envisaged 

a concrete '"way out" of the socio-political impasse' (Pelaschiar, W riting the North 13, 

emphasis in original), she asserts that through derision of established authorities, the  

authors have enabled 'liberation from  social constraints imposed by society' (Peacefire 19- 

20). However, it is necessary to  apply Bakhtin's theory to this subject w ith critical caution. 

Indeed, despite the fact that the authors might advert to carnivalesque to criticise received 

values and belief systems, such subversion of traditional authorities does not necessarily 

point to  society's instant renew al. Neither does it express optimism about positive prospects 

for fu tu r e .R a th e r ,  it is advisable to  adopt Michael Gardiner's reading of Bakhtin's theory  

and view the new generation's Troubles novels as examples of critical utopias that 'struggle 

against stabilizing tendencies of the official m onotone' (Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World  

433). Doing so allows for detection of any possible 'simplifying synecdoches of particularity' 

upon which ideologies are predicated (Graham B., In Search o f Ireland  3), and which

For Kennedy-Andrews’ and Schwerter's discussions of Bakhtinian theory  applied to  the analysis of 
contem porary Troubles fiction, see, 'The Carnivalised Text' 172-195, and 'Peacefire' 19-27 respectively.

Stefanie Lehner's research into contem porary Northern Irish fiction, which also employs elem ents of 
Bakhtinian theory, questions positive prospects for fu ture in relation to  conflict related traum a and its 

reconciliation. See Subaltern Ethics.
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counteract the ethics of the other. The objective the authors seek by em ploying this 

approach is to warn against heterogeneous possibilities of meaning being assembled into  

fixed dichotomies which reduce the potential of difference into polar opposites. Their texts  

underline that instead of considering difference as an indicator of multiplicity, people tend  

to confuse or even purposely claim it as a threat. Such fears of the dissolution of one's self 

consequently inform one's morality and might ignite irrational hatred and hostility. This, the  

analysis of the new generation's texts that follows will attest, is an aspect o f identity politics 

the authors discuss which enables greater understanding of and insight into possible 

reconciliation of the Northern Irish predicam ent.

1.1 Methodology

The dissertation will scrutinize selected works by the Northern Irish novelists who came of 

age during the Troubles to ascertain w hat the texts convey about the conflict and its 

legacies. The analysis focuses on a cross-section of contem porary N orthern Irish Troubles 

novels by men and w om en. Catholics and Protestants. Namely, it discusses Keith Baker's 

Inheritance, Ronan Bennett's The Second Prison, Anna Burns' No Bones, Jason Johnson's 

Woundlicker, Simon Kerr's The Rainbow Singer, Bernard MacLaverty's Grace Notes, Deirdre  

M adden's One by One in the Darkness, Ian McDonald's Sacrifice o f Fools, Eoin M cNam ee's  

The Ultras, Danny Morrison's The Wrong M an , Stuart Neville's The Twelve, Kate O'Riordan's 

Involved, and Glenn Patterson's Troubles novels. The choice of authors and the ir works was 

determ ined by the presence of the following them es and strategies the dissertation  

explores; authors who a) place the ir protagonists at a geographic distance from  Northern

9



Ireland or defamiliarise their readers through the use of irony, parody, or similar devices, b) 

postulate the contingent/heteroglossic urban experience as an alternative to Republican 

and Loyalist hegemony, c) use Belfast as a setting, and d) w rite  fem inine subjectivity as a 

means to realise/practice the ethics of the other. The aim is to scrutinise the narrative 

strategies the authors of the new generation use and consider how they relate to  the 

Northern Irish predicament and its resolution. In particular, the analysis will determine 

whether those strategies bring the resolution of the conflict, personal as well as communal, 

w ith in reach as some critics claim or not.^^ Given the claims tha t cite antagonistic opposition 

as one o f the main causes of the Northern Irish predicament, the primary focus in this study 

will be on what the novels convey about the sense of belonging. More specifically, it will 

ascertain whether the protagonists and the ir communities continue to perceive difference 

as a negative feature, whether the antagonistic binary logic is applied during the 

establishment and maintenance of the ir identity, and whether they transmute historical 

facts into specific discourse required to  uphold such a self-conception. Thus, the analysis will 

document whether the texts challenge monologic, hierarchical discourses that help 

maintain reductive paradigms or whether they, in fact, reinvent such discourse. 

Consequently, the way that these novels represent the Northern Irish predicament will be 

considered in relation to the current socio-political impasse to ascertain whether that which 

the works convey suggests a d ifferent approach to the predicament is required.

The subsequent sub-sections discuss the key terms, theories and contexts that will 

inform my analysis. It is helpful, first, to offer a brief overview o f contemporary Troubles 

fiction that lists the types of the early Troubles thrillers and outlines women's w riting on the

See the previous section for the names of those critics and the titles of the ir works in which they argue so.

10



subject to provide the contextual background concerning the innovativeness o f the new  

generation's w/orks. Then, the identity form ation process and the role of difference in it w/ill 

be discussed, as such has been most com monly identified as the issue that has inform ed the  

relationships betw een the parties in the conflict. Northern Irish Catholic and Protestant 

senses of belonging will also be com m ented on in this sub-section due to its m utual 

dependency with the concept of difference. Subsequently, the features that have been used 

to distinguish the new generation from  the early Troubles fiction will be discussed. Namely, 

the concepts of 'new languages,' detachm ent, and (urban) flux will be explained and 

examined. These sub-sections are followed by the chapter outlines that establish which 

them es are discussed in respective chapters and introduce further theoretical approaches  

that will be applied in connection w ith  these particular novels. The analysis relates to  the  

fictional representation of the discussed issues. However, what the selected works convey 

about the cultural landscapes is relevant to discussions of how the actual strategies of 

claiming space affect people's identity, and, consequently, inter-com m unity relations.

Given the scope of this dissertation, the selection of authors and the num ber of 

works addressed is lim ited. Indeed, works by other distinguished novelists, such as David 

Park or Colin Bateman, which form  part of the Northern Irish literary canon, have been  

om itted. W ith respect to  available critical assessments of Troubles fiction, the  most notable  

omission is probably Robert McLiam Wilson's Eureka Street (1996). The publication of this 

book marked a radical departure from  the traditionally claustrophobic perception and 

representation of Northern Ireland. However, the com plexity of its portrayal of the place 

and its predicam ent also complicates possible categorization within the dissertation. The 

issues Eureka Street points to -  primarily the inadequacies within the identity form ation



apparent from  its comparison w ith the spectacle of the city as a site of flux -  w ill 

nevertheless be scrutinised in the chapter on Glenn Patterson's novels, w ith which it has 

often been discussed. Indeed, that which can be claimed about Patterson's works might be 

extended to  Wilson's treatm ent of the subject as well.

1.1.1 Critical overview of contemporary Troubles fiction

1.1.1.1 'Troubles trash'?

The conflict and atrocities committed during the Troubles have proved d ifficult to 

comprehend for many people. One of the views put forward as a possible explanation that 

became available as violence escalated asserted that the disturbances were brought about 

by crazed, blood thirsty, mainly Republican hardliners. Some people have believed that such 

blood th irst was an inherent quality and hence the reason fo r the Troubles long duration -  

that the radicals were incapable of reconciliation. This lim ited/lim iting view became 

frequent in fiction as well as in reality, particularly w ith in the genre most commonly applied 

to depict the Troubles, which is the thriller. Numerous such works have been subsequently 

labelled as 'Troubles trash' (Bell John Bowyer, 'The Troubles as Trash' 22), resulting in the 

genre being om itted from academic discussions. Instead, critics often turn to poetry and 

drama 'fo r serious literary engagement w ith the Troubles' (Kennedy-Andrews, Fiction and 

the Northern Ireland Troubles 7). In fact, issues concerning the accuracy of the early 

Troubles narratives have made readers question whether the th rille r is an adequate means 

by which to  discuss such a complex predicament as the Northern Irish conflict. Some critics 

argue that the th rille r does not constitute a 'vacant structure' which simply frames 'an
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explicitly standard exegesis,' but that it can accom modate m ultifaceted issues. Hence, it 

would be a mistake to  think the Troubles thriller simply offers 'a passive reflection of the  

North's degradation' (Kelly, The Thriller and Northern Ireland  1-6). Indeed, as Aaron Kelly's 

seminal study on Troubles thrillers. The Thriller and Northern Ire land since 1969: Utterly  

Resigned Terror, documents, a considerable variety of viewpoints concerning the conflict 

has been represented in Northern Irish thrillers, which attests to  the com plexity of the  

predicam ent as well as to that of the genre itself. Instead of accepting the erroneous view  

that the Troubles thriller has been correlative in a 'configural narrative of violence' (Kelly, 

The Thriller and Northern Ireland  5), it is therefore advisable to  consider the authors' 

background and the specific intentions for the texts which then inform ed the perspective 

they put forward.^® The following paragraphs will briefly outline the thriller types that have 

been branded as presenting an inaccurate portrayal of the conflict to  docum ent the fact 

that the objections to them  have been based on their alleged m anipulation of discourse 

from  the assumed position of power.

A 'rem arkable proportion' of Troubles novels have been w ritten  by journalists 

(M agee 8).^° W hile these are fictional works, they were expected by some critics to contain 

the same am ount of factual accuracy tha t the authors had been required to ensure in the ir 

journalistic writing. However, Patrick M agee argues that some have presented quite a 

lim ited perspective (Ibid.).^^ Joseph M cM inn asserts that the possible inaccuracies relate to

Cultural landscapes, Brian Graham asserts, are 'intrinsic to  renditions o f individual and group identity, which  

often em body particular readings or narratives of a people's interaction w ith  th e ir cultural landscape' {In 

Search o f Ireland  3).
W ith  respect to given space and available sources upon which it is based, the  overview  th a t follows should 

be viewed as an illustrative one tha t lists the m ajor thrille r types to  which people have objected.
M agee claims there  have been 'at least sixty six authors w ith  journalism or m edia backgrounds' w ho have 

w ritten  a Troubles novel (8).
The early Troubles works by Jack Holland and Gerald Seymour are usually m entioned  in this regard.



how the conflict was reported on in general: given the fast pace w ith which the events in 

the early stages of the conflict changed, those reporters who had flown to  Northern Ireland 

to com m ent on the affairs did not necessarily have enough tim e to  explore the complexities 

of the situation and thus some of their accounts might present a superficial view.^^ M agee, 

however, argues that the texts conveyed a 'biased' perspective instead of 'a probing, 

investigative realism' because the m ajority of the ir authors w ere British reporters and it was 

the authors' allegiance rather than the lack of tim e that affected their tone (8-9).^^

The 'figure of the journalist mediating an Irish otherness to  the "Troubles" thriller's  

designated audience' was, however, due to populist militarism of the Thatcher period 

displaced 'by the  figure of the  soldier' (Kelly, The Thriller and Northern Ireland  40). Following 

the mitigation of the Official Secrets Act 1989, a considerable num ber of soldiers and army 

operatives decided to reflect on their experience in fictional w o r k s . T h e  authors with a 

m ilitary background w ere not, however, the only ones who dealt w ith related subject 

matters. Indeed, the SAS soldiers' experience became a prom inent them e in Troubles 

writing, w ith 'the maverick' voices gaining 'a collective resonance' (Ibid. 40). This tendency, 

similarly to  the journalistic perspective, has been claimed to  have depended predom inantly  

on the British establishm ent's attitude to the Troubles in general. Danny M orrison, for 

example, argues tha t owing to the establishment's attitude, it was to be expected that the  

drift towards m ilitary intervention would be docum ented in fictional works published at that 

tim e so as to  be explained away as the only possible resolution to the conflict ('Foreword' v).

On M cM inn's assessment of the  early Troubles thrillers, see, 'Contem porary Novels on the  Troubles'.
It was not only journalists w ho w ere  accused of 'm oonlighting'. Politicians w ere  also accused of inaccurate  

portrayals for the same reasons: they w ere accused of having capitalised on the status the ir profession 
allowed them  w hereby, the ir otherw ise 'im probable tale[s]' acquired undue 'verisim ilitude' (Titley 19).

Examples of novels by SAS veterans include Shaun Clarke's Soldier E -  SAS: Sniper Fire in Belfast (1993), Andy 

McNab's Im m ediate  Action  (1995), and Chris Ryan's Stand By, Stand By (1996).
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Despite the ir prevalence, the lim ited /lim iting  views of the conflict presented in some 

of the early Troubles thrillers w/ere not accepted by all. Such inadequate portrayals have 

been disputed for tw o  reasons. First the lim ited /lim iting  views have been disapproved 

mainly as it contributed to Northern Ireland being view ed as 'a recalcitrantly regressive 

place som ehow separate from  the m odern progressive world ' (Hughes 1), which many 

critics and writers have maintained did not accurately reflect life in the region. Claiming that 

Northern Ireland was a playground for terrorists p ar excellence, these narratives failed to  

analyse in greater depth, the social environm ent from  which they em anated. The second 

reason is, in effect, implicit in the first. However, it has been discussed separately since its 

advocates have argued more w eight should have been placed exclusively on such issues. It 

concerns the public image that predom inantly republican perpetrators tried to establish of 

themselves and how they w ere view ed by others. Specifically, republican insurgents and 

their supporters perceived the early Troubles fiction presented a m isinform ed image of 

them  that did not reflect the real essence of the ir struggle.

1.1.1.2 Women's Troubles fiction

The 1980s w ere heralded as an era during which many w om en-only publishing houses w ere  

established throughout the world. This enabled m any wom en to have their voices heard. 

However, there was 'little evidence of any such revolution' in Northern Ireland at that tim e  

as only a 'few  fem ale authors stare[d] out from  the covers of locally published fiction and 

poetry' (Hooley, 'Introduction' 1). Unfortunately, even though the current ratio betw een the  

num ber of published Northern Irish m ale and fem ale authors appears slightly more
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promising, Rebecca Pelan states that 'too little has [actually] changed' since Ruth Hooley

expressed her concern about Northern Irish wom en's writing in 1985 ('All of Their Own 

Making' 123).^^ Consequently, in her assessment of contem porary Northern Irish wom en's  

writing, Pelan asserts she was forced to re iterate  most of what Hooley had to say about the  

situation. In the ir respective works, both the critics consider the possible reasons why so 

few  Northern Irish wom en authors have been published. Hooley suggests that the num ber 

of works by wom en writers in print has been small because wom en lacked opportunities  

and confidence to develop their writing^® and they are discriminated against in term s of 

w hat kind of writing is taken seriously. Pelan seems to  agree w ith Hooley's views except that 

she argues that the paucity of wom en's writing was caused by a lack of confidence which, 

she maintains, is not th a t serious an issue anym ore as many strong w om en authors have 

recently em erged.

The names Pelan mentions in her article are solely of wom en poets. Indeed, she 

claims that it has been 'in the production of poetry that Northern w om en writers have been 

able to most consistently oppose the singular and simplistic binaries' ('All of Their Own 

M aking' 122-124).^^ Nevertheless, various sources on contem porary Northern Irish prose 

w riting attest to the fact that a num ber of w om en authors have applied fiction to  the same 

task quite successfully.^^ It is usually works by novelists such as Linda Anderson, M ary  

Beckett, Caroline Blackwood, Jennifer Johnston, Deirdre M adden, Julie M itchell, and Frances

Pelan refers to  the Blackstaff Press' ratio  of single-author poetry books which in 1985 was tw o  fem ale to  

fifteen  m ale poets, w hile in 2004, it was five fem ale to  eighteen male poets.
This is believed to  have been caused by passive resistance by those who find the dom inant discourse so 

steeped in gender-biased values.
^^The poets Pelan m entions are Sinead Morrissey, M oyra Donaldson, Jean Bleakney, Leontia Flynn and Colette  

Bryce.
See, for example, Christine St Peter ’"The W a r That Has Gone into Us": Troubles from  the  North' 94-121, 

H eather Ingman 'N orthern Ireland' 141-180, Rebecca Pelan, 'The Unfinished Revolution: W om en's W riting  

from  Northern  Ireland' 52 -101 , Jayne Steel 'Politicising the  Private: W om en W riting  the Troubles' 55 -66 , and 

Jennifer M . Jeffers, The Irish Novel a t  the End o f the Twentieth  Century: Gender, Bodies, and Power.
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Molloy that critics commend for putting the Troubles in the context of (Northern) Irish 

women's experience by presenting the conflict through the effects it has had and continues 

to have upon their lives. Particularly, novels such as Anderson's To Stay Alive (1984), 

Johnston's Railway-station Man  (1984), Beckett's Give Them Stones (1987), or Molloy's No 

M ate fo r the Magpie (1985), among others, bring w/omen to the centre showing that, 

contrary to the patriarchy's arrangement of social relationships, women occupy positions in 

both the public and the private spheres and that they frequently cross the boundaries 

between these two fields.

A discussion of such subject matter, Margaret Scanlan asserts, has seemed 'desirable 

on many counts' ('An Acceptable Level of Violence' 160), since women who have 

transgressed any of the prescribed roles and deviated from the social order set by patriarchy 

were required to be punished for doing so and publicly, if possible. This punishment has 

been rendered necessary especially in cases of sexual transgressions -  when members from 

the rival community and/or British soldiers have been involved -  as it was considered 

inadmissible that women should be in any relationship of which the social and religious 

institutions in their respective communities disapproved.^^ The texts that expose such 

perspectives, themselves either unknown or uncommon, warn their readers against 

accepting the imposed roles. Indeed, the many different voices of women represented in 

contemporary Northern Irish women's fiction have alerted the reader to the complexity 

'between entrapment and freedom, heroes and villains, individual and society, safety and 

danger' (Pelan, Two Irelands 80). In fact, through their discussion of the 'themes of escape.

Oppressive enforcem ent of sexual m orality, m anifested via verbal harassment, beatings or tarring  and 

feathering of w om en, has been dealt w ith  in Northern Irish short stories, such as Anne Devlin's 'Five Notes 

After a Visit' (1986) or Fiona Barr's 'The W all-R eader' (1980).
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of the  im agination, and more particularly of the birth of a self as an independent, political 

being' (Hooley, 'Introduction' 2), the works have shown the potential to  challenge the  

dichotomies typical of Northern Irish society. Indeed, Scanlan maintains that Northern Irish 

w om en's writing has the potential to say something new and, consequently, to  deconstruct 

the 'old bipolar opposition between terrorist and state, radical politics and civilized values' 

('An Acceptable Level of Violence' 160). It does so, Scanlan maintains, by 'presenting the  

conflict through the effects it has on wom en's lives, which intersect w ith public reality in 

distinctive ways'(lbid.). She continues that the wom en who move beyond prescribed gender 

roles actually rem ind us that 'divisions believed fixed in granite can be m odified', which is a 

'm odel for long deferred social change' (Ibid. 171).

However successful these authors might have been at representing the full social 

context of the Troubles, their novels have had to com pete with works in which w om en are 

either nonexistent or portrayed in a way that accords with the patriarchy's stereotyped  

image of them . Such a lim ited representation of wom en has allegedly been peculiar to 'the  

most popular form  of writing to come out of the North,' that of the 'largely m ale-produced' 

thriller (Pelan, 'All of Their Own Making' 124). The only roles available to the fem ale  

protagonists in such works are those that the patriarchy imposes upon them : they are 

obedient, caring, and unquestioning mothers (as well as wives, sisters or daughters) or, on 

rare occasions, wom en that take part in the armed struggle. The m other, according to Bill 

Rolston, is the most im portant of the three m ajor roles to which wom en are confined. 

Nevertheless, portrayal of mothers in the novels Rolston analyzes usually focuses only on 

aspects of m otherhood that are in accordance w ith the patriarchal ethos. Consequently,

Th e o th e r  tw o  roles R olston m ention s  are  th a t  o f th e  seducer o f m en  and th e  p o litic a lly -in v o lv ed  fe m a le  

villa in .
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wom en's primarv concern as m others in those texts is the ir children's well-being; a quality  

which, Rolston claims, suggests that wom en are peace-loving by nature. Indeed, he 

endorses the view  that 'as m others, wom en care for children: they attem pt to protect 

children from  the ravages that life [...] can bring. Violence, in particular, threatens children 

and the stability of family life and as such is abhorrent to mothers' ('M others, W hores, and 

Villains' 44).

1.1.2 The identity formation process and concept of difference

Heterogeneous possibilities of meaning, Jonathan Rutherford asserts, are often assembled 

into fixed dichotomies, which reduce 'the potential of difference into polar opposites' (21- 

2). Instead of considering difference as an indicator of multiplicity, people tend to  confuse 

or even purposely claim it as a threat. Therefore, the tribal concept of identity is dom inated  

by em otions of fear (which does not always follow rational considerations) so that the  

'whole relation of man to the  real of goods is organized relative to the power of the other, 

the imaginary other, to  deprive him of it' (Lacan, The Ethics o f Psychoanalysis 234).^^ Such 

fears of the dissolution of one's self inform one's m orality and might ignite irrational hatred  

and hostility (Rutherford 11).^^ Faced w ith an undesirable incompleteness of self, the  

tendency is for people to project the ir incompleteness onto others, avoid their inner

Indeed, the  m anner in which people relate to  reality is organized according to  both tha t which they  perceive 

as the pow er o f the (imaginary) o th er and the ir own efforts to  w ithdraw  from  it (Lacan, The Ethics o f  

Psychoanalysis 234).
Since differences betw een people are often claimed to  be innate and unchanging, those who feel 

threatened  by them  adopt an antagonistic stance tow ards those w hom  they perceive as d ifferent. On the  

discussion of such a phenom enon which Freud describes as narcissism of m inor differences, see Civilization 

and its discontents.



conflict, and achieve security.^^ Such a strategy can lead to the dem onization of the other, 

which the self invests with its terrors. Indeed, prediction upon difference might allow the  

most in to lerant and fanatical members of one side of a binary to  define the other negatively 

and denounce as traitors those who do not accept such a definition. Such a perspective 

validates fo r the side of the binary that feels threatened by the other the antagonistic 

stance it adopts. However, relationships are frequently more complex than a series of binary 

dichotomies. Since the concept of difference is the most com m only identified issue that has 

affected the relationships betw een parties in the conflict, it is advisable to state the alleged 

differences betw een the opposing sides to the Northern Irish conflict, how these affect the  

relationship between the respective sides, and how they are (re)in terpreted by them . It is 

also desirable to  docum ent how this (re)interpretation changes w ith respect to the shifting 

socio-political context.

1.1.2.1 The concept of difference in Northern Irish politics

It is indisputable that much has been done towards peace-building and transition in 

Northern Ireland. Despite the reconciliatory efforts, certain com m entators, such as Jim 

Cusack and Henry McDonald, have nevertheless argued not only that the gap between the  

'tw o com munities' has w idened, but that Belfast, form erly claimed the main 'battlefield ' of 

the  Troubles, has become 'm ore bigoted and divided than it was before the IRA and loyalist 

ceasefires of 1994' (343). W hile the 1998 Agreem ent was originally heralded as a new  

beginning tha t brought the Troubles to an end, it has recently been suggested that the

This ra tio n a liza tio n , A drian  M illa r  asserts in his psychoanaly tica l study o f th e  N o rth e rn  Irish p re d ic a m e n t, 

S ocio -id eo log ica l Fan tasy  a n d  th e  N o rth e rn  Ire la n d  co nflic t, is on e  o f th e  unconscious aspects o f id e n tity  

fo rm a tio n  th a t reprod uces th e  conflic t (2 0 ).
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Agreem ent has helped to widen the gap betw een the communities.^'' It was through parity 

of esteem that the Agreem ent sought to im plem ent a strategy by which to overcom e inter- 

communal conflict and enable com munities to coexist in a shared physical space in spite of 

their differences. However, parity of esteem in the Northern Irish context supposedly 

reinforces single-identity politics and 'd e te r[s ]... proper critique of the d ifferent religious 

cultures' (Elliott, When God Took Sides 17).^^ Even though the consociational theory, upon 

which the Agreem ent is based, promotes notions such as multicultural-citizenship and 

dialogic democracy as a constructive basis for addressing inter-com m unal antagonism, this 

theory failed to  diminish conflict in Northern Ireland because it has been construed in 

political discourse. The parties to  the conflict have not sufficiently explored the foundation  

of the ir own or the ir opponents' traditions but have chosen to focus on the equality and, 

more im portantly, enforceability  of their rights in s te a d .S u c h  an approach has 

consequently led to the institutionalization of inter-com m unal differences. The norm ative, 

'two com munities' division of Northern Irish society the Agreem ent thus implements has 

proven incapable of (re)imagining sectarian polarities, it is seen as hindering, if not 

preventing, reconciliation (Gilligan, 'Peace or Pacification Process?'). Such a failure, argues 

Kirkland, is now almost axiomatic (Identity Parades 3). Therefore, instead of focusing 

exclusively on im plem enting parity of esteem and justifying specificity of conflicting 

interests, it might be advisable for the agents to  explore w hat actually constitutes the

McDonald and Cusack, for example, argue the 'essential design fau lt in the  Good Friday Agreem ent' is tha t 
'its architects failed to  address the problem  of on-going sectarian attitudes, especially among the  young 

working class and underclass' (347). John Wilson Foster confirms the view  saying the plurality the  Agreem ent 
promotes is 'rather selective as it does not address all sides to  the agreem ent appropriately and /or sufficiently' 
{Between Shadows 157).

On the view tha t the rhetoric of sameness enables disengagem ent from  complex political histories, see, for 

example, M ahon or Gilligan, 'Peace or Pacification Process?'.
Indeed, Thomas Hennessey and Robin Wilson assert th a t in Northern Ireland, people are 'willing to  to le ra te  

the Other's cultural identity only w ith in  the confines of the ir own core ideology' (np).
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alleged inter-com m unity differences and, subsequently, incurs antagonism. Indeed, any

study that deals with the inter-com m unity relations in Northern Ireland must acknowledge 

how the respective collective identities have defined their belonging to the contested place.

Northern Irish Catholics share awareness of continuing prejudice and m em ory of 

collective disadvantage that play an im portant role in maintaining their id e n tity .C a th o lic s  

thus have typically viewed Protestant motives for participating in the conflict as unethical 

and judged Protestant hatred directed towards them  as lacking justification. Such a view, 

shaped by assumptions of malignant Britishness at the core of Protestant identity, might 

have helped to facilitate the rhetoric of victimization.^® Since this process can enable some 

people to  feel good about themselves. Catholics might consequently come to welcom e  

victimhood.^® Protestants, on the other hand, have 'an ineradicable consciousness of 

difference, of being defined in and against another culture' (Dawe and Longley 5). They tend  

to be very sure of what they are not: that is not like Catholics (Graham B., In Search o f 

Ireland  261). Additionally, even though Protestants like to imagine themselves as a diverse 

com m unity, supportive of individualism and conscience, w hat they experience in their 

com m unity are d iv is io n s .H o w e v e r, they tend to  suppress these divisions in order to 

solidify the ir collective identity and public image. Indeed, external challenges to the  

Protestant com m unity are 'constantly to be inflated and dealt w ith ' to  discourage and 'buy

Even th o u g h  m em o ries  o f shared d isad van tag e are  n o t a lw ays based on firs t-h a n d  ex p erien ce , th e y  a re  as 

in flu e n tia l as th e  exp erien ce . For d e ta ile d  discussions o f such a v iew , see E llio tt W h en  G o d  Took Sides and  

O 'C on no r.

M a ria n n e  E lliott has argued th a t C atholic cu ltu re  in N o rth e rn  Ire lan d , in th e  19 50s , w as se ttle d  in 'a largely  

passive sense o f g rievance, d raw in g  on th e  a lread y  w e ll-es tab lish e d  tra d itio n s  o f th e  d o w n tro d d e n  and  

dispossessed Gael and su fferin g  C hurch'. Even th o u g h  E llio tt's  claim  is a h is to rica lly  specific on e, she suggests 

th a t such fe a tu re s  persist un til to d a y  {W h en  G od Took Sides  24 2 ).

M a u ric e  Hayes asserts th a t m in o rities  can deve lo p  a c u ltu re  o f v ic tim h o o d  in w h ich  th e y  b e co m e re la tive ly  

secure and 'pe rverse ly  happy' (IV Iinority  V erd ict 3 1 1 ).

D ivision, Barry Sloan m ain ta in s , is th e  ve ry  stru ctu rin g  p rin c ip le  o f P ro te s ta n t life, 'firs t du e  to  sin, w h ich  n o t 

on ly  divides hum ans fro m  God' bu t its im p licatio ns 'go vern  th e  very  s ta te  o f h u m an  ex istence its e lf  {W rite rs  

a n d  P ro tes tan tism  in th e  N o rth  o f  Ire la n d  11).
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o ff  the threat of betrayal from  w ithin (McCann E. 27).'*^ Catholic and Protestants parallel 

negative perceptions of each other. They develop mutually agreed 'separate m aintenance  

systems' to keep the other out which offers them  feeling of social security (Deutsch, Within  

Two Shadows 131).

Nevertheless, it has been claimed that people need to recognize their 'otherness' 

through 'the transform ation of relations of subordination and discrimination' (Rutherford  

26). Approaches ranging from  recognition and tolerance of inter-com m unity differences on 

the one hand, to self-introspection enabling people to learn about their own role in the  

conflict, on the other, have been proposed as means by which to achieve such 

transformation."'^ Homi Bhabha's perspective of the process of identity form ation marks an 

im portant contribution to the debate, particularly his survey of the role of the other in The 

Location o f Culture (1994). Difference, Bhabha asserts, need not be perceived as a negative 

quality but rather as a negotiated reality. Such a perspective is in accordance with the  

interpretation of identity as never com plete, always in process, and as comprised of a 

perpetual negotiation betw een com peting interests. In this sense of changeability, 

difference allows it to contest the term s and territories of dualistic binaries and facilitates a 

liminal terrain for elaborating the strategies of selfhood. This liminal terrain 'opens up the  

possibility of a cultural hybridity tha t entertains difference w ithout an assumed or imposed 

hierarchy' (The Location o f Culture 4). Exploring such a terrain , which Bhabha calls the third  

space, people might overcome the politics of polarity as they realise that the other forms an 

inseparable part of our selves (Ibid. 38-9). This realisation, my dissertation will docum ent, is

The more Protestants acknowledge the ir 'inner incohesiveness,' M illar argues, 'the less they  will invest 
unconsciously in the Other, particularly in term s of rivalry' (196).

For a discussion of recognition and tolerance, see Ruane and Todd and for the benefits of self-introspection, 
see M illar.
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w hat the m ajority of the discussed novels have in com mon. Through the m alleable space 

they depict, the  novels appeal to the reader to  acknowledge that, to use Bhabha's words, 

'hierarchical claims to the inherent originality or "purity" of cultures are untenable' (Ibid.

37). In fact, due to  mutual inter-dependence they are impractical too: as the other 

constitutes an inseparable part of our selves, we cannot negate the other w ithout 

simultaneously negating ourselves too.

In its focus on openness, Bhabha's concept of cultural hybridity is similar to Mikhail 

Bakhtin's, Julia Kristeva's, and Jacques Lacan's theories of identity form ation from  which this 

dissertation proceeds. Lacan's analysis of the unconscious identity construction dynamics 

proves particularly helpful to understanding antagonistic inter-com m unal relations. It helps 

to elucidate why the 'essentialist binary habits of mind that perpetuate exclusivist notions of 

place, identity and com m unity' persist in Northern Ireland (Kennedy-Andrews, Writing  

Home 8). Lacan applies his theory of the four fundam ental dynamically interacting 

discourses to explain the quality of social bonds and intersubjectivity. His definition of the  

discourses is quite complex, however, one can understand these as positions people adopt 

when dealing w ith  one another; positions that determ ine intercom m unication. The 

discourses of the M aster, Hysteric, and Analyst prove particularly appropriate to the  

discussion of Troubles fiction and its alleged subversiveness.''^ The Master's discourse 

involves the desire for dom ination. Those in the position of the M aster understand their 

perception of reality as given, that which should be, and seek to subjugate others to  such 

perception. The Analyst and the Hysteric, on the other hand, reflect one's attitude towards  

the Master's despotism and its legitimisation. They reveal symptoms of resistance (Hysteric)

The fo u rth  o f th e  discourses Lacan defin es is th e  Discourse o f th e  U n ivers ity  th a t concerns wrorship o f 

kn o w led g e  usually in th e  u n ackn o w led g ed  service o f th e  M a s te r 's  D iscourse.
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or tendencies towards subversion (Analyst). My analysis w ill examine how the new 

generation authors discussed in the dissertation perceive the Master's discourse. In other 

words, the analysis w ill focus on whether the selected works embody the Analyst's and/or 

the Hysteric's discourse which, w ith respect to the abovementioned assessment o f the 

Troubles fiction, is what is to be expected.

1.1.3 New generation's narrative strategies 

1.1.3.1 Geographical and discursive distance

The most im portant strategy the new generation authors have used to challenge the 

lim ited/lim iting cultural representations of the Troubles, Gerry Smyth argues, is the 

introduction o f a degree o f geographical or discursive distance into the ir works {The Novel 

and the Nation 116). Thus, the authors 'expand the linear determinism o f previous 

narratives into a conglomerate image of the region ... in order to place its idiosyncrasies in 

context' (Patten, 'Fiction in Conflict' 135).^^ Concerning geographical distance, a common 

strategy the new generation authors use that w ill be addressed in my analysis of the 

selected works is the ir protagonists' departure from Northern Ireland. Being away from  the 

place, the protagonists ponder the ir lives retrospectively. Having been displaced, however, 

it is mainly when the protagonists come back that they are forced to  reconsider the ir view 

of the place they used to hold as the place has changed. This changeability, I w ill argue, is 

what the authors emphasise to  substantiate the ir claims at identity form ation being an 

unfinished process. Regarding discursive distance, the authors use irony, parody and other

Patten asserts that such an approach undermines the  literary conventions tha t 'pandered to  the isolation of 
Northern Ireland as a stagnant and erratic phenom enon' ('Fiction in Conflict' 146).
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defam iliarizing devices to  allow the readers to gain an alternative perspective that might not 

otherwise have been available to them . These devices echo Lacan's aforem entioned Analyst 

discourse as well as Bakhtin's concept of the carnivalesque.^^ The latter provides apposite 

means to  reveal and disrupt potential hierarchical structures as it -  to  use another 

Bakhtinian term  -  'dialogises' the voice of authority. W hile the dissertation proceeds from  

Lacan's discourse theory to determ ine the stance the discussed works adopt, it uses 

Bakhtin's carnivalesque concept to examine their possible attem pts at subversiveness.

1.1.3.2 Urban setting: Belfast as an alternative to hegemonic categories

W hile the city in the nineteenth century was perceived as the source of isolation or 

exclusion of the  individual from  a com munity, in the tw entie th  century, it became a positive 

m etaphor for mutual interconnectedness (Pike 242). Despite its liberating potential, this 

interconnectedness, however, has often been viewed negatively. The urban has been 

dreaded as it is a theatre  of 'm etamorphoses and perm utations. A theatre  where nothing is 

fixed, a labyrinth w ithout a thread' (Deleuze 56), which does not allow people to ground 

themselves in and upon it securely. The urban has also been dreaded as it remains 

essentially and semantically our m eeting place w ith the other, a place where 'strangers 

must be negotiated and lived w ith, even as they remain unknown' (Kelly, The Thriller and  

Northern Ire land  84). The dissertation understands this proximity o f/to  the other positively, 

as a means to  challenge hegemonic categories of hierarchical dualism. However, in the case 

of the tw o largest Northern Irish cities, Belfast and Derry/Londonderry, this aspect of the

On Bakhtin's discussion of the  term  and its use, see, Rabelais and His World.

26



urban has proven to be challenging. To be specific, it has been identified as one of the  

underlying reasons for the sectarian bias.'*® In its assessment of the new generation's fiction, 

this dissertation will focus on the novelistic representations of the Northern Irish capital and 

how the authors work with the proxim ity o f/to  the other.

In the early Troubles narratives, Belfast was often reduced to an unspecified 

battlefield. According to the result o f the battle, it consequently turned e ither into a prison 

or a n e c ro p o lis .A u th o rs  who adopted such a portrayal, Eamonn Hughes asserts, did not 

allow themselves the interplay of characters, form or circumstances. Instead, they repeated  

the received notions of the city's anom aly while they could have their characters engaged 

with it on a personal l e v e l . T h e  city, however, requires very different identities than those 

dem anded by the tribal certainties and rigid belongings. Indeed, its changeability is 

contained in its very name, a fact to  which Ciaran Carson refers in his poem 'Belfast Confetti' 

(1990). The etymology, Carson asserts, derives from  Beal (a m outh or a m outh of a river) as 

well as from  Fearsaid (a sand bank at a crossing point). This constitutes the city as a crossing 

point, 'a fluid place of transgression, the m outh of a river flowing w ith innum erable voices' 

(Kelly, Twentieth-century Irish Literature  159), an ideal setting for heteroglossic novels. In its 

very name, Belfast 'confronts the w rite r w ith a spiritual, political and social com plexity that 

is capable of testing the imagination to its limits' (Longley, The Living Stream  69). In o ther 

words, Belfast implicitly disrupts traditional ideas of a single, homogenous tru th  and

On the discussion of belonging to  contested space and antagonistic relations in the N orthern  Irish context, 
see, for example, Graham B., ed. In Search o f Ireland.

As a prison, Belfast stands for a labyrinthine space of fear and deception. As a necropolis, it becomes a place 

in which peace and survival are impossible. This bleak perspective has been claimed typical of, for exam ple, 
Daniel M ornin's All O ur Fault (1991), M aurice Leitch's Silver's City (1981) or Brian M oore's Lies o f Silence 

(1990).
To accept such a stereotypical vision of Belfast or any other city, Hughes continues, means to  'visit a kind of 

violence on it and its inhabitants by refusing the  particularity and variety of the ir stories' ('Belfastards and  

Derriers' 157).
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prom otes the v iew  of truth as deriving from  our being-in-the-w orld, from  our continual 

becoming in the languages in which w e are inscribed (Kennedy-Andrews, 'Shadows of the  

Gunm en' 151). I will examine w hether the selected works by the new generation authors 

refer to  the urban as to a 'producer and repository of transgressive narratives and histories' 

(Kelly, The Thriller and Northern Ireland  87). If that is the  case, it can be said that the works 

indeed seek to  facilitate 'a breach of the dom inant ideologies' (Kelly, Twentieth-century Irish 

Literature  161).

1.1.3.3 Feminine subjectivity

Irrespective of faith or ethno-political background, the  conservative patriarchal ideology for 

which Northern Ireland has allegedly become infamous,^® has manifested particularly in 

backwardness concerning controversial issues that affect the quality of wom en's lives, such 

as the availability of divorce or c o n tra c e p tiv e s .H o s tility  to divorce solidified owing to the  

belief tha t its availability would make m ore people seek it. The use of contraceptives, 

although legalized, also remains viewed w ith  a n t ip a th y .T h e  situation concerning 

legislative changes on issues of domestic violence or sexual m orality has been no less 

com plicated. The question of domestic violence is particularly interesting as it brings up 

some contradictions. In the context of the Troubles, the pow er the  arm ed patriarchy gained 

outside of the hom e has often been deployed w ithin it, 'adding an extra dimension to all the

Such a v ie w  is p u t fo rw a rd , fo r  ex am p le , in M c W illia m s  'W o m e n  in N o rth e rn  Ire lan d: An O v e rv ie w '.

D esp ite  th e  fa c t th a t  d ivorce on th e  g rounds o f irre co n c ila b ility  w as  legalized  in N o rth e rn  Ire lan d  in 1 9 78 , it 

is still v ie w e d  n e g a tive ly  by th e  C hurches on bo th  sides o f th e  d iv id e  as it is against th e  basic princip les o f th e ir  

teach ing .

P ro tes tan t re la tiv e  lib e ra lity  on th is  issue is q u es tio n ab le  as it is a lleged ly  no t 'posed in te rm s  o f w o m e n 's  

e m an c ip a tio n  b u t ra th e r  stem s fro m  a fe a r  o f be ing o u tb re d  by feckless C atholics' (M c G iv e rn  and W a rd  68 ).
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means men normally have for oppressing wom en' (Evason 71). However, the response to 

male violence against wom en in Northern Ireland was for a long tim e either that of denial or 

ambivalence. Although wom en in Northern Ireland protested against the British Army's 

violence throughout the 1970s, they were 'less likely to  protest against the violence of their 

male partners in the ir own homes' (McW illiam s, 'W om en in Northern Ireland: An Overview' 

84). Indeed, domestic violence was accepted and com m only excused as many understood it 

as a reaction to stress related to  the conflict.

It would seem logical then to assume that this m ultiple marginalization of wom en  

has inevitably led to  the ir com plete loss of agency. However, there is significant evidence to  

suggest that not all wom en w ere ready to accept the subjugated position that the patriarchy  

tried to force on them  or at least not in the way the patriarchy had envisioned. The 'concept 

of wom en as individuals in their own right' held little credence in Northern Irish society, and 

it has been difficult for wom en, particularly those from  a working-class background, to  

endure patriarchal exploitation (Edgerton 63). Nevertheless, many wom en have tried to  get 

on with their lives in the  best possible way. The Troubles added extra pressure on them,^^ 

yet, owing to the necessity to cope with the consequences of the conflict, many w ere forced  

to take up more active and independent roles than before. In fact, it can be argued tha t the  

conflict led to changes in and re-negotiation of gender roles: a greater num ber of w om en  

became sole providers for the family, some campaigned for various rights movem ents, some 

supported their respective com munities, and some got involved in the terrorist groups.

This, Monica McWillianns claims, was true especially in cases w hen the perpetrator was a m em ber of a 

param ilitary organization or security forces. See Bringing It O ut into the Open -  Domestic Violence in N orthern  

Ireland.
M any wom en tried to  alleviate the  added pressure they w ere under by heavy smoking and /o r drinking. They  

also felt that the standard response from  GPs to  trea t those involved in traum atic  events was to  prescribe 
medication which subsequently led to  the ir abuse (Boydell et al. 7).
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Explanations of these phenomena have been most com monly based on Kristeva's theory of 

fem inine subjectivity, which asserts that the marginalised position does not have to be 

perceived only as negative and that

w/omen have the luck [...] of being boundary-subjects; body and thought, biology and 

language, personal identity and dissemination during childhood, origin and 

judgem ent, nation and world -  more dramatically so than men are (Nations W ithout 

Nationalism  35).

Kristeva elaborates on her assertion by arguing that the experience gained by being a 

boundary subject might actually enable wom en to challenge the  structures that are 

responsible for their marginalisation (Nations W ithout Nationalism  35). This claim relates to  

the subversiveness of fem inine subjectivity that constitutes one of the them es this 

dissertation examines.

In order to maintain its superordinate status, patriarchy needs to keep wom en in the  

subordinate position it has forced upon them  and thus it readily suppresses views that could 

challenge its authority, however valid these views might be. The way the patriarchy reacts 

to wom en's perspectives attests to the fact that it can only cohere through the construction 

of boundaries. Yet, these boundaries are never secure in themselves because the act of 

the ir construction ensures the exclusion of abject elem ents that, argues Kristeva, constantly 

threaten to return and disturb the order that is achieved by the ir exclusion.^'' This, Kristeva 

claims in Strangers to Ourselves (1991), is w hat wom en can actually use to  their advantage. 

M oreover, she claims that women's experience of motherhood enhances the ir recognition

Kristeva elaborates on such a construction of boundaries and the role o f the  abject in Powers o f  Horror: An 

Essay on Abjection.

30



of alterity that might enable them  to cross the bounding b o u n d a rie s .T h is  is an interesting  

assertion to consider in relation to  the Troubles novels about fem inine subjectivity 

published in the period around the ceasefires. In a num ber of them  -  such as Kate 

O'Riordan's Involved or Deirdre Madden's One by One in the Darkness, the main protagonist 

conceives a child, a fact the critics read as a symbol of an achieved resolution.^® This 

dissertation, however, suggests that although the child might em body the possibility of 

future, the protagonists' motherhood experience does not necessarily have to lead to the  

realisation of the ir fem inine subjectivity. The respective chapter will therefore apply 

Kristeva's theory of m otherhood and fem inine subjectivity to the analysis of the texts to 

assess their potential subversiveness.

The decision seems appropriate especially when one acknowledges the fact that a 

gendered perspective has provided Northern Irish w om en with an 'im portant means of 

creatively  critiquing various aspects of dom inant Northern ideologies -  nationalist, unionist, 

capitalist and patriarchal -  w ithout forfeiting their sense of identity as wom en and /or 

Northern Irish' (Pelan, 'All of the ir Own Making' 121). Kristeva's theory, however, is 

pertinent to  the other chapters of this dissertation too. Although primarily interested in 

wom en's perspectives, Kristeva denies that the maternal experience is exclusive to wom en  

only. She qualifies one's relation to an infant for the purpose of m eeting its needs as a 

function which she differentiates from  both love and desire. Consequently, Kristeva argues 

that the m aternal function cannot be reduced to m other, fem inine, or wom an as anyone 

can, to some extent, fulfil this function, w h eth er man or woman.^^ In other words, not only

See, for example, 'Stabat M ater'.
For such a reading, see, for example, Parker M ., Northern Irish Literature, 197 5 -2 0 0 6  xvl, 98.
On this issue, see mainly Kristeva's 'M otherhood According to  Giovanni Bellini' and Revolt, She Said.
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mothers can acquire the knowledge of the other that allows them to  cross the boundaries. 

In fact, Kristeva expands on this, arguing that the semiotic she associates w ith this ability, 

should not be identified solely w ith the fem inine or the maternal because it transcends 

gender. Therefore, anyone who has a 'boundary experience' and who has had to resolve the 

uncanny feeling induced by the conflict between the known and the strange has the 

potential to negotiate the passage between self and 'the other'. If applied to hierarchical 

dualism, this means the insurmountable differences some use to  justify the oppositional 

stance to 'the other' can actually be negotiated.

1.2 Chapter outlines

Chapters One to Three explore the different approaches Keith Baker, Ronan Bennett, Anna 

Burns, Jason Johnson, Simon Kerr, Bernard MacLaverty, Deirdre Madden, Ian McDonald, 

Eoin McNamee, Danny Morrison, Stuart Neville, Kate O'Riordan have applied to  address the 

issues relating to the Northern Irish predicament w ith in the ir works, such as the 

perpetrators' experience, monologic discourse o f hierarchical dualism, and subjugation of 

feminine subjectivity by patriarchy, and consider what the ir use of these approaches 

conveys about the predicament and the prospects for the future. Chapter Four will then 

examine these approaches as used in Glenn Patterson's fiction in relation to the claims that 

the author has been lauded for having done so in the most effective and sustained ways.
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Chapter One: Mistaken images?: representations of the Troubles through the 

perpetrator's narrative

Several critics have suggested tha t the image o f the perpetrator put forw/ard in early 

Troubles texts has been undermined by the British government's perspective of the 

conflict.^® In fact, the early Troubles thrillers w/ere viewed as having served as 'the 

paraliterary wing of Brit propaganda' (Morrison, 'Foreword' v). They have been said to 

'function in the same way as the "unofficial" censorship and later the broadcasting ban on 

Sinn Fein' by 'suppressing the discrepant [republican] voice whilst supporting the dominant 

[British] ideology on the causes o f the conflict' (Ibid. vi).^® Consequently, the depictions of 

republicans in such novels are often seen as purposefully negative. For example, as 

Morrison has argued, the insurgents are described as getting 'their madness from  the ir 

mother's milk' in order to justify the ir suppression by British government officials and the 

security forces (Ibid. v-vii). Authors from  a republican background, particularly those with 

experience of active involvement, thus fe lt it the ir (moral) obligation to rectify what they 

perceived as a dishonoured republican image. Should such demonization have remained 

unchallenged, they believed that the British establishment would have been cosseted 'from 

domestic criticism' and allowed 'a free hand' (Morrison, 'Foreword' vi). Those redemptive 

accounts have become a constitutive part of the republican canon on the history and 

evolution of the Nationalist republican organisations. By comparison, there are not many 

works on the Protestant loyalist paramilitary groups, fictional or n o n -fic t io n .T h is  is evident

See, for example, Bowyer Bell, M orrison, 'Forew ord,' and M agee.
Danny Morrison argues tha t this lim ited perspective resembles th a t put forw ard in Punch in the  n ineteenth  

century; and claims th a t such 'caricatures' have actually 'becom e the  seedbed of racist attitudes for  

subsequent generations' ('Forew ord' v).
^  One of the non-fiction exceptions which focuses entirely on addressing loyalist engagem ent in the  conflict 
from  the  loyalist param ilitaries' point of view  is Colin Crawford's Defenders o r Criminals?. Some loyalist
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in the selection of the novels analysed in this Chapter: Danny Morrison's The Wrong M an  

(1997), Ronan Bennett's The Second Prison (1991), Simon Kerr's The Rainbow Singer (2001) 

and Stuart Neville's The Twelve (2009). Morrison, Bennett and Neville discuss the Irish 

Republican Army. Kerr, on the other hand, belongs among the few  authors who deal with  

the loyalist organisations, namely the UFF. However, rather than examining the religious 

aspects of the protagonist's identity, the Chapter will focus on the ideological facets. It will 

examine how the respective ideologies affect the protagonists' identities and, consequently, 

the message of each novel. In particular, it will scrutinize w hat the perpetrators' narratives 

convey about the Troubles and w hether they reflect, or even champion, conflict resolution 

and/or transform ation. This will allow the assertion that the thriller is a genre adequate to  

proffer 'a speculative grasp of the social totality' (Kelly, The Thriller and the North  1) to be 

considered.

Both Danny Morrison and Ronan Bennett w ere actively involved in the conflict prior 

to having w ritten  their works. The Wrong M an  and The Second Prison respectively. It is 

presumable tha t such experience, Patrick M agee (2001) and Aaron Kelly (2005) confirm, 

would have affected their portrayal of the republican ethos. Indeed, as will be docum ented  

below, the ir works might be labelled 'redem ptive' as they try to  confute the view that the  

Troubles derive from  'violent republican men' whose reputation the writers seek to 

improve. However, it remains to be seen w hether these authors discuss the hardships that 

the Catholic com m unity had to  endure in order to  increase the awareness and 

understanding of the conflict's full context or to  justify (the protagonists') param ilitary

p e rp e tra to rs ’ re fle c tio n s  on th e ir  in v o lv e m e n t in th e  T rou b les  are  also a v a ilab le  in P ete r S h irlo w  and Kieran  

M cEvoy, B eyo nd th e  W ire.
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involvem ent and subsequent use of violence -  a distinction tha t should surely reflect on 

evaluations of their 'transform ative' potential.

A fter the initial enthusiasm generated by the peace process subsided, emphasis 

gradually shifted to reconciliation and transition. W ith  the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission for Ireland and Britain, a forum  was created to  examine the legacy of the  

Troubles, an essential endeavour as 'history is now at the  heart of political discord in 

Northern Ireland' (O 'Doherty, 'M useum  of the Troubles' np). Former Shadow Secretary of 

State for Northern Ireland, Shaun W oodw ard, has argued that a comprehensive look at the  

unresolved issues concerning the conflict is necessary as there  are 'too many unsolved 

deaths, too many inquiries waiting, fo r us actually to  think that the current way of 

proceeding is going to enable Northern Ireland to deal w ith its past' (Bingham np). Neal 

Alexander claims that a similar desire to  deal w ith the past has informed post-1998  

Northern Irish fiction and has hence increased the num ber of authors who retrospectively  

(re)evaluate contentious m atters related to the  Troubles in their works, often with  

heightened criticism. In view of the fact that Simon Kerr's and Stuart Neville's novels w ere  

both published after the 1998 Agreem ent, it is presumable that they, too, consider the  

conflict and its events through a retrospective, critical look. The sections dealing with Kerr's 

The Rainbow Singer and Neville's The Twelve will thus focus on w hether that which the  

narratives say about the conflict reflects the  current debates on socio-political conditions in 

the region, and w hether they suggest possible ways out of the impasse.
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Chapter Two: Contested truths: scrutiny of the official discourse in contemporary Troubles 

fiction

Some critics have argued that the perspective of early Troubles fiction conveys a one

dimensional view the British establishment's role in the conflict (Magee 2).^^ It would be 

d ifficu lt to substantiate the claim that these works may have played a deliberate part in the 

British campaign to restore order in Northern Ireland. However, it has been argued that 

they offer 'a testament to the ubiquitous cultural penetration of Britain's point of view in 

regard to the conflict' (Ibid. 2). In them, Patrick Magee maintains, 'Britain is rarely depicted 

as part of the problem; instead it figures 'as honest broker,' 'a referee between warring 

factions, or contending atavisms' (Ibid. 2). The texts that present such a perspective have 

been criticised for, deliberately or unintentionally, om itting relevant information and 

opinions the particular writers did not agree with. This lack o f complexity generated a 

demand fo r Troubles novels that would assess the situation appropriately. The new works 

can then be divided generally into tw o groups: works by authors who have objected to the 

narrow-mindedness of the early Troubles texts from a broad perspective as they sought to 

convey the overall complexity of the predicament, and works by authors with republican 

affiliation who felt it the ir (moral) obligation to  rectify predominantly what they perceived 

as a dishonoured republican image. The issue these authors set to amend determines the 

complexity of the resultant works as the previous Chapter on the perpetrators' image has 

proven. The following analysis considers selected texts that question the role of security 

forces, secret services and political representatives in the conflict and how the ir perspective 

has impacted the official Troubles discourse. The texts that will be examined are: Keith

See also Ronan B en nett's  'An Irish A nsw er'.
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Baker's Inheritance  (1996), Eoin M cNam ee's The Ultras (2004), Jason Johnson's Woundlicker 

(2005), and Ian McDonald's Sacrifice o f Fools (1996).

The discussed texts are considered to be examples of Bakhtinian social critique and, 

more specifically, are examples of w hat M ichael Gardiner term s a 'critical utopia' -  the  

means by which to criticise received certainties, persisting political allegiances and 

prevailing social divisions.®^ To achieve this complex social critique, the authors use d ifferent 

narrative strategies and techniques. The most significant narrative strategy tha t these texts 

have in common is that each novel, in line with Mikhail Bakhtin's theory, employs a 

protagonist who serves as a guide, introducing the readers into the topic of the Troubles 

and its specifics. The characters are outsiders in the sense that they are not em bedded in 

the system or at least not as much as the others who, willingly or unwillingly, fo llow  its 

conservative doctrines. From their position in the margins,®^ they provide a com m entary  

that reveals previously unheard or suppressed discourses that w ere  deem ed unbecoming by 

the official discourses. Such lim inality allows the protagonists an insight into ways of re

structuring the ir identity,^'* which also offers an interesting parallel to  discussions about the  

transform ation of Northern Irish society. However, the authors do not m erely criticise the  

conditions the protagonists are faced w ith, they also distort features of certain characters to  

ridicule actual people on whom  such fictional representations are based. They particularly  

attack the pretentious attitude of Northern Irish politicians. Political parties are portrayed as

The term  itself is derived from  Tom M oylan's Dem and the Impossible: Science Fiction and  the Utopian  
Im agination  (London: M ethuen, 1986). For Gardiner's use of the concept in relation to Bakhtin's theory, see, 
for example, 'Bakhtin's Carnival: Utopia as Critique'.

Their marginal position echoes Julia Kristeva's theory of the abject body. The abject body positioned on the  

boundary of the  society, Kristeva argues, can function as an objective, if not critical, com m entator on social 
conditions. See, Powers o f Horror.

On liminality in relation to  identity form ation , see, Bjorn Thomassen, 'The Uses and M eanings of Liminality.' 
In ternational Political Anthropology  2.1 (2009): 5-27.
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self-important and hypocritical, at least in regard to the prospect o f a peaceful future for 

Northern Ireland. In fact, there are no boundaries; anyone and everyone can become the 

subject o f the critique. Indeed, some of the characters, as the follow/ing paragraphs will 

document, challenge the ir own discourse. This is a conscious strategy the authors use so 

that the ir novels would not simply invert but challenge tha t which they criticise. In other 

words, the authors are cautious that the ir texts could become examples of monologic 

hierarchical discourse which they thus seek to  prevent. Similarly, although texts that employ 

Bakhtinian social critique have been accused of 'verbosity and extended realism,' in relation 

to 'a feeling tha t a language which cleaved too closely to surface appearances would 

reproduce the jaded antagonisms of the conflict, w ithout probing its historical causes' 

(McDonald R. 249), the discussed novels differentiate between action and knowledge about 

violence, in order to examine how one might speak about violence w ithout replicating or 

perpetuating it. This distinguishes them from the works by the ex-insurgents discussed in 

Chapter One.

Chapter Three: From Cathleen Ni Houlihan to Cathleen Anorexia: Feminine subjectivity as 

an Alternative to Hegemonic Categories of Hierarchical Dualism?

The impact tha t the Troubles had on Northern Ireland -  e ither on its political system, socio

economic status or citizens' wellbeing -  has been the subject o f numerous publications.®^ 

These sources all concur that the conflict gravely affected the whole society, irrespective of 

faith, ethno-political background and presumably also regardless o f gender differences in its

See, for exam ple, M arie-Therese Fay et al., The Cost o f the Troubles Study  or M ike M orrissey and M arie  

Smyth, Northern Ireland A fte r The Good Friday Agreem ent.
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population. However, it has been argued that the  experiences and consequences of conflicts 

are always gendered and that they are dependent on gender roles and relations existing 

prior to the conflict (Byrne). In Ireland, North and South, allegorical and mythical fem ale  

figures such as Hibernia, M oth er Ireland, Cathleen Ni Houlihan, Queen M aeve, and the  

Virgin M ary have often been used to represent the nation. Such figures feature in poetic and 

nationalist traditions as powerful symbols. Their real life counterparts, however, have often  

been treated as invisible, irrespective of the re-negotiation of gender relations during the  

Troubles.®® Indeed, Valerie Morgan claims that in Northern Ireland, wom en's roles are 'still 

frequently defined in term s [of] responsibilities to home, fam ily and church' as 'the 

traditional fam ily unit remains the norm in many areas and religious belief and observance 

rates are much high[er there) than in most other EU countries' (np). The following analysis 

will docum ent how the fem ale protagonists in Kate O'Riordan's Involved  (1995), Deirdre 

Madden's One by One in the Darkness (1996), Bernard MacLaverty's Grace Notes (1996), 

Anna Burns' No Bones (2001) and Eoin McNam ee's The Ultras  (2004)®^ view living conditions 

in Northern Ireland, how they handle their identity crises (caused e ither by a tragic accident 

or brought about as a consequence of their psycho-sexual developm ent), and how they  

attem pt to change the ir situation. Subsequently, these attem pts will be scrutinised to 

determ ine their subversive qualities and assess w hether the novels can be term ed  

narratives of difference -  in the sense that the  protagonists either change the ir situation or, 

at least, strive for it to become different. Indeed, referring primarily to  Julia Kristeva's abject 

theory, the analysis will establish w hether the  fem ale protagonists' efforts to (re)define

Susan McKay asserts th a t this re-negotiation happened because human survival necessitated 'greater 

flexibility in gender role behaviour' rather than because o f 'altered values and ideology' (Northern Protestants 

33 0 ).

This chapter refers only to  M cN am ee's portrayal of anorexia nervosa as the  novel is discussed in a greater 

detail in Chapter Tw^o of this dissertation.
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the ir identities have the potential to challenge the structures patriarchal ideology has 

worked to  subjugate them or whether the ir behaviour manifests qualities that support Ann 

Owens Weekes' assertion -  that the female protagonists of contemporary Northern Irish 

Troubles novels remain 'overwhelmed by impotence,' especially 'in the face of a 

meaningless violence' (95).

Chapter Four: A Case study of Glenn Patterson's Troubles fiction

Glenn Patterson is considered to be one of the most prominent and prolific representatives 

o f the 'new generation' of Northern Irish authors. The concluding chapter examines the way 

that he approaches the Northern Irish predicament in his works. Patterson, the case study 

exemplifies, distils and focuses the range o f strategies applied by the other authors analysed 

in the previous chapters. Patterson's Troubles novels focus on identitarian politics w ith the 

aim of locating their obsolescence.®* Yet, at the same time, they also trace the ir implicit 

inner contradictions. They serve as an alternative to  the lim ited /lim iting  narratives of the 

Troubles. Thus they contribute to the discussion o f empowerment as their heteroglossic 

perspective stands in contrast to authoritarian discourse of hegemonic hierarchical dualism. 

Language and the setting of the novels are the central means Patterson uses to  disrupt this 

authoritarian, monologic discourse. Indeed, the author applies various strategies in his 

fiction to emphasize the point that people, the ir identities, and places of belonging are 

endlessly variable, subject to change and 'to unrelenting modifications of meaning through 

tim e' (Graham B., In Search o f Ireland 4). Primarily, it is the deliberate choice o f the urban as

These novels are: Black Night at Big Thunder Mountain  (1995), Burning Your Own (1988), Fat Lad (1992), 
Num bers  (2003), That Which Was (2004),The International {1999),The Rest Just Follows or Up Here (2014),
The Third Party (2007).
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the setting of the novels that enables Patterson to further elaborate on this complexity, as it 

is constantly being written and re-written. Also, his stories avoid linear narration and, 

consequently, a one-dimensional definitions of selfhood. Through such complexity, 

Patterson argues against the reducibility of people to mere labels that makes them easier to 

suppress.

The chapter is subdivided into four sections each of which will discuss a particular 

theme. Concerning the scope of the dissertation, the thematic division allows for overall 

consideration of Patterson's Troubles oeuvre, offering an overview of issues such as the 

causation of the conflict, its trigger mechanisms, relations between the involved parties, 

possible means to resolve the strife and obstructions in the peace and reconciliation 

processes. While the themes are manifest throughout most of the discussed novels, 

individual sections focus on works in which the themes are most prominent.®®

The first section of the chapter deals with the relative normalcy of life in Northern 

Ireland prior to the outbreak of the atrocities as well as during the Troubles. It considers the 

quality of social relations and the incentive it took for the original disturbances to transform  

into the long-term conflict, how the atrocities have affected ordinary people's lives, and 

whether these people's perceptions reflected the official discourse of the Troubles. The 

novels discussed in the section are The International (1999), Number 5 (2003) and The Rest 

Just Follows (2014). While The International describes to the escalation of the conflict and 

whether such could have been prevented. Number 5 documents the impact of the atrocities 

on ordinary people's lives, as does The Rest Just Follows.

This arrangem ent also explains why the  novels do not appear in the chapter in the  chronological order in 

which they w ere  published.
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The second section expands one of the them es discussed in the previous section, 

nam ely, the inter-com m unity antagonisms that have been identified as the underlying 

reason for the conflict. Specifically, it examines functioning of hierarchical dualism and its 

effects on individual and collective identity. First, it documents Patterson's detailed  

portrayal of the  relationships betw een the Catholic and Protestant inhabitants of the  

fictional Larkview estate in Burning Your Own (1988) that are structured along the lines of 

distrust and m utual fear, a portrayal which serves as an allegory of the actual predicam ent. 

In fact, the novel, it will be established, is a perceptive study of the 'us' and 'them ' binary 

which demonises of the other. Black Night a t Big Thunder M ountain  (1995) develops the  

issues concerning manipulative behaviour and oppression as features that are typical of a 

hegemonic dualistic fram e, not only in Northern Ireland but elsewhere as well. It examines 

the events of the 1960s and 1970s in the w ider context across the whole of Europe in the  

1990s -  such as, for example, the Fall o f the Berlin W all, the Battle of Vukovar. Through 

numerous parallels within the novel, Patterson mediates a message that it is necessary to 

acknowledge the ethics of the other and to try  to prevent the imposition of violence onto  

people.

The subsequent section explores the strategies Patterson's protagonists utilize to  

overcom e the negative effects of authoritarianism . Despite the  efforts to distance 

themselves from  the oppressive environm ent, the protagonists experience the uncanny 

feelings th a t result from  the repression of the past. It is only by confronting the past and the  

feelings of guilt and self-contem pt it is associated w ith tha t the protagonists are able to  

move on. Specifically, the main protagonist of Fat Lad (1992) gradually comes to realize that 

moving away from  Belfast does not resolve his problem: it is tem porary, a m ere prelude to



his return there. Indeed, Drew apprehends that he cannot hide away from  the past and still 

hope for a stable identity which forces him to process the uncanny feelings.

Finally, the last section deals w ith the legacies of the conflict and the issues of 

m emorialisation and rem em brance. This section considers the difference betw een historical 

accounts and cultural production of m em ory and elaborates how the latter has impacted 

the reconciliation process. These them es function prom inently in Patterson's later works. 

That Which Was (2004) and The Third Party  (2007). That Which Was challenges 'w hat can 

we say with confidence tha t we know about the society w e live in?' (Patterson 'Borges Back 

in Town' 170). The Third Party  then contem plates the (im)possibility of figuring one's 

nation's catastrophic history w ithout succumbing to victimisation tha t might render the  

future inconceivable.

Patterson's novels are fictional m editations upon identity politics in Northern  

Ireland, yet they still function as critical reflections and have 'the liberating potential for 

rewriting landscape and for re-appropriating language' (Patterson, 'W riting the Troubles' 9). 

Indeed, the novels discuss tensions betw een political identity, religion, com munal power, 

violence and boundaries, that arise both w ithin groups of people but also between  

individuals. Thus, these novels contribute to a better understanding of how people form  

their individual/collective identities: these works map out the fundam ental socio-ideological 

fantasies that govern the process of identity form ation and that shape the relationship 

between both sides of the conflict. Therefore, the  novels, as Patten aptly summarizes, 

destabilize not only previous conceptions of the Northern Irish novel but also previous 

conceptions of Northern Ireland itself ('Fiction in Conflict' 133). The message they convey, 

together w ith  the other novels discussed within this dissertation, warns the readers of the
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dangers brought about by misconceptions about difference can bring about. These perils are 

the result of a situation w here differences between people are autom atically accepted as 

negative (or even artificially established to  create barriers). The quality of relationships 

betw een the involved people then corresponds to a strategy w ithin which atrocities are 

often explained away as self-defence. Refusing such an attitude, Patterson's novels assert 

instead, some to a greater extent than the others, that ethno-political or social differences 

do not have to be understood merely as antagonism. Portraying the implicit inner 

contradictions of the tw o-com m unities Catholics against Protestants model, the texts 

enable people to 'think beyond narratives of originary and initial subjectivities and focus on 

those mom ents or processes that are produced in the articulation of cultural differences' 

(Bhabha, The Location o f Culture 1). The texts turn the past into the disruptive anterior, 

replace it with the historical present, and hence facilitate enunciative processes by which 

'objectified others may be turned into subjects of their history and experience' (Bhabha, The 

Location o f Culture 178).
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2 Chapter One: Mistaken images?: Representations of the Troubles through 

the perpetrator's narrative

Numerous studies have been w ritten on ideologies that have informed politically motivated 

acts of those w/ho have been actively involved in the Troubles. In comparison, however, not 

much is still known either about the involved's personal perspectives or about the impact 

resultant incarceration has had on the ir or the ir families' lives. Since it has been argued that 

it is w ith ex-prisoners and ex-combatants that transition of post-conflict Northern Irish 

society lies, exploration of perpetrators' motivation fo r and reflection of active involvement 

constitutes an im portant aspect 'in any post conflict research' that might lead one to gaining 

greater understanding of the conflict and of its possible resolution (O'Neill 6).

2.1 Gangsters or guerrillas?: representation of Irish republicanism in Danny Morrison's 

The Wrong Man (1997)

It is indisputable that the contemporary Northern Irish republican movement has 

transformed since its establishment. However, Patrick Magee asserts that if it was to be 

judged solely from  its representation in Troubles fiction published particularly in the 1970s, 

'the impression would form  of myth-bound stasis, w ith no forward progression or 

development' (13). Magee, having been actively involved in the movement, refuses such an 

impression as lim ited. He asserts that there have been more people whose personal 

experience of the movement differs and who have thought it necessary to redeem 

republican reputation both in reality and in the arts. Danny Morrison belongs among those 

who have set themselves such a task. In his fiction and non-fiction works, Morrison has
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sought to  challenge 'depictions of the mad, fighting, drinking, dangerous Oirish ... a nation 

incapable of running their own affairs' (Morrison, 'Foreword' v).^ However laudable this 

effort seems, in Morrison's case, it might be actually problem atized by the author's 

continuous support for the Irish (republican) issues that have inform ed it. Namely, due to  

Morrison's political im prisonm ent and his role as a form er national director of publicity for 

Sinn Fein, questions arise concerning the actual im port of his works on the Troubles that are 

crucial to  interpretations of his fiction. One such question is: has the author's description of 

the republican ethos and its defenders been informed merely by his will to provide realistic 

representation of the predicam ent or has his political persuasion affected the message his 

works put forward to a much greater extent? The following analysis of Morrison's novel The 

Wrong Man^  will focus on the depiction of republican principles in the text. It will examine  

w hether the narrative attem pts to offer a complex portrayal of an actively involved 

republican or w hether it m erely recycles that which it seeks to change.

The Wrong M an  follows the story of a republican perpetrator, Raymond Massey, 

from  the m om ent of his release from  prison shortly before the 1981 Hunger Strikes to  his 

death at the hands of the British Army a couple of years later. W hile the exact reasons for 

Raymond's joining the IRA are not addressed, it seems that the fact that he comes from  a 

Catholic working-class area of Belfast justifies his affiliation w ith  the group.^ Raymond, like 

many other young republicans, joined the IRA at the beginning of the violent phase of the  

conflict. The Sixties and early Seventies were, generally, an era characterised by a

’ On Morrison's view  concerning the objectives of his work as regards republicanism, see relevant sections of 
the author's personal website: < h ttp ://w w w .d ann ym o rriso n .co m />.
 ̂ (Cork: M erc ier Press, 1997). Further references to  the  novel will hereafter be stated parenthetically in the  

text.
 ̂ It is Interesting to  compare this insinuation to  Malachi O 'Doherty's assertion concerning this subject. 

O 'Doherty argues that even though he him self comes from  a similar background and Is of strong political 
persuasion, he has never fe lt the urge to join in the IRA. See, O 'Doherty, The Trouble with Guns.



questioning of cultural and socio-political values. In the Northern Irish context, it was a 

period when an urgent need had arisen for a radical change of the then current 

predicament. A 'realisation gained ground among republicans that a resort to physical force 

was necessary' and many thus joined in the movement (Magee 40).'' In the beginning of the 

story proper, Raymond experiences an encounter which alludes to his motives fo r becoming 

actively involved w ith the IRA. He enlists a Catholic youth. Tod Malone, who, the excerpt 

below illustrates, seeks to prove himself w orthy to become a member of the IRA so tha t he 

could redress wrongs done to Catholics:

I go to  all the marches and riot at night. I want to do more. I hate the Brits and what 

they've done. They killed a cousin of mine. Out minding his own business. Stopped 

and searched. Told him he could go on. It was pouring rain, and when he ran away 

they shot him in the back and said they thought he was going fo r a gun ... I can't 

stand by while men are dying on hunger strike. It just brings everything into focus, 

doesn't it? (TWM 42)

This episode reminds Raymond o f his own initiation when 'he begged a man now dead to 

get him into the IRA' (TWM 42). The text thus suggests that Raymond's decision to  become a 

member o f the IRA was informed by a similar urge. Morrison, I w ill argue, puts emphasis on 

Raymond's efforts to  help the disadvantaged Catholic community to  establish him as an 

honourable person and as a protector or defender of human rights.

" Although some have claimed that such a turn to  m ilitant republicanism thw arted  the  potential for radical yet 
non-violent change (see, for example, M ichael Longley's 'in troduction' to  Causeway: The Arts in Ulster), those  

republicans actively involved in the conflict, M agee claims, perceived the ir struggle as 'a liberating new daw n' 
(40).
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While Raymond's determination to do more than take part in the Civil Rights 

marches and riot at night is subsequently deemed genuine. Tod is undermined when he 

admits that his involvement was a waste of time (TWM  166). Although one might think that 

Tod's commitment had simply waned, the reasons that informed it, this chapter argues, are 

purposely presented as questionable to suggest that he 'wasn't cut out for this type of life' 

(TWM  166) at all. In fact, the qualities the narrative endows Tod with are those that the 

republican ethos would deem contemptible. As a result, what might have initially seemed 

an analogy between the protagonists is actually the contrary. Indeed, the novel compares 

and contrasts the renegade IRA Volunteer, Tod, with the committed republican, Raymond, 

to laud the virtues of the latter. This narrative strategy is so dominant that it structures the 

novel, making it possible to assume what the objective Morrison set for his work to achieve 

is.̂  Subsequent paragraphs will document the qualities Morrison endows Raymond with, 

and what they communicate about the movement.

From its very start, the text asserts that the qualities that sustained Raymond in his 

ordeal were determination, faithfulness and solidarity. He, like numerous other actively 

involved republicans, faced imprisonment for his politically motivated acts. Contrary to the 

'official' discourse of the British government that refers to such people as perpetrators and 

to some of their deeds as crimes against humanity, the narrative presents Raymond as a 

conscious man dedicated to the cause. His incarceration, part of which he spent on 'dirty 

protest,' is seen as another stage of the 'battle,' his injuries inflicted 'for refusing to wear a 

prison uniform, for not moving fast enough on a wing shift, for resisting anal searches' are 

his 'battle wounds' (TWM  21). Using such similes, Morrison seeks to elevate republican

 ̂ Parts o f a n d /o r  th e  w h o le  ch apters  th a t  de p ic t th ese  in d iv id ua l p rotago nis ts  be ing in or re fle c tin g  on sim ilar  

situations a lte rn a te  th ro u g h o u t th e  novel to  p ro v id e  a co m p arison .
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resistance to a position of war and to ask whose deeds have posed a greater threat to 

humanity, the combatants' or the prison guards'?^ That Raymond endures the prison 

torment as his sacrifice serves the greater good of his community suggests that he has 

probably internalized the credo of the Irish Civil War Volunteer, Terence MacSwiney -  'it is 

not those who can inflict the most, but those who can suffer the most who will conquer'7 

This the narrative confirms when it claims that memories of the time spent in prison play an 

important role in aiding Raymond with managing his life outside. It is the bonds among the 

republican prisoners and security provided by those, the narrative argues, who have made 

him feel 'very strong and proud' (TW M  22 ) that helped him to carry on. In fact, Morrison has 

Raymond admit that the other blanketmen were to him more than fellow prisoners, 'they 

were brothers'. The novel hence resembles personal testimonies of former republican 

prisoners that have claimed similar.®

Alluding to the relationship between the prisoners in filial terms, the text posits the 

republican movement as constructed around what Aaron Kelly terms 'supposedly natural 

bonds and attachments' (The Thriller and Northern Ireland 15). These, Kelly explains, are 

'strategically beneficial to the nationalist subject' as they establish the subject as 'organic' 

(Ibid.). In other words, it is possible that the said prison camaraderie echoed affiliative 

relationalities rather than organicity of the movement but that Morrison claimed at the

 ̂ Use of w arfare language in regards to  the conflict, typical of the  republican rhetoric after the British 

crim inalization policy was introduced, has served the m ovem ent to  claim official acknow ledgem ent of the ir 

struggle which alludes to  how the  readers might have been expected to  have answered this question.
^This credo was w idely used by Irish republicans throughout the critical stages of the  la tte r day Troubles to  

keep up esprit de corps, particularly so in the period around the 1981 Hunger Strikes.
* See, for example, ed. Brian Campbell et al. N or M eeidy Serve M y  Time: The H-Blocl< Struggle 1 9 7 6  -1981.



la tte r to  gain sympathy for the insurgents.® This assertion is confirmed when affinity similar 

to th a t between the republican prisoners is claimed typical of the members of the active 

operation units as well:

when four or five lives and his own were fused into one organism, not just in the  

tem porary heat of riding around in a car w ith rifles or planting a bomb but for days 

on end experiencing tension, fear and terror; the swarming bacteria of death in one's 

mouth; then relief, the euphoria of success and the sweetness of survival. And, of 

course, those comrades who had died he loved w ith fierce pride and loyalty, and 

carried something of them  w ithin. Continuity. Survivors carried the dead w ithin, part 

of the aggregate of responsibility, an eternal compact. {T W M  46, emphasis added)

This excerpt puts forward a suggestion directed towards the readership. Morrison appeals 

primarily to the republican com m unity that it has the responsibility to  its fallen com patriots. 

This responsibility does not concern the continuity of the struggle until the republican 

objectives are m et only, it involves the general principles that have to be honoured eternally  

as well. Issuing such an appeal, the novel moves from  the passive representational goal to  

an objective which seeks an actual change of the p re d ic a m e n t.T h is  then affects the  

aforem entioned comparison between Raymond and Tod.

Due to international public support of political status for republican prisoners 

brought about during the 1981 Hunger Strikes and because of subsequently increasing

® Kelly argues tha t this is a common strategy applied when an ideology seeks to  'disguise its hegemonic 

ordering,' which makes 'the national as canonically-constructed by nationalist ideology ... a code word for the  

hegemonic subject' (The Thriller and Northern Ireland  15).
That Morrison's novel embodies such a dem and makes it com pliant w ith  Ronan Bennett's appeal to  

Northern Irish w riters for a m ore political writing. On Bennett's argum ent concerning w hat the author has 

perceived as an appropriate fictional trea tm ent of the Troubles, see the Introductory Chapter as well as the  

opening of the follow ing section on Bennett's novel The Second Prison.
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interest in the conflict as such, more republicans came to believe that persistence in armed 

resistance was, for all the trauma and sacrifice, w o rth w h ile .In  fact, for many, the struggle 

symbolized 'a shedding of victimhood; and even for those not directly participating there 

was a sense of vicarious pride from belonging to communities under siege but refusing to 

submit' (Magee 41). Republican feelings were further intensified by the ever-growing 

number of people whose lives had been directly affected by the repressive regime and 

violence of the British Army. Similar experience, as has been mentioned above, appeared 

also to be the impetus that made Tod join the IRA. Indeed, his behaviour initially manifests 

traits that would suggest he was a committed republican: he seems eager to do anything for 

the cause, he even gives the impression that he shares pride in resistance and when one of 

the unit's operations fails, he sounds desperately disappointed (TW M  106). Nevertheless, 

feelings are subsequently confuted when the genuineness of Tod's loyalty is undermined as 

the text intimates that he has been informing on his comrades to the British Army.

Talking about his inspiration to write The Wrong Man, Morrison, 'fascinated by the 

concept of temptation and weakness,' says he wanted to examine the issues of 'treachery, 

infidelity, [and] g u ilt '.T h e re fo re , one of the subjects his novel explores is the figure of the 

IRA informer. Tod. Although Morrison claims that the narrative is meant to provide 'an 

almost sympathetic portrayal' of a tout, the following paragraphs will demonstrate that 

Morrison's fictional representation of this subject is informed rather by 'the devastation a 

close-knit community experiences when it has been betrayed from within' ('The Enemy

”  Support for acknow ledgem ent of the  political status constituted quite a decisive m om ent in the  conflict as it, 
indeed, confirm ed to  republicans tha t the ir struggle was legitim ate and tha t it was hence w orthw hile  to  persist 
in it. On how the impact o f the  1981 Hunger Strikes strengthened republicans' beliefs, see David Beresford's 
Ten Men Dead.

Although, IVIorrison refers predom inantly to  his play of the same nam e, his assertion is equally true of the  

novel on which the play is based. See, 'The Enemy W ithin '.



W ith in ' np)/^  Indeed, The Wrong M an  emphasizes the im m orality of informing against the  

republican organisation. By contrasting Tod, the snitch, w ith Raymond, the em bodim ent of 

true republican qualities, Morrison accentuates Raymond's honourableness.

In order to uphold the honour of their dissident actions, actively involved 

republicans w/ho have often been under constant arm y and police surveillance have had to  

maintain a great degree of secrecy and to adjust their lives accordingly. Aw/are of such a 

requirem ent and cautious not to thw/art any of the  unit's operations, Raymond keeps a low  

profile so as not to attract unnecessary attention to himself. He also exercises great caution, 

the text emphasises, so that he would not endanger his w ife and her son. Tod, on the other 

hand, seems rather im provident. The text does not openly criticise his uncontrolled  

behaviour; however, one might deduce how it is perceived, particularly as it is provoked by 

impulses the other members of the unit are able to  deal w ith or resist. Indeed, self-denial in 

favour of others is a quality that Tod does not seem to have. The reader is thus made to 

contem plate w hat his interest in the republican struggle has actually been. The things Tod 

thinks about while being held in police custody indicates his underlying reasons for 

becoming an IRA m em ber w ere. M oreover, his recollection alludes to  his self-centeredness 

and lack of loyalty which informed his betrayal. Unlike Raymond, who accepts confinem ent 

as an opportunity to contem plate his political persuasion and the need to persist in the  

struggle. Tod reflects on his unfaithfulness to his p a r tn e r .A lth o u g h  it might appear that he 

is repenting and feels guilty for his actions, the fact that he subsequently does not break off 

his adulterous affairs but establishes more of them  undermines this impression. The sexual

This is p ro b ab ly  a ffec ted  by M o rriso n 's  in tim a te  fa m ilia rity  w ith  th e  issue: his uncle H arry  W h ite , a 

p ro m in e n t IRA m e m b e r, w as 'b e tra y e d ' by an in fo rm e r tw ic e  and M o rriso n  h im se lf has been re p e titiv e ly  ja iled  

as 'a resu lt o f th e  w o rk  o f in fo rm e rs ' ('T h e  Enem y W ith in ' np ).

This serves to  confirm  th e  no tio n  th a t Tod could n o t possibly be any m o re  d iffe re n t fro m  R aym ond w h o , th e  

te x t claim s, cherishes his w ife  and w h o  w o u ld  lie to  her on ly  to  p ro te c t her life.
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escapades Tod becomes involved in serve to satiate his constant need for acknowledgement 

and 'for the thrill' (TWM  127). However, this urge seems typical of his life in general ( TWM  

175). Indeed, Tod's self-centredness and resultant compulsion to be in the limelight are the 

reasons that have caused him to relish the idea of being on the side of the IRA.

Consequently, the text portrays Tod as if he had almost no inhibition about lying to 

his partner so that he could enjoy the excitement he thought his relationship lacked. In fact, 

deception is a skill which Tod seems to have mastered and which, the narrative insinuates, 

has for a long time enabled him to carry on with various forms of his unfaithfulness. Aware 

of the fact that 'the risk of discovery was always greatest in the immediate aftermath' of an 

act of disloyalty. Tod has tried to lie low after being deceitful, knowing that one becomes 

'less vulnerable with the passage of time' after which one's confidence increases again.

Once thus reassured. Tod has felt he 'could brush memory aside, brush aside the credibility' 

of the person that would have testified against him and 'rewrite the past, sometimes with a 

conviction that was startling' (TWM  181).^^ In fact, he has always seemed to know what to 

say and the right words have come to him 'with a snap of his fingers' (TWM  164). By 

implying that this contemptible quality is natural to Tod, the text seeks to undermine his 

credibility and suggests it was inevitable that Tod should eventually betray his comrades.

Tod eventually ponders the possible consequences of his deceitful behaviour -  self

scrutiny which might have inspired feelings of compassion towards him. However, he, yet 

again, selfishly considers how his behaviour might affect his interests only. Tod seems keen 

to help Raymond in a time of difficulty when he is wounded during an operation. However,

When a fellow member from the unit is killed during an operation details of which Tod had revealed to the 
official forces, Tod quite readily convinces himself that 'at the end of the day' his comrade's lifestyle was to 
blame, sorts thus 'the problem in his head' and does not feel guilty {TWM  181).
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the text illustrates that Tod does so only because he was the one who brought such a 

situation about; his interest is not altruistic/® Tod's recurring acts of self-contem plation  

make it appear that his atonem ent is im m inent -  as alluded to by his recurring acts of self

contem plation. However, Tod's attem pts at redem ption are thw arted  by his inability to keep 

his resolution to change himself, despite the numerous opportunities for such he has had. 

This then retrospectively undermines any sense of authenticity.^^ The abovem entioned  

qualities seem highly unlikely to inspire compassion towards Tod. Quite to the contrary, 

Morrison's portrayal of Tod confirms the assumption that the text deals with the topic of 

betrayal to manifest its contem ptibleness and that of its perpetrator. Indeed, this idea is 

substantiated by the community's reaction to Tod's betrayal when he is finally forced to  

bear the consequences of his actions.^® Tod becomes alienated from  the filiative com m unity  

by his treachery. Indeed, he is literally isolated a fter he suffers from  an asthma attack tha t is 

brought on by the stress caused by one of his pangs of conscience (T W M  162-9). 

Nevertheless, Tod's alienation is not m erely self-imposed but com m unitarian and it affects 

his fam ily too. His partner's recollection of a poor attendance at his funeral and their 

neighbours' subsequent treatm ent of her and her daughter manifest how much the  

com m unity actually despises 'the enem y' within. Morrison writes:

Fifteen people w ere at his funeral. Fifteen peoplel You've no idea how humiliating it 

was for me and his family. No idea. No acknowledgem ent. Nobody to defend him  

after all he'd given. People crossing to the other side of the street to avoid me.

See The W rong M an , Chapters Twelve and Thirteen.
This is also challenged by perseverance w ith  which Tod exercises his skill to  'rew rite  the past': he is always 

ready to  bluff his way, discount 'any allegations against him ' and 'com promise' his friends {T W M  199-200).
It becomes impossible for Tod to  conceal the evidence of his deceitfulness: proof of his discredit, an audio  

recording, becomes available, constituting thus the  past he is unable to  rew rite  or rather re-record. See, The 

Wrong M an , Chapter Sixteen, pages 194-195 in particular.



People whom you thought were your friends ignoring you. Kids taunting Nuala, a 

child not even three. (TWM 193)

The way the funeral is depicted confirms the assertion that being a tout is, in the republican 

community, perceived as one of the most severe transgressions of its ethos and hence 

cannot go unacknowledged.^® In fact, to be disloyal to the cause and thus to dishonour the 

legacy of one's (republican) ancestors appears to be more serious a misdemeanour than to 

disobey the Commandment that follows it: thou shalt not commit adultery. As the text 

evidences, it is easier for Tod's partner, Sal, to accept that Tod was unfaithful to her rather 

than to admit the idea that he might have, indeed, been informing on his comrades:

Thomas was innocent, do you hear me? ... Thomas was not an in form er... he was 

not an informer... I know Thomas was no angel. Is that what you've come to tell me?

I know he saw somebody else, some hussy. But I loved him, loved him. (TWM 192-3)

Sal's predicament confirms the negative impact that disloyalty exerts on people: her 'life is 

ruined' (TWM 192). In fact, with respect to Tod's unfaithfulness, the narrative insinuates 

that Sal married the titular 'wrong man'. Moreover, owing to how Raymond's own wife, 

Roisin, is described, it also posits that Sal would have been probably a more suitable partner 

for Raymond. Her behaviour manifests that she has internalised what patriarchal 

nationalism requires from women: her admiration for Tod is 'palpable' (TWM 49); she 

swears always to look after him (TWM 64), does so with intense devotion (TWM 165), finds 

great satisfaction in her role (TWM 77), and never complains even though she is concerned 

about the consequences of Tod's paramilitary activities (TWM 143,165). Unlike Sal, Roisi'n

it has been argued that contem pt republicans hold for inform ers in their midst is deeper than th a t reserved 

for their enemies. See, for exam ple, Eamon Collins' personal testim ony concerning his life in the  IRA, K illing  

Rage (1997).
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seems to lack the qualities that would make her an adequate spouse to Raymond, 'a great 

guy' without whom people would be 'lost'. The suggestion here is that Raymond deserved 

better. The novel, yet again, sets the good, Raymond, against the bad, Roism, to support 

Morrison's delineation of a true republican hero by reaffirming the moral superiority of the 

first by implying deficiencies of the latter.

Since the start of their relationship, Roism is aware of the strength of her partner's 

republican convictions: 'You know us. Mad republicans. Never give up' (TWM  30). However, 

the text suggests, she does not realize the depth of such an assertion, and, subsequently, 

does not appear to consider her future prospects carefully even when urged to do so (TWM  

54). In fact, Roisi'n's general inability to contemplate the wider implications of certain issues 

is strongly contested. At several occasions, when she is required to make a decision -  the 

consequences of which are likely to affect her life significantly -  she tends to do so without 

considering the implications of her actions adequately. This is evident in the text when 

Roisi'n questions her own loyalty towards Raymond. Morrison writes: 'she [first] wondered 

could she have ... stuck by' Raymond (TWM  31). The text, irrespective of Roisi'n's age and 

marital status, repeatedly refers to her as to a girl (TWM  53, 203), suggesting that she has 

not matured yet. Recurring textual references to her 'naivety' seem to validate such a view: 

Roisi'n is continuously being reminded of Raymond's undying devotion to the struggle; 

however, she believes she might actually succeed in her efforts to 'dilute his rigorous 

approach to life' (TWM  36). Her ignorance, which approximates the erroneous belief about 

the transitory nature of the conflict in its initial stages and about republican determination, 

is initially perceived with a smile (TWM  31) since it is thought of as temporary. However, as

Although Raymond admits that Roisi'n is 'a good  person' {T W M  46, emphasis in original), elsewhere, the  text 
declares that there  is 'evil' in her {T W M  55),
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the narrative proceeds, Roisi'n is depicted as unable and/or unwilling to gain insight into 

republican objectives and gradually becomes regarded as disrespectful of the republican 

struggle in general, a characteristic Roism seems to share with Tod.^^

Indeed, Roisfn -  who would not tolerate Raymond's possible infidelity -  becomes 

even less sympathetic to his involvement when she realizes that 'his devotion and loyalty 

meant that the damned IRA might as well have been another woman' (TWM  61). Agitated 

by the feeling of 'an absence despite the intimacy between them' (TWM  35), Roisfn 

questions Raymond about his commitment to her and subsequently begs him to leave the 

movement. Nevertheless, because of 'his principles, his republicanism, which came before 

him and therefore came before her' (TWM  46), Raymond cannot do so, which is why Roisfn 

then bitterly mocks him by calling him 'Ireland' (TWM  103). However, her lack of tolerance 

begins to concern other, uninvolved, people too. She comes 'to resent not just the IRA but 

her entire community, her insatiable, complaining community' even though, the text 

implies, she knows they have nowhere else to go. Unlike Raymond who is always ready to 

aid people who come to ask him for help, Roisfn occasionally shows her 'pique' at them and 

would even willingly throw them 'out the door for wasting her and her husband's precious 

time' (TWM  113). Given Raymond's deeply held conviction concerning romantic love and its 

inability to survive scrutiny (TWM  45), it can be deduced that Roisfn and Raymond's 

relationship will not end well. Since it is Roisfn who repeatedly challenges her partner about 

his 'release date' from the IRA (TWM  135), despite being warned about his responsibilities

A nother feature these tw o  characters seenn to  have in com mon Is manipulation of tru th  (Roisfn lies about 
her exam results) and self-centredness. Indeed, Roisi'n's selfish interests seem to be the  cause th a t makes her 

unable to  com prehend and appreciate the  benefits for Catholic com m unity th a t allegedly accrue from  

(Raymond's) param ilitary endeavours.



and loyalty, the text insinuates that when the relationship eventually ends, it is Roisi'n who is 

to be blamed as she threw Raymond out of the house (TWM 168).

While the text denigrates Roisin's character, Raymond's reactions to his wife's 

increasing hostility and the detachment, on the contrary, reflect qualities such as 

thoughtfulness and compassion which supports the abovementioned assertion that the 

novel seeks to create a positive image of the republican hero, however problematic 

Raymond's character actually is. Therefore, it is only natural that Raymond should consider 

his wife's objections about the amount of time he devotes to the IRA, even if he knows that 

'he is right' about doing what he does. In fact, his pure unselfishness is apparent when he 

tries to make amends with Roisi'n: 'I've a house booked in Bundoran for a week,' he said, 

feeling that this moment was as right as he'd ever get i t ... 'It was a wee surprise' {TWM 

158). Nevertheless his efforts, the text documents, are not met with any appreciation even 

if they seem to be what Roisi'n has been asking for:

'! don't want to go.' She rolled over to face him. 'You can take Bobby, if you like.'

Raymond was stung. He had gone to considerable trouble to get the money and to 

get the house. He thought it would please her and take pressure off them both. A 

business friend of the IRA also offered him money to help to redecorate the house. 

He was keeping that surprise in reserve but her attitude had destroyed the joy of 

giving. (TWM 158-9)

Apart from Roisin's ingratitude, this episode alludes to the question addressed elsewhere in 

the narrative of how ordinary people have valued the sacrifice actively involved republicans 

have made for the greater good of their community. 'The simple truth' Morrison seems to
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regret is that 'among people there could be just a small attitude separating the sympathetic 

but uninvolved from the uninvolved and unsympathetic' (TWM  102). It is this 'indifference 

of the latter' that then seems to add to burdensomeness of republicans' ordeal, w/hich often 

leaves the combatants 'depressed'. While most people are at home, 'by their firesides, with 

their families,' the lonely republican is often outside in the cold rain that attacks 'his flesh' 

(TWM  102). However, despite such adversity, Morrison claims republican determination 

perseveres, as it is deemed necessary that the struggle go on. In fact, no hesitation is 

permitted as that would have been perceived as 'an act of surrender and defeat,' which 

would have dishonoured the legacy of republicans' forebears. This then explains why 

actively involved republicans have accepted jail and death as a possible price of their actions 

and why they would 'never accept defeat' (TWM  136).

Raymond, the alleged embodiment of such objectives, following his conscience.

Once again, he appeals to Roisin to reconsider what the republican campaign might mean 

for her son's future, to make her realise the necessity of the struggle. Through him the text 

appeals to the readers to ponder the republican resistance, which is explained as necessary 

to secure jobs for Catholics and as a way of defending their way of life (TWM  79). However 

honourable implications of such a plea are, they oblige Roisi'n to behave in a way similar to 

women who have been required to abnegate their personal wishes in the name of the 

cause: she is urged to respect Raymond's active involvement in the conflict and to be less 

self-centred (TWM  86). This demand is, indeed, in accord with the submissive role 

nationalist patriarchy imposed on w o m en .R o is in , however, reacts in a way that is in 

accordance with how the text has previously portrayed her: she refuses to submit to

Elsewhere, Raymond acknowledges th a t he has preferred  his w ife's dem eanour when she used to  be m ore  

submissive.
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Raymond's appeal. Her counter plea against Raymond's patronising behaviour towards her 

could have been used to engage in a discussion of the impact that nationalist patriarchy has 

had on women, which would substantiate Morrison's claim that the novel seeks to  provide 

'a sympathetic portrayal' o f female protagonists that challenges restrictive patriarchal 

hegemony. Nevertheless, the narrative that follows this episode continues to  emphasize 

Roism's imperfections instead and, yet again, compares these to Sal's virtues. Such a 

characterisation suggests that the narrative is intentionally offering an analogy between 

Roism and Tod since the latter is throughout the text also referred to as having childlike 

qualities.

Both these protagonists are meant to stand for 'manipulative, exploitative, egoistical 

individuals] who had squandered nobility' (TWM 207) and that they, given the ir culpable 

conduct, represent the antitheses of the republican hero is confirmed in the final chapter of 

the novel. In a moment of infatuation, Roisin and Tod forget 'about future, about tom orrow, 

about other people' and, tumbling 'through the weightless universe of sex,' destroy the 

remainder of the ir decency in a jo in t betrayal of Raymond (TWM 204, 207). Owing to the 

assumed representational objective o f the novel, it is imperative that their 

contemptibleness should subsequently be p u n is h e d .I t  is insinuated that this betrayal is 

what brings about Raymond's downfall. Moreover, since the chapter which describes Roism 

and Tod's perfidy follows those which reveal how they end up, it seems as if it was added to

Tod is killed in a gunfigh t and Roisin ends up a w id o w  ex p ec tin g  R aym ond's  po sth u m o u s child.
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the text as an afterthought to justify w hat happens to them  and to warn the readers that 

those who betray the com m unity and its ideals might rightly expect a similar fate.^'*

Although the novel claims the  main protagonist's moral supremacy over his w ife and 

friend, the way this protagonist and his experiences are depicted actually points to  the  

discrepancies w ithin the m ovem ent that underm ine author's intended endorsem ent of 

republicanism. Raymond, contrary to Roism and Tod, is persistent and loyal, qualities that 

can be, however, under certain circumstances, perceived as obstinacy. This suggests that 

the republican has been negatively affected by its m yth-bound stasis. In the interest of 

plausibility the author could not possibly portray the main protagonist as com pletely  

flawless. Yet, since he also sought to remain true to his w riterly objective, the tex t actually 

seeks to  capitalize on this seemingly negative quality to assert that the m ovem ent has 

always been oriented towards a 'peaceful' future. Specifically, Raymond's com bat drive is 

questioned by the republican political leadership which appreciates his persistence but 

which warns against possible over-zealousness, particularly that which would manifest itself 

by excessive use of violence. This is probably to substantiate the assertion that Sinn Fein has 

sought peaceful resolution to the conflict and that the m ovem ent turned to violence only in 

cases of outm ost necessity, when it could not act o th e rw is e .S t il l ,  one cannot but feel that 

the main protagonist's dedication (how ever non-violent) to  honour the republican cause 

bears signs of overdependence on the legacy of his forebears that might allude to some sort 

of a nationalist m yth-bound stasis.

Since both the  protagonists are aw are o f their action and possible repercussions of it and as the  revelation  

of the details of the ir escapade does not, in any significant way, contribute to  the developm ent of the story, it 
is possible tha t it was, indeed, added for the reasons stated above.

A fact tha t is hinted at by Raymond's reluctance to  lynch Tod which, however, is underm ined by the novel's 

insistence on the harmfulness of touting.
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2.2 Behind/beyond the wire: understanding republican political imprisonment and its 

impact in Ronan Bennett’s The Second Prison (1991)

In his article, 'An Irish Answer/ Ronan Bennett castigates fellow writers from his native 

Northern Ireland fo r not portraying the Troubles in the ir works in a way that he deems 

appropriate fo r the situation; an issue which, he thinks, has consequently pandered to 'the 

British point of view' (Laity 11).^® What Bennett calls for is more politically engaged fiction 

that would explore the true nature of the conflict and its bearing on individual lives. Owing 

to Bennett's perspective, which sees the genuine 'root causes' of the conflict as being based 

in the British misrule of Northern Ireland, one might be led to th ink that literature is to 

inspire people to subvert such a rule. In other words, that it is necessary fo r literature to 

serve the objectives of political propaganda. Bennett's own oeuvre has pursued an insistent 

political engagement. Indeed, Bennett, Paul Laity argues, 'has never lost the urge to speak 

out politically,' and his novels have 'a political relevance' (11).^^ Specifically, Bennett's 

novelistic preoccupations are intrinsically linked to the dilemma 'what does the just 

man/woman do in times of injustice?' brought about by his personal experience of 

unjustified prosecution and incarceration fo r alleged involvement in paramilitary activities,^* 

which made a lasting impression on him.^^ This might be the main reason why Bennett

Namely, the  works Bennett refers to, he argues, e ither ignore the conflict a ltogether or adopt an apolitical 
stance to  it based on their middle-class complacency, creating thus a 'culture of aloofness' ('An Irish Answer' 
55). Bennett probably bases such a belief on 'a rem ark m ade to  him inside by an older prisoner, to  the effect 
that novels w ere nothing but "bourgeois nonsense": all tha t m attered was direct action to  fu rther the cause' 
(Laity 11).

This, Laity argues, seems hardly surprising, if w e  consider the fact that Bennett grew  up in Northern Ireland  

during the  Troubles and since, he claims, he 'becam e politically active as he experienced w hat he later referred  

to as the "endem ic violence and h a tre d " ... in the early 1970s' (11).
In both cases, charges against Bennett w ere overturned on appeal or dropped, see, Ronan Bennett, 'W hy  

This W itch-hunt W o n 't Stop M e W riting  on Ireland'.
Bennett campaigned for the Guildford Four in the 1980s, collaborated w ith  Paul Hill on his account of his 

wrongful im prisonm ent. Stolen Years: Before and  A fter Guildford  (1990), and com pleted a PhD in History of 
Law at King's College, London.



considers that literary texts need to be politically engaged and why his works strive to  

scrutinise imperial and colonial h is to r ie s .T h is  objective, the following analysis will suggest, 

informs his debut novel. The Second Prison (1991).^^ Subsequent paragraphs will docum ent 

Bennett's appraisal of the British judicial system's bias against republicans and his claim that 

the Irish republican struggle against such a system was justified.

The Second Prison follows the story of a form er leader of a Belfast IRA Active Unit, 

Augustine Kane, to whom  the reader is introduced while he is on remand in Brixton prison in 

England waiting for a judicial decision. Kane was arrested under the Prevention of Terrorism  

Act after a period of intense observation by the police on suspicion that he had conspired 

'w ith persons unknown to com m it m urder of a person or persons unknown' 'in London and 

elsewhere betw een 11 April 1988 and 5 June 1988' (TSP 1 1 5 ,1 4 3 ). The depositions of the  

Crown Prosecution Service docum ent that 'no gun ... no explosives, no tim ing devices, no 

"death list'" w ere discovered, which suggests that there 'is no case' against Kane and that 

the charges against him should be 'dismissed' (TSP 143, 145). The novel ignores the fact that 

the protagonist had actually planned to com m it said crime, and focuses on illustrating the  

prejudice of the British judicial system against the Irish. First, it points to  the dilatoriness 

many Irish detainees, particularly those w ith history similar to that of Kane's, had 

experienced: the prosecution refuses to indicate 'when they will be ready to  present their 

case' against Kane and he is thus forced to spend seven months in custody before the day of 

his com m ittal is even set (TSP 114). M oreover, the text describes the prosecution's effort to  

m anipulate Kane's case. They fail to  serve 'any papers' because they would have to

This does not concern the  history of Ireland only as Bennett's texts, such as The Catastrophist (1999), 
address the topic in the context of o ther countries too.

(London: Hamish Ham ilton, 1991), Further references to  the  novel will hereafter be stated parenthetically in 

the text.



acknowledge that they lack substantial evidence, yet, also because, until the very last 

m om ent, they are led to  believe by the police that such evidence will eventually become 

available and that Kane would, indeed, be imprisoned (TSP 145). W hen that does not 

happen, the 'smug' prosecution lawyer adduces^^ Kane's terrorist past and continuing 

connections with extrem ist organizations to claim that his 'm anifestly suspicious' behaviour 

'would be more than sufficient to convince a jury to convict' (TSP 155). However, the  

magistrate considers this to be 'insufficient evidence to proceed with the case against Kane' 

and eventually 'the Crown asks that the charge remain on file ' (TSP 165). Although Kane is 

acquitted and released, the text seeks to emphasize the fact that the (prosecution) 

trea tm en t he faced should serve as 'an indictm ent of the entire remand system' (TSP 153) 

and tha t those responsible should be held accountable.^^ This refers back to Bennett's claim 

concerning the British colonial trea tm en t of those whom  they seek to subdue, a pattern  

which, the novel aims to illustrate, infiltrated their judicial system.

The critique of the British judiciary that the novel provides becomes apparent when  

w e consider the novel's comparison betw een the way the system has treated people 

suspected of terrorist crimes and the trial of Kane's fellow  detainee, Benny Morris. Morris, 

unlike Kane, is not w hat Peter Shirlow and Kieran McEvoy describe as a 'politically m otivated  

prisoner' but a mere 'career criminal' (TSP 229)}^  W hile the circumstances of his latest

A n yo n e fro m  th e  official fo rces o r th e  ju d ic ia ry  w h o  does n o t sy m p ath ise  w ith  or, does n o t t re a t  th e  

rep u b lican  w ith  respect is re fe rre d  to  as be ing ra th e r  unscrupulous. This includes d irec t descrip tion s o f 

co n d u ct as w e ll as allusions to  such via nam es B e n n e tt calls th ose  protagonis ts , such as, T e m p e s t and G o neril.

A call th a t could have been co nsidered  ju s tified  w o u ld  n o t it have b een  fo r  Kane ac tua lly  being g u ilty  o f  th e  

said crim e.

A p a rt fro m  'm isce llaneous ju v e n ile  offen ces , M o rris ' 'serious crim inal ca ree r' com prises 'charges o f tak ing  

and driv ing  aw ay , assault and d e m a n d in g  m o n e y  w ith  m enaces ,' 'a rm e d  ro b b ery ' and 'm an s lau g h te r' (TSP  2 2 8 , 

2 2 9 ).
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offence are grave, and evidence links him to  the c r im e /^  M orris gradually gains com posure 

as he th inks he 'is going to  get o f f  (TSP 83). He tells Kane th a t 'if  you w an t to  get o ff, you've 

got to  th ink  like an innocent man. You've got to  psych yourse lf up so you can look a t the  

evidence w ith  an innocent man's eyes' (TSP 82). Even though republican prisoners w ould 

usually th ink  o f themselves as being in the right, Kane does not 'psych' h im self up as he is 

well aware o f how the jud ic iary has viewed people like him.^® Such a strategy, nevertheless, 

reassures M orris  w ho turns exuberant (TSP 88), when he actually finds a so lic itor w ho is 

w illing  to  help him  overtu rn  his case by claim ing tha t the police 'fabricated ' his confession 

(TSP 227). Despite the fact tha t th is is not true  and even though the case against M orris  is 

'conclusive' (TSP 80), these allegations 'against serving police o fficers ' and the  way M orris 's  

defence is conducted confound the ju ry  w ho 'cou ldn 't agree on a [unanim ous] verd ict,' 

tw ice. Consequently, 'a verdict o f no t gu ilty  by v irtue  o f  M orris 's 'earlie r hung ju ry ' is 

entered (TSP 304) and he is le t go.

The novel thus raises and a ttem pts to  address tw o  m ajor issues: jud ic iary 

insufficiency and bias against po litica lly  m otiva ted acts. First, the  reader is forced to  ask how  

it is possible th a t M orris, the  habitual o ffende r w ho is gu ilty  o f the  claimed crimes, manages 

to  convince some of the  ju ry  m embers o f his innocence. This is a question particu larly 

pe rtinen t to  Bennett who makes the  readers consider the  fact th a t people w ho have 

supposedly com m itted  po litica lly  m otiva ted acts were fo r a period o f tim e  during the

M orris had shot o ff his own leg to divert suspicion away from  himself, his fingerprints are on the shotgun 

found on the  crime scene and cartridges w ere  found in pockets of the coat he was wearing at the tim e  of 
arrest (TSP 81-2 , 229).

This is an a ttitude com m only held by the  republicans confirmed by Bennett's personal experience, which he 

has tried  to  draw  attention  to  in his non-fiction works as well, see, for exam ple, the  aforem entioned article  

'Criminal Justice'.
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Troubles denied the right to trial by jury^^ and hence would not have been given the chance: 

to defend themselves. Furtherm ore, the  way that evidence in Morris's case is distorted  

challenges our preconceptions of judiciary effectiveness and subsequent dispensation of 

justice. The authority of the judge, in particular, is challenged. Although the judge urges the  

jury to consider the vast body of evidence presented by the prosecution, emphasizing its 

conclusiveness, the jurors do not return a unanimous verdict, even when asked 'to have one 

last try' (TSP 304). Such seeming unpersuasiveness is in stark contrast to the decisive role 

judges occupied in non-jury Diplock trials.^® W hile the acquittal of a criminal guilty of all 

charges m ight be disquieting, that to which the narrative tries to  draw attention as regards 

the Diplock courts is deem ed equally, if not more, worrying. It suggests that the British 

governm ent, in search for an easy solution to  the conflict, follow ed the recom m endation to  

use the law 'as just another weapon ... for the disposal of unwanted members of the public' 

(Kitson, Low intensity operations 69).^®

Refusing to 'conceptualize the campaign of violence in Northern Ireland as anything  

so grand as to  be entitled a war,' the British governm ent 'assimilated the illegal activities 

indulged in [mainly] by the I.R.A. volunteers to the crimes com m itted by the "ordinary" 

criminals' (W alker, 'Irish Republican Prisoners' 191). Therefore, the politically m otivated

Th ey  w e re  tr ie d  in n o n -ju ry  single ju d g e  (D ip lock) courts. These w e re  in tro d u ced  because o f possible ju ry  

in tim id a tio n , h o w e v e r, som e have c la im ed th a t since co nvictio n  in th e m  w as possible on th e  basis o f a m ere  

confession th e s e  also 'essentia lly  incentiv ised  th e  po lice to  secure confessions by w h a te v e r  m ean s th e y  

considered necessary includ ing th e  use o f v io len ce ' (de Londras np).

It has been c la im ed  th a t 'ex tensive , o r even exclusive, re lian ce  [o f D iplock tria ls ] upon confessions' m ad e  'th e  

judges ... th e  u n ch allen ged  m asters  in th e ir  o w n  courts ' (W a lk e r , The P reven tio n  o f  Terrorism  in British Law  

109). N everth e less , confessions w e re  a lleged ly  o fte n  fa b ric a te d  so th a t th e  system  could ge t rid o f  

tro u b le s o m e  o r  in n o c en t p eo p le . On th e  p ractice  o f D iplock courts, see also, Dan E. S tigall, 'The U n ited  

Kingdom 's E xperience and Response' in C o u n te rterro rism  a n d  th e  C o m p a ra tive  L a w  o f  In ves tig a tive  D e te n tio n  

8 5 -9 1 .

A pp lica tion  o f th e  repressive capac ity  o f th e  law  in th e  N o rth e rn  Irish co n te x t is, Paddy H illyard  argues, 

ev id e n t in a n u m b e r  o f British s ta te  responses to  th e  conflic t such as th e  crim in a lisa tio n  policy th a t  has sought 

to  o u tla w  a c tiv ities  o f th e  p o litica lly  m o tiv a te d . See, 'The N o rm a lisa tio n  o f Special P ow ers' 2 7 9 -3 0 9 .

66



convicted a fter M arch 1̂ * 1976 w ere no longer to  be treated as prisoners of w ar but as mere  

criminals. This measure provoked considerable indignation since, it has been argued, there  

is a big difference between perpetrators of 'ordinary' crimes and those of politically 

informed acts. Outrage at attem pts to suppress the differentiation betw een the tw o  

positions in order to denigrate and outlaw  the republican struggle is one of the incentives 

that inform Bennett's novel. This is confirmed by the narrative strategies the author uses, 

particularly the one that has been already alluded to: juxtaposition of the 'ordinary  

criminals' (rogue protagonists such as Morris and the other OC inmates in Brixton) w ith the  

figure of a politically m otivated republican, Kane.'*” The following paragraphs will docum ent 

the qualities that the text perceives as defining both these positions to argue that Bennett, 

indeed, seeks to fulfil a representational objective similar to  that of Morrison's, that he 

argues for 'a reclam ation of "the [republican] heroic'" (Smith 52).

Although Kane has a history of active involvem ent in the struggle, the text claims 

that he is not the wild, bloodthirsty IRA hit man some examples of the early Troubles 

narratives put forward as the republican param ilitary archetype,^^ but argues that he is 

quite the opposite. Unlike those vile characters, Kane is described as pensive, sympathetic 

and protective. Similarly to  The Wrong Man's  main protagonist, he is said to be loyal to his 

comrades and believes tha t they, or anyone else, are innocent until proven o th e r w is e .T o  

highlight the incommensurable differences between Kane and the other Brixton inmates.

Through the connotations of his first nam e, which evol<es an early Christian theologian Augustine of Hippo 

who form ulated  the  concept o f 'just' w ar, the text suggests justifiability of the  cause Kane has supported and 
hence implies tha t he tru ly deserves to  be called a politically m otivated prisoner rather than an 'ordinary' 
criminal. On the  concept of just w ar which says tha t passivity in the  face of a grave w rong to  which an end 

could be put by violence would be a sin, see, Augustine of Hippo, The City o f God.
On the  discussion of such archetypes, see the Introduction to this dissertation.
Kane, too , has to  deal w ith  a m em ber of his unit w ho is suspected of 'touting' and, equally unwilling to  jum p  

to  a conclusion as Morrison's Raymond Massey, he stays composed and treats the  suspected man w ith  dignity 

(TSP 8-10).



the m ajority of the inmates are described as self-im portant and obtuse. They are claimed to  

be unconcerned about social problems such as fam ine (TSP 27) but interested in shallow  

issues such: 'If a bird wears a chain on her ankle, w hat does that mean?' (TSP 25). These 

qualitative differences betw een the tw o categories arise from  the motives that had inspired 

the ir respective acts.

W hile it has been claimed that the  politically m otivated perpetrators' deeds are 

depicted as justified and selfless (being aimed at achieving greater good of the Catholic 

com m unity), those of the ordinary criminals are generally believed to be unsupportable  

(being aimed at unlawful im provem ent of the criminals' own wellbeing). Although the  

reasons fo r Kane's detention problem atize this claim,'*^ in comparison with the  other 

detainees, Kane is still portrayed as rather altruistic. He refuses to become involved in a 

scheme a fellow  detainee offers him as he has no selfish interest in enriching himself at the  

expense of someone else. Although Kane eventually accepts the task that is asked of him, 

the text, seeking to present his character as untainted, declares that he does so mainly to 

help out a friend in need. M oreover, even though he receives a share of the money from  

this scheme and is initially tem pted to keep it, he gives it away at the end (TSP 301). This 

episode describes a seemingly trivial issue; however, asserting that Kane upholds m orality  

even in banal situations. The text suggests that doing so does not cause him any difficulties 

anytim e and thus claims the moral high ground for the republican.

Having suggested that the republican perpetrators' deeds are morally justifiable and 

those of the criminals are not, the text alludes to how 'unfair' the treatm ent which the

The te x t seeks to  claim  th a t Kane's act is m e a n t to  h o n o u r th e  repu blican  legacy, h o w e v e r, it is possible th a t  

such w as ac tu a lly  in fo rm e d  by his s e lf-c en tred  persona l needs discussed b e lo w .

68



politically m otivated prisoners w ere subsequently given during their incarceration was, 

particularly during the period of criminalization. This is done indirectly through Kane's 

recollections of his active service and im prisonm ent in Northern Ireland that is com pared to  

the handling he observes the other detainees experience in Brixton. The conditions some of 

these crime offenders enjoy, the text emphasizes, are incomparably better than those of the  

republican prisoners held in the HM Prison M aze who took part in the resistance against the  

criminalization policy. Although few  of the criminals held in Brixton receive harsh trea tm en t 

from  the guards,'*'^ some are nevertheless allowed to  m aintain a relatively high standard of 

living, another option not available to  the disadvantaged political prisoners:

He would not eat prison food, but was never short of supplies. Over the  weeks I had 

become used to seeing the robbers prepare for visits w ith the ir girlfriends and wives. 

They showered and shaved and w ent off smelling of too much talc and lotion, and 

when they returned they bore enormous trays of cooked meats, tinned vegetables, 

chocolates, fru it and cigarettes, more than they could consume. They tended not to  

give anything away, for they believed that charity dem eaned the recipient, and 

uneaten food they simply threw  out. (TSP 27)

Apart from  the differences in the perpetrators' 'living' conditions in custody/prison, the  

excerpt above also alludes to the divergence of relationships typical of e ither group. W hile  

the republican prisoner com m unity has been known for manifesting a spirit of friendly  

fam iliarity and goodwill between comrades, which it was able to keep up even in the face of 

adversities,"^^ the offenders seem to have no such thing. Except for one criminal who shows

Given the description of the  guards w ith in  the  text, it seems as if they w ere, w ith  some notable exceptions, 
almost as if offensive by nature.

On a discussion of such, see, for exam ple, Laurence McKeown, Out o f Time.
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compassion to a fellow detainee/® there seems to be no cohesiveness among them. The 

reason for this is that each of the criminals advances his own self-centred interests. Indeed, 

certain enviousness and bitterness pervade the facility when the criminals are being handed 

down their sentences. In fact, the one act that would suggest the contrary seems to be 

informed by efforts to establish one's power behind the bars rather than by fellow feeling.

The punishment that differs in relation to the motives, the narrative suggests, also 

plays quite a significant role in how both the politically motivated perpetrators and the 

ordinary criminals manage to get on with their lives after their release. Interested merely in 

their own good, ordinary criminals are thought of as having no responsibility to other people 

so they can selfishly carry on to gain more for themselves. It also seems to be easier for 

them to imagine their future than it is for those politically committed: Morris, the habitual 

criminal, is depicted as effortlessly making plans about his future even before he is released 

from custody. Indeed, upon his actual release, he is full of enthusiasm about the possibilities 

open to him although his wife with whom he thought he would start anew, had left him for 

another:

'Any news about Sheila?'

'No!' he said emphatically. It's all over. It's in the past, I can't waste no time over it.'

'You and me have got our chance now to get free, properly free.' (TSP 305)

However, as the  text documents, this character is not a typical 'criminal' but an individual m arkedly d ifferent 
from the  rest of the detainees which seems to  confirm  the  claim about the  criminals' disregard of o ther 

people.
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W hile M orris, fu ll o f 'op tim ism ' and 'child like exuberance,' th inks it possible to  tu rn  over an 

imaginary new leaf, to  escape the past and 'to  begin a new and be tte r life ' (TSP 309), th is 

does not seem to  be an option  fo r  Kane and he does not seem to  have a 'chance to  escape 

from  the second prison' (TSP 90).

There are several reasons fo r Kane's lack o f options. However, the  tex t emphasises 

the tw o  tha t seem to  com ply w ith  Bennett's representational aim to  depict the  republican 

hero as an individual devoted to  the  cause. A lthough in the  present tim e  o f the  novel Kane 

does not appear to  be an active m em ber anymore, he still feels it his m oral ob liga tion  to  

defend the m ovem ent's principles. Therefore, he sets it as his task to  punish another 

m em ber's transgression o f the  republican ethos. To be precise, Kane believes it necessary to  

kill his fo rm e r comrade, Dec, fo r having in form ed on activities o f th e ir  active service unit. 

Such a deed is, as in M orrison's text, considered possibly the w orst offence against the 

com m unity anyone could com m it, which serves to  explain why Kane is ready to  kill a man 

who used to  be his best friend. Urged to  fo rge t th is vengeful task and 'to  bust ou t o f the 

second prison' by a fe llow  detainee, Kane strongly objects, arguing th a t he 'can 't w alk away 

from  Dec' as th a t would mean 'to  repudiate everyth ing ' he 'was part o f,' to  tu rn  his back on 

the rules he has lived his life by (TSP 130).“̂  ̂W hen subsequently asked about those rules, 

Kane replies th a t they represent 'som ething a th ie f w ou ldn 't understand' (TSP 131), 

a ffirm ing  the divergence between the  tw o  protagonists' positions and, ye t again, claim ing 

the moral high ground fo r the po litica lly  involved. In fact, Kane argues th a t only those who 

live up to  the republican high ideals could actually understand the necessity o f w ha t he was 

about to  do, th a t killing Dec was 'no m ore' than he deserved (TSP 177-8). This persistence

Contrary to his namesake from  Orson Welles's film , Kane seems to  be reluctant to  give up his idealism.
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undermines Bennett's representational onus as it alludes to republican blood thirst, 

however justified to the protagonist the act might have seemed to be. Kane's ex-partner 

points out the ways that these violent actions may cloud his future prospects. The text, 

however, evades discussion of these issues in greater detail and charges the fault for Kane's 

incapability to extricate himself from the influence of his past on another character. 

Specifically, Kane claims to have been 'brought back to ... the prison of the past' {TSP 301) by 

one of the enemy. Special Branch policeman, Henry Tempest.

After the IRA became more active and their operations more effective, the British 

government dispatched secret agents to Northern Ireland to suppress their activities. These 

agents, the official discourse has claimed, were meant to take precautionary measures so 

that peace could be restored and hence their role was to be seen positively by those in 

favour of the government. Through its portrayal of Henry Tempest, the narrative, contrary 

to the positive image offered by the discourse seeks to challenge 'Britain's role as honest 

broker,' 'a referee between warring factions' (Magee 2). It might seem that this is to deny 

the legitimacy of the British government's actions by pointing out its questionable policies. 

Subsequent paragraphs will document that Tempest's persona is actually used in the same 

way as those of the ordinary criminals. Tempest acts as a moral antithesis to the republican 

hero, Kane, with whom he is contrasted."'*

Consequently, the strategies Tempest applies to break up Kane's unit are perceived 

with heightened criticism (even if they actually do not differ much from those used by 

Kane's unit), possibly because Tempest's mission is not deemed justifiable while the 

republican struggle is. Tempest's worst act, the text suggests is manipulating two members

In fact, th e  n a rra tive  s tra teg y  it serves para lle ls  th a t o f M o rriso n 's  critiq u e  o f Tod M a lo n e .



into informing on the unit's operations. Although the text alludes to the moral depravity of 

touting itself, it is the agent (causative factor as well as the particular person) that makes 

people betray their own that is seen as the most vile.^® Indeed, Tem pest is compared to  the  

Devil as he 'deals in souls' (TSP 243) and abusing people is deem ed to  be his 'gift' (TSP 257). 

His act is scorned as it harms not only the unit, the com m unity but even the informers  

th e m s e lv e s .I t  is perceived as particularly evil since the tw o transgressors w ere otherwise  

honourable republicans devoted to pursuing the cause, w ith the few  rare instances of 

touting being the ir only sin.^^ That Tempest's actions are perverted is further alluded to  by 

the fact that, under the pressure of his own agency serving the function of ideological 

(re)construction of the politically m otivated perpetrators. Tem pest succumbs to the  

negative effects of such 'rationalized adm inistration'. In o ther words, he goes mad (TSP 

165).

Although the text highlights Tempest's insanity in order to  claim that his acts w ere  

harmful even to  him -  which substantiates the detrim ental effects of its moral impact -  his 

manipulation of reality would have been untenable in any case. It is Tempest's inability to  

articulate the total sum of things, and not his suggested evilness and /o r insanity, that makes 

it impossible for him to  im plem ent and /or sustain his plans; he cannot encompass and 

control every aspect that needs to  be contained. It is possible that Tempest's failings have 

been avoided as, however despicable Tempest's practices might seem, the activities of

Indeed, Bennett's criticism of the inform er is not overtly pronounced and em otionally charged as Morrison's, 
at least.

Principally, Bennett maintains tha t the inform ers end up In an unenviable position w ith  their backs up 

against the wall, obliged to  move but unable to  extricate them selves as every possible option reduces the ir 

position further and only makes the situation worse. This situation, zugzwang, is actually typical of chess and 

other games, which is a m etaphor Bennett elaborates on in his novel o f the same title , Zugzwang  (2007).
This is why the ir betrayal is so difficult to  com e to term s with for Kane. Indeed, in this aspect, Bennett's 

novel resembles Sorj Chalandon's novel M y  Traitor (2011) which is a fictionalised version of the  high-ranking 

IRA officer's, Denis Donaldson's, story.
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Kane's unit do not in principle differ too much from  those. By murdering m em bers of the  

official forces or their paramilitary adversaries, as well as via the ir bombing campaign,

Kane's unit has tried to  impose a tribal mapping of place onto the complexity of life as well, 

the only difference being that they have considered their own acts as justifiable. Instead, 

the text puts Kane in a victimised position as it claims that he was never truly in control of 

his own life. It was the Brits whose oppression of the Irish compelled Kane to turn to 

violence (TSP 223, 225, 226). Tempest's acts that have subsequently sought to  underm ine  

Kane's revolutionary efforts. Kane asserts that Tem pest wants him to know about this in 

order to increase the debilitating impact of his acts. Hence, he says: the agent is 'trying to  

rub my face in it and tell me in his own perverse way that I have been deluding myself for 

years, tha t my loyalties and the tim e I spent in jail are w orth nothing' (TSP 214).

It would be easy to  think that Kane is a victim of Tempest's c o n s p ira c y ,y e t, it is also 

possible tha t such a claim actually serves to enable Kane to renounce guilt and responsibility 

for his atrocious acts. Although it is indisputable that it must have been difficult for Kane to 

come to term s with the legacy of his past -  episodes of which might have been negatively 

affected by the  role the British governm ent played in the conflict -  no one really forced 

Kane to go to England to see his form er com rade. Tem pest cleverly used his knowledge of 

Kane and fed him information that directed Kane to Dec. However, the decision to actually 

travel to London and to attem pt his ex-comrade's m urder was Kane's only. Had Kane only 

wanted closure, he could have w ritten  Dec a letter, for example. That, however, would not 

have been deem ed enough as to betray the cause is in the republican com munity, 

considered almost the gravest of all crimes. Such vengefulness goes against the

The allusion to  W illiam  Shakespeare's play The Tem pest in which use o f illusion and skilful manipulation of 
facts, activities not unknown to the  secret agent, comes into mind.



representational onus Bennett's text sets to achieve. Therefore, Bennett, in an e ffo rt not to 

spoil the republican image, resolves this issue in a way th a t confirms the  evilness of 

Tempest's character and has Tem pest kill Dec (TSP 299).

It is also Tem pest who, yet again, blights Kane's prospects even a fter he promised  

Kane that he could go. Kane, who however doubtfully, finally allowed for the thought 'that 

hold [the past had over him] would slip as tim e w ent by' (TSP 309), is forced to realize that 

such might not be as easy as imagined since Tempest's 'game had [yet to] come to  an end' 

(TSP 300). In other words, the text claims, Kane is not allowed to extricate himself from  the  

hold of the past but can only run away as there is still a chance that Tem pest (the past) 

would come back to haunt him. Unlike Benny, Kane cannot turn over a new leaf, and 

remains in the second p r is o n .T h e re  are more reasons for this inability than Tempest's  

contrivance that have prevented Kane from  changing his status quo. However, text lacks a 

detailed discussion of such issues, probably because it seeks to emphasize the point that 

Northern Ireland will not be able to  move on towards the future  unless the British 

governm ent renounces its claim on the region. This then is a claim Bennett repetitively  

raises within his works, even in his novels set outside of Ire la n d .A lth o u g h  the author 

claims that he simply wants to address social and economic problems (Laity 11), it is a fact 

that the issues surrounding politically m otivated acts still form  the essential subject m atter 

of his oeuvre. Indeed, endorsem ent of Irish republican issues -  tha t of the  Irish 

independence in particular -  constitutes the m ajor them e of the novel. Bennett, like the  

character from  his novel The Catastrophist (1998), Ines Sabiani, appears to  believe that 'to

Such an assertion echoes the final words of Paul Hill's novel Stolen Years, which Hill w ro te  w ith  the help of 
Ronan Bennett: 'I am not yet Paul Hill. That man has not yet fully em erged from  prison' (265).
^  This, for exam ple, is the case of Bennett's novel The Catastrophist which takes place in post-colonial Congo, 
yet which is also partially an allegory of the  situation in Northern Ireland.



remain above' the struggle is 'a luxury of those on the winning sides of history only' (Patten, 

'Ronan Bennett' np). M oreover, although many critics have claimed that Bennett's fiction 

gradually 'gains [m ore refined] perspective on questions of political activism and 

engagem ent' (Ibid. np), Bennett seems to  favour the stories of those who choose violence 

over peace; an assertion which the author confirmed at a reading saying that, 'in fiction, 

other choices are "less dramatic'" (Carville np).^^

Bennett's critique in The Second Prison focuses predom inantly on the 'capacity of 

"wicked legal system s"... to  legitim ate repression and thw art progressive social and political 

movements' (McEvoy 137). His comparison between the positions of the politically inspired 

prisoners and the ordinary rem anded prisoners concerning legal action against them , 

asserts that the form er have been discriminated against, and tha t the latter have been 

granted greater opportunity to  vindicate their actions. Hence, in this figuration, republican  

prisoners have been doubly disadvantaged. Republican prisoners w ere prejudiced against by 

the British judicial system, they, Kieran McEvoy claims, have managed to  utilize law as 'a 

resistance strategy' within their overall struggle (TSP 138).^® This assertion problematizes  

the novel's suggestion that republicans w ere simply underprivileged victims of the British 

judicial system. W hile Bennett's recidivist burglar, Morris, utilises the potential of the  

courtroom to press forward 'new images and myths' of himself, Otto Kirchheimer argues 

that the enem ies of the state who have sought to  underm ine its established authority,^^ 

have done so too. This assertion suggests that Kane, who can be considered to be such an

Bennett also co-w rote the screenplay for The Ham burg Cell (2004), a film  tha t imagines the life of an al- 
Qaeda group as they prepare for the  suicide attacks tha t attem pts to  'see beyond the "shorthand descriptions" 

of the 9 /1 1  hijackers as "fanatics, cowards and evildoers'" (Bennett quoted in Laity 11).
The 'attitudes o f the  non-state protagonists tow ards law during conflict' have attracted  less attention  and 

hence 'little systematic analysis has been carried out' in the ir regard (McEvoy 138).
See, Political Justice: The Use o f Legal Procedure fo r  Political Ends.



enemy, could have tried to improve his situation. However, he does not do so, since 

Bennett's objective fo r the novel lies in claiming the victimised position fo r him. Indeed, the 

novel is too focused on claiming Kane's disadvantaged status, that these efforts undermine 

the impact the novel could have otherwise have.

2.3 'The fault lies with the Father': criticism of Protestant patriarchal ideology in Simon 

Kerr's The Rainbow Singer (2001)

Simon Kerr's novel The Rainbow Singer, l i k e  the two novels analysed above, discusses the 

circumstances of one's active involvement in the conflict. However, contrary to Morrison's 

and Bennett's texts, Kerr's portrayal is expected to challenge rather than justify that which 

informed the involved's actions. The author's background concerning the Troubles differs 

significantly from the other tw o authors but, more importantly, his commentary on the 

subject is supposed to be more revisionist than redemptive given the novel's publication 

date. The Rainbow Singer vjas published after the 1998 Agreement, in the period when the 

initial enthusiasm generated by the peace process had subsided and efforts concerning the 

Northern Irish predicament had gradually shifted from conflict resolution to  its 

transformation. In order to  bring appeasement to the riven society, various governmental 

bodies and non-governmental organisations have been formed whose task it is to examine 

the legacy of the conflict and to  facilitate processing of related unresolved issues so that 

they can eventually be settled. Indeed, Malachi O'Doherty argues tha t people should be 

encouraged to 'talk about' contentious subjects connected to the Troubles and 'be nudged

(London: W eidenfeld  & Nicolson, 2001). Following analysis will refer to  the 2002 Phoenix edition of the  

novel and references will hereafter be stated parenthetically in the  text.
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out o f an apathy [s/c] about a past which defines us before ignorance about it chokes the  

political process' ('A New Constitution' np). Neal Alexander asserts that Northern Irish 

authors of the post-1998 Agreem ent fiction have followed a similar urge to provoke a 

response and hence have retrospectively (re)evaluated the Troubles events in the ir works. 

Concerned that some of the prevalent discourses on the conflict should obliterate or 

misrepresent different versions of history that the conflict comprises; these writers  

represent various different views of the situation that illustrate such diversity and 

complexity. These authors, similar to O'Doherty, believe that 'leaving the past behind ... 

[simply] hasn't worked' (Ibid., np)^° and that contentious issues need to be addressed. 

Therefore, they offer qualitative analyses of problem atic topics that have been previously 

om itted from  discussions in apprehension that these topics would have thw arted  potential 

resolution to the predicam ent. To determ ine the extent to which The Rainbow Singer 

corresponds to Alexander's assertion, the following paragraphs will examine w hat Kerr's 

text says about the motives that informed the main protagonist's deeds, w hat inspired 

them , and how they are presented and perceived. This will then be used to determ ine  

w hether Kerr's portrayal manifests revisionist or redem ptive features and w hat it reveals 

about the socio-political climate in Northern Ireland, as well as about the possible ways out 

of the impasse.

For Alexander's argum ent concerning critical retrospective view of the Troubles In contem porary Northern  

Irish fiction, see, 'Rem embering to  Forget: Northern Irish Fiction a fter the Troubles' in eds. Scott Brewster and 

Michael Parker, Irish Literature since 1990: Diverse Voices 272-83. The argum ent is discussed in the  

Introductory Chapter.
O ’Doherty claims that it is not possible to  draw  a line on the past; on the contrary, people need to  discuss 

d ifferent versions of history so that b itter controversies such as the one surrounding Castlederg IRA 

Com m em oration Parade (August 2013) could be prevented. See, 'W e Shouldn't Let Gerry Kelly W rite  History of 
Troubles'.
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The story Kerr's novel narrates is of a Protestant teenager from  East Belfast, Wil 

Carson, who had been invited to  take part in a peace initiative Project Ulster tha t w/as 

supposed to teach him and his fellow  participants about peace and reconciliation so that 

they would not have become involved in param ilitary groups. The anticipated result was 

that Northern Irish society would be able to  'take the gun out o f ... [its] politics' (TRS 5).

Since Wil recounts his project experiences from  prison where he is serving a life sentence 

for what some claim to  be a sectarian m urder it seems that either the initiative failed to  

fulfil its objective or that the decision to co-opt Wil into the group as a substitute might not 

have been the most fortunate one, owing to his sectarian affiliations.®^ The first supposition 

implies procedural criticism of the way that Project Ulster was run. This criticism echoes 

retrospectively com m entary on the Northern Irish peace process in general. The latter then  

intimates that the fault for the grave atrocities that happened at the end of the  project lies 

with Wil's param ilitary involvement. This assertion suggests that the novel seeks to  provide 

critical perspective of the Protestant loyalist side in the conflict. Subsequent analysis of the  

text will docum ent that Kerr's fictional com m entary actually addresses issues concerning 

both these suppositions. It thus echoes Alexander's assessment of post-1998 Troubles 

fiction.

The fact that W il was condem ned to life imprisonm ent, of which the readers are 

made aware right in the opening paragraphs of the text, might have determ ined how one 

would subsequently perceive Wil's character, as it implies that he is guilty. Nevertheless, 

soon after Wil's revelation that he has spent 'fifteen long years' incarcerated, 'first in Lincoln 

Hills School for Juvenile Offenders and then in the Green Bay Correctional Institution' (TRS

Neither the organisers of the project nor Wil's parents know that Wil is already 'an up-and-coming member 
of the Belvoir Brigade of the Third Battalion, The Ulster Freedom Fighters: UFF for short' (TRS 8).
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3), assertions are made that problem atize the issue of his agency which seek to  change the  

m anner in which the reader will then view retrospectively his violent behaviour and actions. 

First, although it appears that Wil's a ttitude towards the Catholic participants was caused by 

his xenophobic reaction to their very presence in the project, W il claims that it was the  

principles of the param ilitary organization he belonged to that forced  him to turn down the  

offer to  travel to  M ilwaukee 'for a m onth Scot-free,' which he, like 'any fourteen-year-old  

no-hoper from  the back streets of East Belfast' (TRS 4), would have otherwise been 

delighted to seize. Second, the readers are told that, despite his open rejection of 

participation, W il was eventually m ade  to join the project, and hence betray his sense of 

loyalty, by his father (TRS 11). These facts serve to challenge the allegations that the  

atrocious act Wil partook in had resulted merely from  his own personal prejudice against 

Catholics and that he should have tried harder to achieve the project's objectives since he 

agreed to take part in it. The novel claims, in a way that echoes Lacanian object relations 

theory,^^ that Wil is a s/Son who has had no other option but to  act on his f/Father's  wishes. 

Kerr thus insinuates that Wil might not be solely responsible for his deeds, including those 

that result in the peace initiative's dismal outcom e. Indeed, the narrative subsequently  

charts the  overpowering influences of patriarchal and /or sectarian ideology to  which Wil 

had been exposed to substantiate the claim that 'political socialization' 'w ithin the Ulster 

loyalist tradition ' (McAuley 541) brought about his identity crisis which then led him to 

com m it th e  supposed crime. It is necessary to acknowledge here that the narration, which is 

presented to  the readers solely by W il, is not an utterly reliable source as Wil uses it, among 

others, to pursue his personal interest and suggests that it should be considered with

On Lacan's explanation of the role of the f/F a th er in the symbolic order and how such affects the  object 
relations, see, Ecrits: A Selection.
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considerable caution.®^ However, through Will's interpretation of the forces that have 

forged his identity, Kerr provides crucial commentary on the interventions aimed at 

changing violent behaviour (in young men) and, concurrently, on the Northern Irish socio

political predicament.

From early on, the narrative asserts that Wil was an ordinary teenager with an 

overwhelming longing for acknowledgement, and who hence internalised social 

expectations about masculine identity to be accepted. The fact that Wil had internalised the 

need to succeed in 'the heroic mythic journey' which involves 'questing for the Father' and 

manifests the desire to be acknowledged is alluded to by numerous references to 'the 

testosterone-pumped' glamorized film heroes he looked up to (TRS 154).®^ Erik Erikson 

asserts that it is quite common that teenagers at the 'latency stage' of the psychosexual 

development transfer their libido from parent to friends of the same sex or to hero role 

models.®^ However, the narrative purposely emphasizes the point that neither Wil's own 

father nor the Protestant mainstream culture he represented seemed to have provided Wil 

with suitable real life alternatives upon which he could have styled his self. In fact, Wil feels 

as if both had failed him completely. While the role of education is referred to only 

indirectly, it appears that it did not equip the youth with a vision for the future. Religion 

seems to fit the same p a t t e r n . I t  is Wil's father's lack of understanding and recognition for 

his son, however, which is claimed to have contributed to Wil's alienation the most: M r

Implications of this issue and possible reasons for Kerr's decision to  adopt such a narrative strategy are 

addressed further on in this analysis.
^  References 'to violent role models in the m edia, in sports, in com puter games, in the local context' have 
been claimed com m on to  young men in Northern Ireland who sought to  m aintain masculine identity (Reilly et 
a l.4 76 ).

See, Identity and the Life Cycle.
Although it was the pastor w ho originally put W il's nam e down fo r the initiative, he subsequently seems 

rather off-hand when he is supposed to  explain to  W il w hat the project entails and w hen Wil could have done  

with some moral guidance; it appears as if he was uncom fortable having to  deal w ith  a teenager to  whom  he 

was unable to  relate (TRS 5-6, 14).
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Carson, 'the patriarchal animus of Ulster', did not give Wil consistent and meaningful 

recognition of his achievements and accomplishments, other than in the form of an 

occasional but severe beating {TRS 11). Since acknow/ledgement is known as something 

every child requires in order to form a healthy and strong ego-identity, the narrative implies 

it was only to be expected that Wil had to look elsewhere for it.®̂  Indeed, this claim then 

serves Wil to rationalize his readiness to join in the paramilitary movement and to justify his 

willingness to fulfil ////o / obligations mandatory for its loyal members.

While under normal circumstances teenagers socializing into society learn how to 

express their sexual and aggressive drives in ways that are generally socially accepted, Wil's 

superego is shaped under influences of a group that observes a rather peculiar set of 

problematic norms which enhance rather than suppress those drives; that which one should 

thus think carefully about joining. Nevertheless, since this organization made Wil feel he 

was needed, the 'perceived benefits' outweighed 'the costs attached to this form of 

masculine identity' (Reilly et al. 481). In other words, Wil adopted those problematic norms 

and subdued his agency in exchange for his membership and for 'the terrorist kudos' (8). 

Thinking that paramilitary affiliation would help him find authenticity he suspected his life 

had lacked, Wil committed himself to the group and hence his 'willingness to engage in and 

tolerate violent behavior' increased (Reilly et al. 471). Wil felt he could not rise to the 

project's challenge even if he had wanted to do so as such would mean to act against the 

paramilitary ethos and, Wil says, his teenage self could not 'rightly be expected to choose' to 

do something that could have led to 'removal of approval, and ... [of] protection' or even to

The te x t a lludes to  th e  fa c t th a t, w h ile  in prison, W il b ecam e ac q u a in ted  w ith  Freud's as w ell as Jung's th e o ry  

o f psycho-sexual d e v e lo p m e n t and hence  it is possible th a t his n a rra tiv e  is co nveyed  accord ing ly  to  em p h as ize  

th is  po int.
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'excommunication' from  the group (TRS 12-3). Therefore, fearing loss of his acquired 

(masculine) identity, Wil chose violent behaviour in preference to  other possible 

behavioural patterns.^®

In regard to accusations concerning his actual fear and hatred of Catholics, W il builds 

on the claim discussed above, maintaining that he 'didn't make' his 'life happen', he was 

only w hat tim e and place made him (TRS 5). Having socialised into society in which violence 

is not only acceptable but 'virtually compulsory' (Reilly et al. 481), W il claims he 'was 

brought up to  win, to keep the enem y in the ir rightful lowly place' (TRS 76). He became an 

em bodim ent of Protestant patriarchal ethos symbolized by his own name, 'the good Prod 

nam e' his parents gave him; 'W il a fter the Father of Ulster, King Billy; Carson after being 

related to  the saviour of Partition, Lord Carson' (TRS 3). Accordingly, the incident Wil 

recounts, in which he and other teenage members of the unit terrorized Catholic families so 

that they would have to leave the neighbourhood, is m eant to illustrate the long-standing 

perceived antipathies between the tw o com munities and not his own bias. It portrays what 

is basically an 'ethnic cleansing' (TRS 10) inspired by loyalist beliefs tha t the presence of 

their Catholic neighbours 'lowered the property values,' that they w ere pollutive and hence 

it was necessary to  get 'shot of them ' (TRS 9).^® Being assumed protective, this act is thus 

deem ed justified and approved of by the com m unity it allegedly defends (M itchell G. 131).^° 

Consequently, Wil's unit is, similarly to  Christy M ahon in J.M. Synge's The Playboy o f  the

This, Reilly et al. assert, used to  be quite a common strategy among young men in Northern Irish society 

(476).
This echoes general com m entary on loyalist hope to  reach 'passage out of disorder' and to  achieve security 

for the ir people at w hatever cost (Feldman 78).
In fact, loyalists' dem and to  have 'the ir homes guarded against the  Roman Catholics' inform ed an upsurge in 

m em bership in vigilante groups and defence associations patrolling loyalist areas, see, Steve Bruce, 'Vigilantes 

and the  Ulster Defence Association' 46-77.
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Western World, enabled to approxim ate themselves to the  hero status/^ Although this 

standpoint is controversial as the unit's deeds are not heroic but based mainly on racial 

intolerance, the episode offers the readers insight into how/ 'param ilitary groups must have 

in terpreted the struggle in the context of their own personal meanings' which allows 'for a 

fuller picture' of the perpetrators who partook in the Troubles (O'Neill 8) and hence enables 

us to gain greater understanding of the  conflict.

Elaboration of loyalist perspective on Catholics follows in Wil's recollections of how  

his relationship towards fellow  Catholic 'projectees' developed or rather how it 

deteriorated. At his first project meeting, Wil, 'playing [football] w ithin the ru les/ is 'fouled' 

or, as he says, experiences 'dirty hacking brutality ... on the end of a Taig's leg'. However 

insignificant the skirmish might appear to be, it makes Wil discover his 'first personal Taig 

enemies' (TRS 15). In further renouncem ent of responsibility for his violent act, the fact that 

the incident was provoked by tw o Catholics confirms to  Wil th a t the concern widespread  

among loyalists about their safety caused by alleged Catholic iniquity might indeed be 

justified. Since a penalty was not given for the foul W il, quite readily, decides he needs to 

redress wrongs done to him himself as, he has been taught, 'tit follows ta t follows tit' and 

'the only thing you can do is get your tit or ta t in when opportunity presents itse lf (TRS 56). 

Wil seems gradually to  solidify this surmise that violence was 'necessary for self-protection,' 

com monly held by young men in Northern Ireland (Reilly et al.), as he is publicly humiliated  

by the same protagonists (TRS 27) and as they actually threaten to kill him (TRS 168). 

Additionally, Wil's sense of alienation deepens as he supposes he is a victim of differential

Kerr's text actually contains an intertextual reference to  J.M. Synge's play in a chapter of the  same name, 
which discusses 'representation of violent love' and its application w ithin 'the very intrapersonal and 

transpersonal processes tha t society uses to  negate the experience of the individual human being' {TRS 68), a 

topic not dissimilar from  tha t criticised by Synge's play.
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approach/^ In fact, he becomes convinced that the American project leadership identifies 

too closely with Irish nationalism, that they privilege the 'Taigs'. Injustice Wil feels he suffers 

from might not be considered an adequate reason to vindicate his eventual revenge or any 

violent response for that matter. However, it has been claimed an issue that has contributed 

to 'feelings of disempowerment and alienation in young people' which 'has led to a rise in 

informal criminal justice' (Muldoon 462).

Even if exaggerated to affirm Wil's disadvantaged position, such feelings of 

alienation hint at the organisers' compromised impartiality and, consequently, draw the 

readers' attention to how the project was run. Concurrently, Wil's critique emphasises 

issues that possibly prevented the initiative from achieving its objectives which echo general 

criticism of the peace and reconciliation processes, the 1998 Agreement in particular.^^ Both 

the initiative and the Agreement are mechanisms 'through which the underlying tendencies 

towards conflict can be managed without resort to violence' (Gilligan, 'Peace or Pacification 

Process?' 22)7  ̂Subsequent paragraphs will consider features the initiative and the 

Agreement embody, yet which might be identified as potential 'drawbacks' that have led to 

the Northern Irish predicament being viewed as having reached an impasse.

Not enough details concerning the initiative's basic principles are revealed within the 

narrative, yet such is not entirely because the main protagonist would purposely choose not 

to disclose them. Rather, it seems as if he was not informed about them either, prior to

This fu rther approxim ates the project to  the peace process tha t has its origins in, and has been advanced 

through, the  exclusion of certain groups of people (Gilligan, 'Peace or Pacification Process?' 27).
Wil's com m entary on the w ay the  peace initiative is run also functions as a critique of external agents tha t 

have affected the course of the  Northern Irish predicam ent, that of the  USA in particular. At a micro level, the  

readers learn about the host family's behavioural patterns W il internalizes tha t encourage his 'destrudo'. 
Similar is claimed about the conditions at the  macro level too.

On such a perspective o f the  1998 A greem ent, see also McGarry.
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joining the project or th e re a fte r/^  Although it is true that Wil joined the project at a later 

stage than the rest of the participants and might thus have missed a m eeting w here these  

w ere revealed to the 'projectees,' such a fact does not explain why he was not properly  

briefed about them  afterwards. Reluctance to reveal certain inform ation to the 'projectees' 

would have been understandable if such could have threatened their safety. Nevertheless, 

this does not seem to be the case and hence questions arise concerning the organizers' 

expectations: how could the teenagers have been hoped to renounce certain aspects of 

the ir sense of belonging if it has not been explained to them  what exactly such would have 

contributed to?^® This echoes the lack of transparency and of inform ation available to 

ordinary people at some stages of the Northern Irish peace process, for reasons which have 

not been explained to them  either (Gilligan, 'Peace or Pacification Process?'). It is true that 

peace negotiations are complex proceedings and those responsible had probably their 

reasons to  apply such an approach, however, others have claimed that lack of 

com m unication betw een the officials and ordinary people about issues concerning the  

reconciliation process has rendered those people 'im potent'. Such 'im potence', Marisa 

McGlinchey maintains, is a particularly contentious issue as regards actively involved 

politically m otivated individuals who, feeling betrayed by those politicians whose ideals they  

have been actively fighting for, think it necessary to  take m atters into their hands again.

The text suggests tha t the pastor w ho was responsible for Wil's nom ination into the program m e actually 

could not inform  W il about the principles as he did not know w hat these w ere e ither (5).
Such criticism, in regard to  arts, echoes critique o f the Arts Council o f Northern Ireland's recently launched  

schem e to  're-im age communities,' which is similarly aim ed at cultivating 'com m unity cohesion,' that 
scrutinizes 'the way the program m e has been designed' (M cG rattan , 'Is the Arts Council working' np). 
M cG rattan  argues tha t even though the program m e's aim 'to  foster a shared society in Northern Ireland' is 

'laudable,' the  Arts Council seems to  have failed to  provide clear definitions of the  program m e's organizing 

principles and is hence in danger of being brought into 'collusion w ith  the sectarianism tha t underpins the  

various cultural and m em ory wars tha t constitute a prom inent e lem ent of the legacy of the conflict' (np).
McGlinchey alerts to  the fact that the level o f resentfulness among the dissidents has risen, increasing thus 

the  potential for violent disturbances in Northern Ireland (np).
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Despite the lack of information about the initiative's principles, it is possible to 

discern that Project Ulster embodies ideology Yehuda Amir describes as typical of contact 

hypothesis, a theory that has been dubbed 'one of the most commonly held beliefs about 

the way in which conflict between groups can be reduced' (Cairns, 'Welling Up' 15)7® This 

predicts that changes in ethnic relations do occur following intergroup contact. In particular, 

it claims that contact between people, 'the mere fact of their interacting', can change 

people's 'beliefs and feelings toward each other' as 'men are basically good and seek 

understanding and mutual appreciation' (Amir 319-20). Indeed, 'the whole set-up' of the 

project is believed to be meant to get the participants 'interacting with the enemy, showing' 

them that 'they weren't that different,' and that they 'couldn't keep holding' their 'age-old 

prejudices against them' (TRS 52). This echoes belief embedded in the 1998 Agreement that 

'by working together on the administration of the region Unionist and Nationalist political 

elites will realize that they have enough in common for them to be able to set aside their 

political differences' and to join forces 'to the mutual benefit of all the people in Northern 

Ireland' (Gilligan, 'Peace or Pacification Process?' 28), which confirms that criticism of the 

project is meant as a commentary on 'the failure of the Northern Ireland peace process'

(TRS np).

Information the main coordinator of the Project eventually discloses suggests that 

the initiative had probably sought to achieve an even more far-reaching objective than that 

suggested above. The majority of the participants were 'selected ... for their leadership

A lot of reconciliatory work w ith  children in Northern Ireland has been influenced by contact hypothesis 

(Cairns 1994). The 1980s in particular, Tony Gallagher asserts, w ere 'm arked by pro-active attem pts by various 

individuals and groups to  w ork through schools to  prom ote better com m unity relations, including the use of 
curriculum initiatives, contact programs' (630). On the assessment o f successfulness of such, see, Ed Cairns, A 

W elling Up o f Deep Unconscious Forces: Psychology and the Northern Ireland Conflict and Karen Trew, 
'Catholic-Protestant Contact in Northern Ireland' 92-106 .
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abilities' ('A Welling Up of Deep Unconscious Forces' 190) as the organizers had, in all 

probability, hoped that they would transform their newly acquired positive attitudes 

towards 'the other' into a greater understanding of the cultural/social/political/religious 

affiliations of the community this 'other' represented and put such understanding over to 

their peers upon their return from the USA. This is a noble goal; however, the problem is 

that all the participants, except for Wil, were 'middle class' and thus it is questionable how 

successful at preventing the growth of paramilitary organisations the participants would 

have been when those have usually recruited new members from social strata different 

from the participants'/® Even if we assume that the 'projectees' would actually have gone as 

far as to try to change the working class perspective as regards the conflict such would have 

been a task immensely difficult for teenagers, particularly so for the Protestant ones as 

working-class Protestant attitude towards their own middle class has been known as 

problematic.®” This challenges the organisers' understanding of the conflict as it has been 

claimed that understanding of social disadvantage (class differences) is 'fundamental' to 

understanding of violence (Reilly et al. 469). Such demerit makes one consider specifications 

of contact hypothesis within the project and of its implementation into practice.

The initiative's organizers were concerned with providing 'strife-free environment 

for these kids' (TRS 110), however, the way the project is actually planned out does not 

seem to meet the requirement that contact situations should proceed 'under highly 

structured conditions in which the interactions may need to be ... scripted' (Cairns E., 

'Welling Up' 19). Moreover, the inter-group contact available to the Project participants

In d ee d , O rla  M u ld o o n  confirm s th a t '[y ]ou ng  p eo p le  fro m  d e p rived  backgrounds ge n era lly  re p o rt g re a te r  

ex p e rie n c e  o f po litical v io len ce th a t th e ir  m id d le  class c o u n te rp arts ' ('C h ild ren  o f th e  T rou b les ' 4 6 2 ).

On th e  stra ins  a long class lines w ith in  N o rth e rn  Irish P ro tes tan tism , see, fo r  e x am p le , S teve Bruce, The Edge  

o f  th e  U n io n : The U lster Loyalist P o litica l Vision and Jam es W . M cA u ley , The Politics o f  Id e n tity : A Loyalist 

C o m m u n ity  in B elfast.
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(sports and 'a class variety act') do not seem to 'furnish opportunity for creative moves 

tow ard reducing intergroup hostility' as the participants do not appear to feel w hat Sherif 

and Sherif describe as 'a com mon steadfast pull in the same direction' (222).®^ In other 

words, the activities do not present the teenagers w ith 'superordinate goals of high appeal 

to both groups' that would make them  cooperate 'across group lines' (Amir 328) which is 

deem ed essential for any settlem ent that is to endure (Gilligan, 'Peace of Pacification?' 29) 

but serve m erely as a pastime. It is thus unlikely that the participants would 'make peace' 

{TRS 110) as 'there is little likelihood of change in attitudes of in-group m embers' 'in 

situations in which in-group members m eet w ith mem bers of an out-group held at 

considerable distance [or] on a very lim ited scale' (Sherif and Sherif 221-222).®^ Indeed, the  

level of inter-group cam araderie among the 'projectees' is low as they gather together 

according to the ir cultural and /o r political affiliations. In fact, when their identity is 

challenged, the participants revert to  the learnt behavioural patterns typical of these 

affiliations which leads to inter-group clashes and not the contrary.

The way the organizers react to disagreements betw een the 'projectees', however 

w ell-m eant, suggests that their understanding of w hat is actually necessary to be done 

should the initiative achieve the desired objectives seems similarly rather lim ited: when 

even the slightest indication that would manifest possible negative effects of the in ter

group contact on ethnic relationships appears, the organizers do not seem to  be interested

In fact, the  participants do not have nnany opportunities for inter-group com m unication as such since they  

seem to  spend most of their tim e  e ither w ith  the ir host fam ilies or w ith o ther participants from  the ir own  

group.
However, the problem  is th a t 'even w hen intergroup contact takes place under w hat are thought to  be ideal 

conditions' and 'positive attitudes are form ed tow ards m em ber of the  outgroup w ith  w hom  one comes into 

contact', 'little evidence exists that intergroup contact will normally elicit m ore positive attitudes towards the  
other group as a w hole' (Cairns E., 'W elling Up' 16). M oreover, not only might the  outgroup stereotypes  

remain intact but, Am ir claims, intergroup contact 'm ay even increase tension and cause violent outbreaks, 
racial riots, and slaughter' (320).
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in uncovering w hat inspired the particular crisis but focus m erely on suppressing its 

symptoms. As soon as somebody happens to refer publicly to  fellow  participants using their 

cultural, political or religious affiliations, they are not asked why they had resorted to such 

categorizations but are threatened to be expelled from  the Project. Reverting to the threat 

to end the American 'holidays' for possible transgressors, the organizers believe will make 

the 'projectees' follow the rules and hence no explanation is given as to why it is not 

appropriate to use the words 'Taig' or 'Prod'.®^ Even if the answer to  such seems obvious 

and hence unnecessary to be discussed, the organizers' reactions allude to the fact that they  

pretended as if there w ere no group boundaries at all.

Consequently, it appears that rather than trying to find and elim inate the causes of 

the problems betw een the groups, the initiative hopes for the participants simply to co-exist 

w ithout a greater understanding of each other. W hile this approach might have seemed 

viable during the participants' stay in the USA (to enhance the ir 'contact'), the same would 

not have been possible to sustain upon their return to Northern Ireland, which 

problem atizes the norm ative structures currently applied to  understand the conflict. 

M oreover, such co-existence does not make the boundaries less salient. In fact, it might 

prevent stereotypes from being changed. According to studies on inter-group  

com m unication, instead of ignoring or belittling the boundaries, the organizers should have 

ensured that the participants saw each other as representative of the ir groups, allowed  

them  to explain their attitudes and made them  see that those attitudes could be perceived 

by the others as offensive and hence should be adjusted accordingly. Only by allowing the

This approach parallels that applied w ithin the  Northern Irish peace and reconciliation processes w hen  

w ithdraw al o f certain privileges or agreem ents by any participating agent constituted a com mon 'negotiating' 
strategy. Some of the pro-Agreem ent politicians have used a particular term  to  refer to  those w ho w ere  willing 

to  im plem ent only those aspects of the Agreem ent which served their own purposes, 'cherry picking'.
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participants to gain greater understanding about w hat constitutes a typical group m em ber 

(the ir motive as well as anxieties), the organizers could have hoped to  change the  

participants' minds and actually disconfirm ethno-political stereotypes (Reilly et al. 478).

The organizers' a ttitude towards the boundaries echoes the 1998 Agreem ent 

'attem pts to render the national question irrelevant' (Gilligan, 'Peace or Pacification 

Process?' 29) which, some believe, have institutionalized the communal divide in the region. 

Although retreat from  politics has been seen as 'healthy' and allowing the political elites 

room to m anoeuvre, some claim that it has actually threatened the peace process as 

'absence [of war/violence] will only be tem porary unless the underlying issues which gave 

rise to conflict are resolved' (Ibid. 19). However, it has been claimed that the norm ative  

fram ew ork through which the Northern Irish predicam ent is currently understood has 

changed and hence such perspective is deem ed 'ephem eral and utopian' (Gilligan, 'Peace or 

Pacification Process?' 19). It is true that the Agreem ent 'remains agnostic on the  

constitutional future of Northern Ireland' as it renders 'the ultim ate goal of both Nationalists 

and Unionists indeterm inate*^ and hence it is not 'an agreem ent about the future direction  

of Northern Irish society'. Rather, it collapses 'the distinction between ends and means' as 

peace is 'both the goal of the peace process and the means by which it is supposed to be 

achieved' (Ibid. 32), which might in some people arouse the feeling of an impasse.®^ It also 

'collapses the distinction betw een structure and agency as the structures of the peace 

process serve to  prom ote more process'. In fact, it seems as if 'political actors' w ere 'only

^  See also Ed Cairns, A Welling Up o f Deep Unconscious Forces: Psychology and the Northern Ireland Conflict 
and James L. W erth  and Charles G. Lord, 'Previous Conceptions of the Typical Group M em ber and the Contact 
Hypothesis,' Basic and Applied Social 351-69.

Both 'the legitimacy of a united Ireland' as well as 'the reality o f Northern Ireland as part of the Union' are 

recognised which 'leaves the  fu ture status of Northern Ireland uncertain' which makes both Unionists and 

Nationalists believe they m ight achieve the ir u ltim ate goals (Gilligan, 'Constant Crisis/Perm anent Process' 28).
Indeed, the  result of this, M acGinty and Darby note, is tha t '[t]he peace process has no endpoint', it 'has 

becom e perm anent politics in Northern Ireland' (75).
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provided a role in the peace process in as far as they help to prom ote more process' (Ibid. 

28-32 ). Such then includes ex-paramilitaries who w ere form erly perceived as 'irrational, 

inflexible and therefore a threat to peace' but who are now assumed 'both rational and 

adaptable ' (Ibid. 19). However, some have protested against the politically m otivated  

perpetrators playing an active role in the process because this problematizes the already  

com plicated 'victims agenda'. These issues represent that which Kerr's novel hopes to  

inspire its readers to consider in order to  find the answer to  the question 'w hether the  

peace process ... will ever bring peace' (Ibid. 232). Indeed, The Rainbow Singer draws 

attention  to the fact that the 'victims agenda', in the context of the Northern Irish 

predicam ent, is rather a problem atic issue and not only since it has been misused to pursue 

other ends than those that might actually challenge diminished agency (Gilligan, 'Constant 

Crisis/Perm anent Process' 32).®^

Wil's narrative provides an interesting social com m entary as regards Protestant 

identity, the initiative and how such affected his identity; nevertheless, the m anner in which 

W il reflects upon these suggests that such serves him predom inantly to deny his own 

responsibility for the atrocities he com m itted. Indeed, Wil purposely establishes himself as a 

'victim'. He deliberately puts emphasis on the claim that he was 'defined by the mark that 

has been made' on him 'by other forces' (Gilligan, 'Constant Crisis/Permanent Process' 30) 

that diminished his agency and that, pursuing differing interests, brought about his identity  

crisis. Indeed, Wil blames the Project and love*® to  have made him 'Judas H Iscariot [sic]!'

Gilligan goes as fa r  as to  c la im  th a t m any  have ac tua lly  parasitized  on th e  co ncept ('C on stan t 

C ris is /P erm an e n t Process' 32 ).

A p a rt fro m  th e  a fo re m e n tio n e d  forces, W il cla im s he also su ffe red  fro m  a psychological sp lit fo llo w in g  his 

b rie f in fa tu a tio n  w h e n  he, d e sp ite  his 'p sych o -so c io -p o litico -h is to rico -eco n o m ic  in h e rita n c e ,' fe ll fo r o n e  o f 

'th e  e n e m y ,' an 'e ld ritch ' C atholic  'p ro je c te e ', Teresa (TRS 16, 17, 18).
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(TRS 90) as they forced him to betray his loyalty, yet also because questions which they left 

him with proved critical to Wil's self-conception;

Was there such a thing as a good Taig? If I lost my hate for Taigs could I still be a 

good Prod? If I wasn't a good Prod then who would I be? Would my schoolmates still 

like me if I was seen to be different? Would my family? Would the Hit Squad? Could I 

go home if I had betrayed them? Was I a traitor? (TRS 54)

The detailed retrospective description of Wil's identity crisis that ensued as Wil had taken 

part in the project, the text provides, serves to arouse readers' sympathy, an assertion 

confirmed by Wil's direct plea to the readers 'not to judge' but to 'try to understand' him 

(TRS 10). This is to obscure the fact that Wil's inability to cope with unpredictable everyday 

situations has been brought about also by his own personal qualities, that he 'stained' his 

'windows of opportunity' (TRS 109).®^ Therefore, even though Wil claims that Protestant and 

loyalist doctrines had backfired at him and that he was thus forced to remember what he 

'had tried to forget' which then led to his murderous act, it seems that he rather failed to 

'give up the archaic stages of repudiating displeasure and to turn toward reality' (Fenichel 

510). In other words, instead of trying to form suitable cultural references he could apply 

onto his new experience himself, Wil returned to those he knew: 'how to be ... an Ulster 

Freedom Fighter,' 'a dyed-in-the-wool Daddy's Boy' (TRS 177). Claiming such, it might seem 

that Kerr's novel resembles Morrison's and Bennett's texts in that it unreservedly seeks to 

redeem the protagonist. However, the novel actually problematizes Wil's claims at being 

innocent, a victim devoid of agency.

Indeed, that W il, even if tem porarily, submits to  his rom antic feelings suggests tha t he might have been able  

to follow  the project's objective had he really w anted to.
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First, even if one accepted Wil's allegations that the acts of his teenage self had been 

determined only either by inbred hatred or by being victimised otherwise, that of his adult 

self concerning his innocence are rather problematic. Although, in his recollections, Wil is 

able to acknowledge that his unit's deeds would probably fit the category of 'ethnic 

cleansing' and that he 'had dirty hands even at fourteen', he argues that he is 'not a guilty 

man' because he 'wasn't a guilty boy' (TRS 10). It appears that in as far as Wil can claim he is 

a victim, he feels he is devoid of volition or intent to have committed the atrocious acts. The 

issue Kerr's novel, through its discussion of Wil's attempts at claiming the disadvantaged 

position, draws the readers' attention to is 'the very fact that various actors [in the 

predicament] attempt to use the language of victimhood to pursue political ends' as 'they 

believe that there is something to be gained from articulating their political position in these 

terms' (Gilligan, 'Constant Crisis/Permanent Problem' 32).

Indeed, in an effort to further distance himself from having to acknowledge his guilt, 

Wil asserts that his murderous act was meant as a challenge of patriarchal power, that he 

went through a transformation of the positive Father complex he suffered from into a 

negative one within which he tried to subvert the Father's doctrine. Subsequently, he claims 

that his narrative is to serve as a warning to stop the tradition of patriarchal abuse, that it is 

a deliverance of other Protestant s/Sons so that they would not forfeit their agency in the 

name of the Father. In other words, he positions himself as a martyr as he claims that he 

'relive[s] this part o f his 'life' for the 'prodigal sons out there' (TRS 229). It is possible that 

such a need to contribute to positive changes that might benefit other people, described as 

'generativity', was brought about by the fact that such is the only positive change Wil's life



sentence allows him to accom plish.H ow ever, the problem is that to destroy the Father 

might not be possible, a fact of which Wil actually seems to be aware {TRS 126). This is 

probably why he turns to R.D. Laing's theory of mental disorders,®^ a move which 

documents that Wil, indeed, seeks to deny responsibility for the murders. In his analysis of 

causes of mental disorders, Laing maintains that 'the social cradle', 'the urban home', 'the 

very crucible in which selves are forged' was accountable for what one becomes. This allows 

Wil to sustain his claim at having been disadvantaged by forces he possibly could not 

control. Moreover, Laing's understanding of the patient's statements as legitimate 

descriptions of lived experience rather than as symptoms of some underlying disorder 

enables Wil to claim authenticity of his narrative. Indeed, Wil argues that his version of 

reality, not the sugar-coated rainbow hymn of the initiative, is a correct one. He perceives 

himself as the devil, however, not 'the Christian devil' but the 'the Winnebago Trickster 

transfigured' (TRS 176). Although Wil's assertion that he is the 'fiery creative intelligence of 

the self undermines that which claims his lack of agency, it was important for Wil to 

perceive his narrative under Laing's terms as Laing believed that people can relive the 

original traumatic incident that causes their neurosis and can express the emotions that 

occurred at that time, thereby resolving the subsequent trauma.®^ This, Wil was convinced, 

enabled him to resolve his issue without assuming responsibility.

Despite the fact that the main protagonist's refusal to accept accountability 

problematizes the weight of his accusations against Protestant patriarchal ideology and

^  Generativlty, D.P. McAdams and Ed de St. Aubin claim, is a com mon feature in 'narrative accounts of 
im portant autobiographical episodes' (1003).

That W il's perspective on his own situation has been determ ined by Laing's theory is suggested by the  

textual reference which confirms tha t W il was aw are o f the psychiatrist's work. On Laing's understanding and 

suggested trea tm en t of m ental disorders, see. The Divided Self: An Existential Study in Sanity and M adness  and 

Sanity, Madness and the Family.
See, Laing, The Divided Self and Madness and the Family.
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a lthough he o ften  underm ines cred ib ility  o f his own statem ents, th a t which m ight a llow  the 

novel to  claim greater significance fo r his social critique is the  fact th a t W il actually refused 

fo r his act to  be deemed 'a so-called "Political Crim e'" (TRS 198) and turned down the 

Com bined Loyalist M ilita ry  Command's o ffe r to  ensure he was 'deported to  serve the rest 

o f  h is 'tim e in the Maze' (TRS 233). Also, W il eventually observes th a t the Catholic 'sons' are 

equally disadvantaged and face sim ilar dangers at the  hand o f Catholic patriarchy and tha t 

this pa tria rchy thus should also be questioned. M oreover, W il repe titive ly  emphasizes 

th rougho u t the  narrative tha t a lthough the readers m ight find  his 'experience (especially the 

killing) to  be d isconfirm ing, constricting, discouraging, underm in ing ' (TRS 227), the  story the  

novel conveys is jus t his story (TRS 232), an 'im proper' one (TRS 233), and should thus be 

considered carefully.

2.4 Northern Irish dream-on?: making peace with the past in Stuart Neville's The Twelve 

(2009)

Follow ing the long period o f to rtuous im p lem enta tion  o f the  1998 Agreem ent in to  practice, 

eventual restoration to  power o f the  N orthern Irish Assembly in 2007 was m et w ith  great 

an tic ipa tion  as the tw o  largest parties representing the  opposing trad itions, the  Democratic 

Unionist Party and Sinn Fein, agreed to  en te r power-sharing governm ent together. Stuart 

Neville's novel The Twelve^^ takes place around the tim e  when N orthern Ireland is about to  

en te r w ha t has been described as a new, post-Troubles era. However, it does not seem to  

focus extensively on w hat possibilities the  fu tu re  m ight open up fo r the  region, at least not

(London: Harvill Seeker, 2009). Further references to  the novel v»/ill be to  the 2010 Vintage edition and stated  

hereafter parenthetically in the  text.
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in a celebratory sense. Many have believed that the political framew/ork provided by the St 

Andrews Agreement (2006) would have helped Northern Ireland's divided society to resolve 

its differences and thus end the painful chapter o f its history. Neville's novel, however, 

appears to propound that that chapter has yet to be finished. Indeed, it addresses the issue 

that at historical moments (like that o f the reinstatement o f devolved government in 

Northern Ireland), it is particularly im portant that people consider the past and deal w ith its 

contentious issues however d ifficult and unpleasant that process might be.

Violent histories, Gabriele Schwab maintains, 'have a haunting quality'. When 

unprocessed or denied, they continue to  affect and disrupt the lives of those involved in 

them  and often the ir descendants as well. Indeed, traum atic memories frequently return in 

'flashbacks or nightmares,' they creep up from  one's 'psychic crypts,' from the 'in terior 

tombs haunted by the ghosts of the past' (49). Neville's novel follows the story o f a form er 

republican 'foot soldier,'®^ Gerry Fegan, and charts his efforts at making peace w ith his 

disturbing past. It is not only a Troubles thriller, which it has been mostly marketed as,^^ but, 

using Schwab's words, a 'traumatic narrative' as well. In fact, it is a haunted text as its main 

protagonist is followed by spectres of the deceased he killed while in paramilitary service 

and owing to the ir presence w ith which he has to  deal he is thus forced to  confront 

consequences o f his active involvement.®^ Examining what the narrative conveys in regard 

to  future prospects, the protagonist's as well as that of Northern Ireland, follow ing analysis 

w ill establish whether the text complies with assertions about contemporary Northern Irish

The text does not explicitly m ention of which particular organization Fegan used to  be a m em ber, however, 
given his birthplace, com m unitarian affiliations and textual references to  the  organization's ethos and 

activities, w e can assume tha t he partook in the  IRA.
The novel contains crime, noir and horror elements, which has resulted in it being branded under d ifferent 

genre headings.
The haunting quality of the text is also suggested by the  title  of its American edition, The Ghosts o f Belfast.
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fiction and with claims concerning the alleged socio-political impasse currently typical of 

Northern Ireland. Particularly, it will examine textual representation of the d ifferent agents 

involved in the Troubles and of the ideologies these em body to illustrate w hat the ir role in 

conflict resolution (or the contrary) is perceived to have been; findings of which might 

reciprocally inform further discussion about potential resolution to the Northern Irish 

predicam ent.

People often bury memories of unspeakable or unbearable events in 'unreachable 

psychic recesses', which Nicolas Abraham calls crypts.®^ It is as if in these psychic tom bs the  

people harbour 'an undead ghost' that constantly threatens to come back, unless the  

traum atic event is reflected upon and processed (Schwab 1). W hen the traum atic event is 

kept psychically alive, those people who have buried it become the living dead as 'w here  

there is no grave,' says Ruth Kluger, 'we are condemned to go on mourning', haunted by the  

suppressed traum atic memories (80). Gerry Fegan, too, buried unpleasant m em ories in an 

inner crypt, those of killings he had carried out during his active involvem ent in the struggle 

a long while ago, yet they start to intrude upon him in a form  o f ghosts years later when he 

is about to be released from  prison:

They'd been with him since his last weeks in the M aze prison ... He'd just been given 

his release date, printed on a sheet of paper in a sealed envelope, and his m outh was 

dry when he opened i t ... The followers w ere there when Fegan looked up from  the  

letter, watching. (7T 8 -9 )

For Abraham's discussion of the  inner crypt, see The Shell and the Kernel: Renewals o f Psychoanalysis.
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w hile  the ghosts initially emerge only occasionally and in a blurred form, in the course of 

time, they tend to  accompany Fegan everywhere he goes and the ir shapes materialize too, 

which causes Fegan considerable discomfort. Owing to the ir constant presence and 'their 

screaming,' Fegan's distress gradually deepens and he thus turns to  drink to alleviate his 

misery. Nevertheless, his belief that 'they'd leave him alone' if 'he had one more drink' is 

shattered as 'the twelve ... [continue to] follow  Fegan through the streets of Belfast, into his 

house, up his stairs, and into his bedroom' (7T3).

Manifestations of Fegan's distress soon become apparent to  other people and 

concerns about his mental wellbeing are raised since no one else actually seems to see his 

followers. Mental disturbance is a factor that might problematize justifiab ility  of Fegan's 

subsequent behaviour but, despite the fact that Fegan himself repeatedly questions what is 

'happening' to him, the narrative claims the ghosts are not mere delusions of his mind 

brought about by his excessive alcohol consumption. Their existence is eventually 

authenticated as the readers learn tha t there is, in fact, another character that sees them 

too (7T459-460). Such is to undermine suggestions that the ghosts are projections of 

Fegan's guilt and hence it fends o ff the question of Fegan's sanity, however debatable that 

issue might actually be. Doing so, the text brings Fegan's suffering and, consequently, the 

need to deal w ith one's past back into focus.

Coping with one's traum atic experience, Cathy Caruth argues, is an uneasy process in 

which many have difficulties w ith finding courage to see them through such o rd ea l.F e ga n  

has been seeing the ghosts fo r seven years, which might seem quite a long period for 

someone to determine what to do to  free himself of the ir unwanted presence.

See Unclaim ed Experience: Traum a, N arrative and l-listory.
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Nevertheless, his inability to  act in this respect is not, the text insinuates, his fau lt entirely.

As a small boy, Fegan saw the ghost of his late father in an empty room next to that where 

his body was laid. When questioned to whom he was talking there, Fegan dutifu lly answers 

to 'daddy', 'devilment' for which his mother scolds him (7T 53-54). It was this rebuke, it 

appears, together with Mrs Fegan's advice to 'turn away' and 'be quiet' should her son ever 

see any ghosts again, that has prevented Fegan from seeking help and confiding his secret 

to anyone, at least until the moment when the ghosts' presence is too unbearable to 

withstand. Through Mrs Fegan's disapproving reaction to  her son's experience the text 

alludes to  her culture's unwillingness and/or fear to deal w ith the past materialized, here in 

the form of ghosts. Such an evading approach, nevertheless, as Fegan's case suggests, is 

untenable: Fegan's mother's instruction fails Fegan as does the prison psychologist's therapy 

he had eventually sought.®® The double failure of counselling authorities Fegan experiences, 

which situates him in a victimised position, possibly exonerates fo r him his decision to  take 

matters into his own hands. When his efforts to make one of the ghosts disappear by telling 

his mother the location of his dead body fails, Fegan becomes convinced he had used up all 

the 'conventional' options he had, which makes it easier fo r him to accept the task, he 

perceives, the ghosts eventually charge him w ith as he tru ly believes there was nothing else 

he could have done: Fegan agrees to kill those who partook in the gruesome murders of 'the 

twelve' as he believes that that w ill actually release him from the ir spectral emanations.

The narrative claims that the ghosts disappear as soon as Fegan disposes of those 

who were allegedly responsible for the ir deaths, which attests to  what the objective the 

novel pursues is. However, compared to  what trauma and memory theory claim about

The te x t does n o t reveal de ta ils  concern ing  Fegan's th e ra p y , hovi/ever, th e  psychologist's ex p la n a tio n , and  

hence his su bsequ ent re c o m m e n d a tio n , is p erceived  as in su ffic ien t ( 7 T 9).
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reconciliation of violent traum a, the means Fegan applies to deal w ith his past would be 

considered ineffective. W hile the text suggests otherwise, reconciliation of haunting  

legacies seems highly unlikely when one buries violent histories of which the ghosts are 

reminders w ithout them  having been properly engaged w ith /° °  By killing those responsible 

for their deaths Fegan casts the ghosts' (hi)stories 'outside the continuity of psychic life' 

(Schwab 49). Therefore, it appears that Neville largely ignores w hat traum a theory claims as 

the novel is to com m unicate the assumption Fegan believes: if he survives his ordeal he 

might 'have a life' (7 T 458). It is probable that Fegan's life would, in reality, becom e a 

shadow life, 'simulacra of a hollowed-out norm ality' (Schwab 49), as the violent histories he 

has participated in are not worked through w hat traum a theory considers the required  

way.^°^ However, the novel asserts that Fegan manages to evade the prospect of becoming 

more haunted although he is now responsible for the deaths of new  victims.

In his quest of reconciling the ghosts, Fegan confronts his form er colleagues and 

friends which enables Neville to  com m ent on both the past and the current state of the  

republican m ovem ent. The Twelve evaluates its d ifferent bodies, yet it is the 'insurgents- 

turned politicians [who tend to] remain coy about the ir own histories' (Lodge np) that seem  

to receive the most c r it ic is m .F ir s t ,  the text problem atizes the officials' m otivation to  

support peaceful resolution to  the conflict. Although the party's attitude tow ard violence it 

proclaims in public suggests that some truly 'w ant Storm ont to succeed' ( 7 T 137), which

Caroline Magennis' forthcom ing book The Cultural Politics o f Optimism in Northern Irish Fiction will discuss 

the ways in which discourses of conflict resolution can be com plicated by attitudes to  m em ory in 

contem porary fiction.
This assumption is confirmed in the sequel to  this novel, Collusion (2010), in which Fegan is lured to  return  

to Belfast to  deal w ith the consequences of the acts he com m itted  in The Twelve.
Portrayed political protagonists are fictional, how ever, they bear resemblances to  representatives such as 

Gerry Adams w ho 'has yet to  adm it to  ever belonging to  the IRA' and answer for his past actions (Lodge np).
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m ight seem to  confirm  its positioning as a peace broker, the  te x t implies th a t it actually did 

not have any o th e r option  but to  conform  to  the  demands o f the  process:

This is a d iffe ren t w orld . The bombs w o n 't w ork any more. The dissidents put an end 

to  th a t in Omagh. The people w o n 't to le ra te  violence like they used to. Then 9/11 

came along. The Americans don 't look at armed struggle the  same way. Used to  be 

we could sell them  the romance o f it, call ourselves freedom  fighters, and they loved 

it. The m oney jus t rolled in, all those Irish-Americans digging in th e ir pockets fo r the 

old country. They don 't buy it anymore. W e've got peace now, w he ther we like it or 

not. (7T137)

This points to  the  fact tha t the  peace process has 'becom e ob jectified ' as, Gilligan claims,

'the po litica l actors are only provided a role in' it 'in as fa r as they help to  prom ote more 

process' (7T 32); the  result o f which is th a t '[t]h e  peace process has no endpo int. It is a 

process o f managing ra ther than o f ending conflict. In a sense, the  peace process has 

become perm anent politics in Northern Ireland' (M acG inty and Darby 75).

Consequently, the tex t implies tha t the  politicians have not, actually, always acted as 

the peace brokers. Indeed, the novel suggests tha t some of them  are 'the pow erfu l men 

who orchestra ted decades o f brutal civil conflic t and survived to  make dishonest fo rtunes in 

peacetim e' (Stasio 30). They are claimed to  have hidden th e ir true  in tentions, feigned 

in terest in ord inary  people's affairs, and justified  th e ir  own contentious acts by saying tha t 

'nobody's hands are clean' (T T 11) so w hy w ould they need to  be different?^°^ In fro n t o f the 

cameras, they look sm art in the ir suits and 'fine-fram ed designer glasses'; they  make the

Indeed, the tex t intim ates tha t 'criminal activity' has not been unl<nown to  the  ranl<s as 'if there's m oney in 

it, they'll do it. And w hatever the  party says, the  m oney still flows uphill' {TRS 48).
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impression of 'educated' people whose interest is the  greater good of the ir society.

However, such behaviour is deem ed as being affected since while away from  the lens their 

alleged true nature becomes obvious:

One hard hand gripped Fegan's face, the other his thinning hair, and the animal 

inside McKenna showed itself. 'Shut your fucking m outh,' he hissed. 'Rem em ber who  

you're talking to.'

Fegan rem em bered only too well. As he looked into those fierce blue eyes he 

rem em bered every detail. This was the face he knew, not the one on television, but 

the face that burned with w hite -ho t pleasure as McKenna set about the boy w ith a 

claw ham m er, the face that was dotted w ith red when he handed Fegan the .22 

pistol to finish it. (7T 7 )

Although it is the 'foot soldiers' who perpetrate most of the actual grave crimes, the text 

insinuates that these have been m ere pawns used by the politicians to achieve their goals:

'The people I killed. The people vje killed.'

'W atch your m outh Gerry. I never killed anybody.'

Fegan m et McKenna's blue eyes. 'No, the likes of you and McGinty were always too  

smart to do it yourselves. You used mugs like me instead.' ( 7 T 11, emphasis in 

original)

However dissatisfied with such a role some dissidents might have been, they accepted it; 

originally probably since such would not have been thought to be questioned and later as 

they still felt obliged to sustain esprit de corps in the face of the ir enemies (7 T 109).
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Nevertheless, since the same people who, 'at one tim e, not so long past', have claimed that 

'it had been against party policy to take a seat at Storm ont' have now 'got their fee t under 

the table ' there, the narrative remarks that some of the dissidents eventually become  

disillusioned/®'* In fact, as they feel the m ovem ent 'w ere selling out', they even 'm outh o f f  

their disillusionment (7 T 6, 47, 8). To this the party officially responds saying that 'we've got 

peace now' and it is hence necessary to pull 'away from  all the shady stuff' ( 7 T 137-9),^°^ 

which is difficult for the dissidents to accept since they had been previously sworn by the  

same people that to achieve a change in republican predicam ent via ballot box only was 

practically impossible. It is particularly uneasy since dissidents, such as Fegan and his form er 

colleague Vincie Caffola, are still asked to carry out certain tasks the politicians who  

commission them  cannot do themselves, yet which are deem ed necessary since 'people still 

needed to  be kept in line,' 'com petition for the bars and taxi firms needed quashing,' 'drug 

dealers needed discouraging from  selling in certain areas,' and 'reluctant voters needed 

gathering up and escorting to the polling stations' ( 7 T 13, 79).

Neville elaborates on the relationship betw een the political and param ilitary 'wings' 

of the m ovem ent alluding to  a known, yet rarely openly discussed, issue. Namely, the novel 

draws attention to how the Northern Irish peace process and subsequent transition have 

'become dependent on the disciplinary machinery' w ithin the  m ovem ent 'for public order' 

(O 'Doherty, The Trouble with the Guns 2). The fictional M inister of State for Northern  

Ireland, Edward Hargreaves, is anxious that the deaths of a local politician and an ex-

Although it is inevitable tha t in any case of conflict resolution connpromise constitutes an essential e lem ent 
of the process, necessity and conditions of such often do not seem to be sufficiently explained to  people  

w hom  it m ight affect and who then feel left out and /o r betrayed. These reactions echo findings of 
McGlinchey's research on dissident republicanism In contem porary N orthern Ireland and the ir attitudes to  

current politics there.
Such echoes Gerry Adams' statem ents concerning Sinn Fein's beliefs th a t 'the violence w e have seen must 

be for all of us now a thing of the past, over w ith  and gone'.
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paramilitary might unsettle the fragile peace and thus tries to 'keep a lid on it' (7 T 5 0 ), 

which, however, means leaving it up to  the m ovem ent to clean 'up the ir own mess' ( 7 T 109). 

Therefore, although the British secret service dispatches an agent to deal w ith the situation, 

he is told to investigate, yet to 'tip the party o f f  should he find anything and 'let them  do 

the honours' (7 T 109). Such imposition of 'responsibility for curtailing or disowning all 

republican violence' on the party resulted from  'making an IRA ceasefire a precondition for 

Sinn Fein being given a place at talks' (O 'Doherty, The Trouble with the Guns 2).^°^ Malachi 

O'Doherty explains the paradox of how 'a state or its people ... become dependent on law 

breakers, and potentially on law-breaking, to maintain the peace' as follows:

A ceasefire is a m ilitary operation. The authority of m ilitary leaders is required to 

maintain it. Those leaders may be people who are enem ies of the  state; they may be 

people who have ordered or conducted the murders of hundreds of people in terms 

that we would wholly abhor, but when they have taken on the job of containing their 

own murderous followers, through the authority they have acquired over those 

people by leading them  to murder, then our interests in them  are reversed. We are 

concerned now that they should succeed. (The Trouble with the Guns 3)

This policy, O 'Doherty claims, strengthened interdependency betw een the individual 

'wings', which some of the politicians have actually used to the ir advantage. Indeed, 

although the representatives in the novel suggest that they 'had been cajoled, blackmailed 

and bullied by the British and Irish governments into figuring it out' (7T 2 39 ), the text alludes 

to the party's subsequent use of its power over the dissident republicans to strengthen its

Although Neville's novel docum ents such a phenom enon in the  republican m ovem ent only, it is, O 'Doherty  

asserts, true of the  loyalist side as well.
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position and secure its objectives. Consequently, 'dissent in the ranks' is inconceivable as it 

'unsettles people' and diverts attention away from  the party's goals. Hence, the m ovem ent's  

leadership makes sure 'to sort things out. Clean house' of those who disagree, who have 

becom e 'liabilities', and hence w ithout whom  'the party's no poorer' (7 T 139, 140).

The novel's critique of contem porary socio-political situation in Northern Ireland, 

however, is w ide ranging and considers other topics than Irish republicanism only. It 

assesses more general issues related to the Troubles, such as urban redevelopm ent that 

ensued after the end of the violent phase of the conflict, which some have perceived with a 

certain scepticism. A fter the long period of atrocities that has severely affected life in 

Northern Ireland, prospects for peace promised by the ceasefires and subsequent m ajor 

political agreem ents were welcom ed w ith relief and, initially, w ith heightened optimistic 

expectations for the fu tu re .S u b s e q u e n t ly , to reclaim some sort of normalcy, focus has 

been on achieving economic rejuvenation of the region since trade and industry have been 

seen as the driving force of change. In fact, the redevelopm ent of Belfast, once dubbed the  

playground fo r terrorists par excellence, has been claimed as a prime example of how far 

Northern Ireland has come owing to  the peace dividend. The city centre, form erly deserted 

after dark, is now presented as a 'jewel of restored Victorian architecture' (Ham m er np), or 

as Fegan observes, a mecca w ith 'designer boutiques, restaurants and wine bars' for tourists 

or 'students and young professionals' (7T 35-36). Similar lavishness is deem ed characteristic 

of the Odyssey complex that 'shimmered across the w ater. The nightclubs inside i t ... 

thronging w ith the young and affluent' (7 7 1 9 ). However, it has been asserted that economic

The im portance of the ceasefires and agreem ents for subsequent socio-political developm ent is suggested, 
for example, by the fact tha t some have called those events 'a w atershed' in the predicam ent, see Patrick 

Hayes and Jim Campbell, Bloody Sunday: Trauma, Pain and Politics.
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growth and retail developm ent are not the most adequate indicators to confirm  tha t 

transform ation of Northern Irish society has been c o m p le te d /”® Fegan, too, does not seem 

to be convinced that the lustre of Belfast's new establishments suggests norm alcy and not 

only because his life is quite detached from  those for him to be able to enjoy them.^°® 

Although he knows those clubbing in the Odyssey are probably too young to  have 'm em ory  

of men like Fegan', since they probably w ere not 'even born when they scraped the body 

parts off the  streets with shovels,' or are rich 'enough to care', he seems disappointed to 

think that it was possible that for such people 'the peace process m eant they could buy 

overpriced coffee w ithout fear' ( 7 T 19, 36). A judgm ent which insinuates the need for 

deeper consideration of impact and perspectives of urban redevelopm ent in Northern  

Ireland in relation to its troubled past.

Neville's fictional assessment of the m ovem ent as well as of the  socio-political and 

economic conditions presents interesting issues to ponder, however, there are reasons why  

some readers, other than republican sympathizers who might think such to be too harsh, 

find the novel m erely 'tolerable' (Sansom 10) and hence might not consider its possible 

merits. The m ajor problem is how The Twelve reflects violence, in general as well as that of 

the main character. Once Fegan 'accepts his deadly commission and the assassinations 

begin, it's not hard to read this disturbing text as a blood-soaked thriller' (Stasio 30). In fact, 

the novel has been claimed to be 'basically a revenge tragedy in the Elizabethan mode, 

scripted by Quentin Tarantino and produced by the makers of The Bourne Identity  (Sansom 

10). It, quite graphically, depicts every gory detail of Fegan's current murders, but the

For a critique of Belfast urban planning and its alleged inclusivity as a sign of normalcy, see, for example, 
W illiam  J.V. Neill et al, Reimaging the Pariah City: Urban Developm ent In Belfast and Detroit.

Neville is even m ore critical about redevelopm ent of Belfast in the sequel to  this novel: The 'wealth and the  

real estate bubble' Neville com ments on in Collusion is 'shown to  be fake and out of place, even destroying the  

best rem aining parts of a culture tha t had survived the  years of conflict' (Rees np).
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author also reconstructs the original atrocities that motivated these w ith comparable 

detailedness, such as when the dissidents dispose o f tw o UDR soldiers:

The tw o UDR men were bleeding hard, both crying w ith pain and terror. Their 

mouths gaped, dripping red from shredded gums as the ir teeth lay scattered on the 

floor. They'd given up the little  they knew an hour before, but Caffola kept going. He 

was kneeling on the floor, pulling out a toenail w ith his pliers (7T40)

It feels that the text does not say anything explicit against such brutality which is probably 

because the author has claimed that any potential judgment concerning the content was 'up 

to  the re a d e r '.H o w e v e r , since, as is discussed below, the novel portrays the main 

character in a rather positive light, some might feel the same about its treatm ent of 

violence.

The text suggests that Fegan, unlike his form er colleagues who cynically retool their 

skills fo r successful careers (Stasio 30), repents o f his past. He ponders how it is possible that 

'weaker men than him could live w ith what they'd done' (7T5), which might indicate self

scrutiny and possible efforts to redress such acts as Fegan cannot do the same.

Nevertheless, the means he applies to redress the wrongs he had done is not 

unproblematic, neither are his m o t i v e s . F e g a n  claims that his 'ta lent fo r inflicting pain' 

and 'willingness to  do what other men wouldn 't' 'had earned him respect' (77 76), which he 

puts down to the fact that in his community, people like him are not perceived as 

'murderers or thieves, not extortionists or blackmailers. Not criminals of any kind' (779).

Stuart Neville in conversation w ith  Craig Ferguson in Late Late Show, April 8 2010. Interview  available at 
< h ttp ://w w w ,stuartneville .co .uk /new s/la test-new s/la te -la te -show -w ith -cra ig-ferguson .asp>.

Fegan's motives and decisions are claimed 'thoroughly dubious', some claiming th a t he 'is possessed of 
virtues tha t are almost entirely negative' (Sansom 10).
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However, Fegan himself views the activities he form erly engaged in m erely 'as w ork. Just a 

job to  be done, w ith no care or feeling behind it', an attitude tow ards bloodshed ma ny find 

disconcerting/^^ In fact, it is possible to say that Fegan's endeavours actually do not differ 

from  those of the w eaker men's to  whom  he compares himself that much. Fegan had tried  

to do the same, to 'turn away' and 'be silent,' and it is only when this strategy fails him  that 

he looks for other ways to reconcile the past. He is no 'messiah' who would bring liberation  

to the ghosts; he seeks his own deliverance; it is his own composure he wants to  achieve. 

Still, it feels as if the text likened Fegan to Ham let, 'a hero ... a pure, brilliant young man 

thrust into unfortunate circumstances' (W offord 184-5). It depicts Fegan, the brutal killer, 

almost as a sympathetic character, 'a villain that you cannot help sympathising w ith ' 

(Pearson, McKay, Wansell np).^^^

Although Fegan might not appeal to everyone, he does not seem to be wholly  

repugnant either. It is true that for most of the text, w e are being inside Fegan's head and 

the text filters his world through his perception. Nevertheless, it is questionable w hether 

the readers would have considered such upon making their judgem ent about the  

protagonist's character and his actions. In fact, it has been suggested that Fegan's guilt and 

his 'resulting alcoholism contradict his reputation as a cold-hearted assassin' which 'softens 

the reader a little' so that he begins 'to like' Fegan (Brennan np).“ '* The author himself 

claims that Fegan 'is a deeply unsympathetic character', however, elsewhere he says tha t

Appraisals of Neville's portrayal of violence in The Twelve resem ble the  heightened criticism o f Eoin 
M cNam ee's depiction of such in Resurrection M an  (1994). For com m ents on M cN am ee's novel, see, for 

example, Richard Haslam, 'The Pose Arranged and Lingered over: Visualising the  "Troubles'" 192-212  and 

Glenn Patterson, 'Butcher's Tools' 43-44 .
In a num ber of o ther reviews, Fegan has been described similarly as 'a sym pathetic character' or 'a 

sympathetic character, w ho kills to  avenge others' deaths.
Similar has been argued about the disreputable double agent, Dave Campbell, too, see Gerard Brennan's 

review of The Twelve.
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Fegan had just wanted 'to keep his head down,' that he did not ask fo r anything o f what 

happens to hinn which would imply that Fegan is a victim of circumstance. Although the 

situation Fegan finds himself in at the beginning of the narrative is an unenviable one, it, 

however, does not change the fact that to avenge the ghosts, he takes more lives.

Moreover, despite the fact that he killed several more people, Fegan seems to get o ff rather 

lightly. His situation at the end of the story is far from ideal, still, having endured an 

exchange of heavy gunfire, the last of the ghosts who requested Fegan to pay for the crimes 

he had committed is merciful to him and eventually allows him to escape (7T453-460).

Fegan is a problematic character, however, Neville's decision to use a perpetrator as 

the main protagonist is quite significant. It seems to be in accordance with recent trends in 

trauma studies tha t draw attention to those whose acts inflict traum atic experience. The 

study o f literature based on traumatic events and the way these are represented in texts 

has long concentrated on those who are the victims o f a crime. Nevertheless, it is not only 

the victim  who, Caruth's seminal work Unclaimed Experience^^^ argues, is affected by a 

crime but its perpetrator as well, a fact that sometimes tends to be disregarded. 

Organisations involved in transition and/or reconciliatory processes in Northern Ireland, 

however, employ Caruth's supposition in the ir activities that are projected to help 

traumatised subjects to  deal w ith the legacy of the past and do thus consider possible 

effects trauma has had on form er c o m b a ta n ts .S u c h  an act is seen as necessary, as some 

believe tha t 'the only ones who can [make peace] are the p e rp e tra to rs '.S in c e  Neville's

Unclaim ed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History (Baltimore; London: Johns Hopl<ins University Press, 
1996 ).

One of the  groups tha t deal w ith  the past in such a m anner is the extensive cross-comm unity organisation 
called Healing Through Remembering.

Rev. Aidan Troy of Holy Cross Parish on Crumlin Road quoted in Joshua Ham m er, 'In Northern Ireland, 
Getting Past the  Troubles'.
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novel focuses on the  per pet ra to r ' s  perspective and as it raises t h e  issue of ' rec lamat ion and 

legitimization of u n re p e n ta n t  terrorists '  (Stasio 30), it const i tu tes  an impo r tan t  contr ibution 

to  t h e  discussion of possible resolut ion to  the  conflict even if its depict ion of violence can be 

seen as problematic.

Moreover ,  since Fegan has begun to  feel th e  presence  of t h e  ghosts  shortly af te r  the  

1998 Ag reem en t  when  ' the  mounta ins  moved '  and 'deals we re  struck'  (7T8) and as they  

only took a concre te  shape around  th e  t ime when  full pow er  to  legislate was  res tored to  th e  

Northern Irish Assembly, t h e  message  of th e  novel acquires  an extra dimension.  In fact, 

given the  critical perspect ive of t h e  politicians pre sented  in t h e  text ,  it is possible to  perceive 

such a message as a warning.  Withou t  regards  to  th e  disputability of Fegan's acts, ye t  with 

respect  to  th e  prospects  of fu ture  for Northern Ireland, the  text  implies t h a t  if lasting peace  

and stability are  to  be  a t tained,  it is necessary t h a t  conten t ious  issues re la ted  to th e  past  

th a t  affect current  affairs be  examined  critically and those  involved in t h e m  accept  full 

responsibility. This does  not  m ean  th a t  t h e  novel is saying no on e  in Nor thern  Ireland has 

tried to  approach the  p re dicam en t  in this way yet. However,  t h e  fact  t h a t  t h e  narrat ive 

repeatedly  refers to  difficulties with th e  implemen ta t ion of such an approach  (caused 

particularly due  to  t h e  perfidiousness  of th e  involved characters) suggests t h a t  not  all t h e  

concerned par ties  and officials share  th e  sam e determinat ion  concerning secure  (political) 

future  for th e  region. It is t rue  t h a t  to  achieve this will involve a long-lasting and arduous  

process  but  necessary in orde r  to  reconcile t h e  ghosts of t h e  past.  Even if som e  of t h e  

protagonis ts  keep up t h e  behavioural  pa t t er ns  which contr ibute  to  t h e  unresolved na tu re  of 

th e  conflict, t h e  novel claims th a t  ' t imes change,  even if people  don' t '  (7T 6) and,  hopefully,
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o n e  d ay  peo p le  will feel  t h e r e  is no  n e e d  for  t h e m  t o  a s s u m e  roles  similar  t o  t h a t  a d o p t e d  

by Fegan.

2.5 Conclusion

The novels  d i scussed  in this  C h a p te r  revolve  a r o u n d  c h a r a c t e r s  w h o  h a v e  b e e n  actively 

involved in t h e  conflict  a nd  w h o s e  pa rami l i ta ry  affi l iation re su l t e d  in t h e i r  incarcera t ion ,  

c o n s e q u e n c e s  of  which each  p r o ta g o n i s t  ref lect s  u p o n  in a w a y  specif ic t o  t h e  m e s s a g e  t h e  

individual  w orks  se ek  t o  p u t  f o rw ard .  Al thou gh  t h e y  a r e  f ict ional  re n d e r i n g s  of  t h e  s ub je c t  

m a t t e r ,  it might  b e  said t h a t  t h e  nove ls  r e p r e s e n t  an  i m p o r t a n t  co n t r ib u t i o n  t o  t h e  

di scuss ion of  t h e  confl ict  and  pos t -conf l ic t  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n ,  part icu la r ly  so as ' t h e r e  r e m a in s  

a des i re ,  by s o m e ,  t o  c o n t i n u e  to  d e m o n i s e  th o s e  w h o  can  b e  m o s t  easi ly " b l a m e d "  for  t h e  

confl ict '  (Shirlow an d  McEvoy vii). The  novels  s e e m  t o  c ha l le nge  such  a p e r s p e c t i v e  as  t h e y  

p u r s u e  t h a t  which  Shir low a n d  McEvoy v iew  as 'a m o r e  m eanin gfu l  a n d  ap p rec i a t i v e  

u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of  t h e  complexi t ies '  o f  t h e  p r e d i c a m e n t  a n d  of  ' t h e  par t icu la r  role which  

f o r m e r  c o m b a t a n t s  can play'  (vii). Howeve r ,  ce r ta in  is sues t h e  nove ls  p r e s e n t  actua l ly 

u n d e r m i n e  r e p r e s e n ta t i o n a l  o n u s  t h e  a u t h o r s  ha ve  b e e n  c la ime d t o  h a v e  a ch ie ved .  Indeed ,  

t h e  m a n n e r  in which  t h e s e  i ssues  a r e  d e p ic te d  re inscr ibe r a t h e r  t h a n  cha l lenge  t h e  social,  

political and  cul tural  s t e r e o t y p e s .

Indignat ion o v e r  t h e  w a y  r epubl ican  c o m b a t a n t s  w e r e  d e p ic te d  in s o m e  of  t h e  ear ly  

e x a m p l e s  of  t h e  Troubles  thr i l lers  h as  insp ired a n u m b e r  of  a u t h o r s  w h o  ha ve  d i sa g re e d  

wi th  ' t h e  c o m p o s i t e  Irish repub l i can  ... M o t h e r  I re land-f ixa ted psycho-kil ler ,  aka a Provo  

G o d fa th e r '  t h a t  mater i a l i se d  f ro m  such  'b iased '  a c c o u n t s  ( M a g e e  2) t o  p r o d u c e  w or ks  t h a t
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would redeem the Irish republican perspective. Both Danny Morrison and Ronan Bennett 

belong among those writers who, acquainted with 'politically intelligent, committed and 

honourable' republicans, have fought against assumed 'ignorance about, and heavy bias 

against' (Magee 2), the struggle. Morrison's The Wrong Man  has been claimed to convey 'a 

palpable sense' of the 'dark urgency of life under British occupation' documenting 'the costs 

of resistance to British rule: the graves, the prison cells, the disruptions to family, and 

wrecked personal relationships' (TW M  202). The author's depiction of 'emotionally 

attritional terrain' is sure to accommodate feelings of those familiar with and/or in favour of 

republican 'collective trauma' (TW M  202). This is particularly so as the novel discusses that 

which, it has been claimed, has been frequently omitted from the 'official' discourse. Patrick 

Magee deems the novel 'authentic and brilliantly realised' and recommends it hence to 'a 

readership seeking to gain an understanding of the lived experience of a republican activist 

in Belfast during the relevant textual period' (TW M  204).^^® It is true that in comparison with 

Morrison's earlier works. The Wrong Man  is less overtly passionate about the struggle. 

However, the author's 'past as a leading republican strategist and spokesperson' and his 

enthusiastic support for the cause actually manifest themselves quite significantly within the 

narrative and undermine thus the claim that the novel is 'free of distortion'. Given 

Morrison's background, the novel is rather unbalanced as it focuses itself on the 'pros ... for 

the use of force against injustice' although Magee, for example, has claimed that such is not 

a problem (202-3).“ ® That is true, but by providing this type of engage fiction, Morrison 

does not, however, as Eugene McEldowney rightly observes, transcend the recourse to

M agee actually declares tha t the republican experience 'has seldom been expressed better' as the novel 
'faithfully depicts the  m icro-culture o f secrecy and siege of active service volunteers and the ir tau t circles of 
familial and com munal support' (202).

On Kate Fearon's review of The Wrong M an  w^hich addresses this imbalance, see, 'J'accuse'.
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stereotypes/^° Indeed, in his efforts to  redeem  the republican hero, Morrison turns to 

narrative strategies that seek to arouse sympathy with the main protagonist. M oreover, 

owing to Raymond's prem ature and tragic death at the hands of the British Army, the novel 

stresses 'the responsibility to com plete republican aspiration' (M agee 202)/^^ Thus, the  

novel, in a way, sustains the predicam ent as it claims that unless the enem y is annihilated, 

the struggle has to continue.

Politically m otivated acts aimed at change and /or sustenance of the predicam ent 

have led to  the incarceration of a large proportion of Northern Irish c i t i z e n s . M a n y  of 

those have subsequently encountered problems w ith  adjusting themselves to  'normal' life 

after being released. The title  of Bennett's novel. The Second Prison, alludes to  those 

difficulties and the text itself discusses concerns many ex-prisoners have had to deal with, 

such as, for example, accom modation, work, money, social integration, personal 

relationships, and psychological issues. Therefore, the novel can be considered helpful as it 

explores 'aspects of the impact of imprisonment' which have been claimed crucial to 

identifying 'ways in which ex-prisoners and their families may be better able to cope with  

release and the experience of the past' (Jamieson and Grounds 5). Despite the fact that 

Bennett's novel draws attention to 'how the experience of release after incarceration can in 

itself be a constraint' and to 'how form er operators may feel trapped', it is not 'an 

unquestioning adm iration' for a 'ruthlessly efficient' comrade or the dark games of the  

'detective from  London who was sent over to smash' Kane's unit because of whom  the main 

protagonist is 'imprisoned both by history' and 'past com m itm ent' (M agee 159), as some

For M cE ld o w n ey 's  perspec tive  o f M o rriso n 's  novel, see, 'H earts  o f G old , Bullets o f Lead'.

This re tro sp ec tive ly  ju s tifies  th e  po ten cy  o f R aym ond's po litical conviction  w h ich  th e  te x t e levates  o n to  th e  

level o f a socially ap p ro ved  vo catio n .

In N o rth e rn  Ire lan d , it is e s tim a te d  th a t th e re  are  a b o u t tw /en ty -five  th o u san d  p o litica lly  m o tiv a te d  fo rm e r  

prisoners (S h irlo w  4).
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would like to imagine, but his own reluctance. Similarly, implications of the role the  British 

judiciary played in suppression of those politically m otivated who have sought to underm ine  

the legitimacy of British rule in Northern Ireland the novel alludes to are profound, however, 

Bennett's positioning of Kane as a 'victim' is also a conscious narrative strategy that serves a 

redem ptive purpose to establish the republican as an innocent m artyr and to propound that 

injustice against the Irish will not be rem edied until their struggle is won. Even though Sinn 

Fein supposedly had a peace strategy in use since the 1980s, neither Morrison's nor 

Bennett's text addresses this issue as their interests lie elsewhere; nam ely in explaining 

republicans' motives and, subsequently, 'humanizing' the perpetrators.

Efforts to  end the violent phase of the  conflict eventually resulted in official 

recognition of the political im port of the perpetrators' acts that was followed by a 

program m e for the early release of prisoners, em bedded in the 1998 Agreem ent, that 

deem ed it less necessary for texts similar to those of Morrison and Bennett to be w ritten . 

However, since not everyone believes in the special strategies of re-education in 'the  

realities of the peace process' that have been employed to 'demobilize parties and voters 

from  a conflict orientation' (Gilligan, 'Constant Crisis/Permanent Process' 27), the num ber of 

texts that scrutinize the new  form ative fram ew ork currently applied to the predicam ent 

i n c r e a s e d . O n e  of the issues these works question is the new perspective on terrorism. 

W hile it has been form erly perceived as 'irrational, inflexible and therefore a threat to 

peace', now the assumption is tha t 'the paramilitaries are both rational and adaptable' 

(Gilligan, 'Peace or Pacification Process?' 19). Although perpetrators of politically m otivated

This fram ew ork has been introduced since the  previously held belief that the  absence of violence 'will only 

be tem porary unless the underlying issues which gave rise to  conflict are resolved’ was deem ed 'utopian' and 

potentially  detrim ental to  the settlem ent (Gilligan, 'Constant Crisis/Perm anent Process’).

115



acts have been officially recognised as agents pursuing a change in the predicam ent (on 

condition tha t it is sought in a peaceful m anner), some maintain that such can be 

problem atic as 'the conflict has not gone away, but has simply taken on new forms' (Gilligan, 

'Constant Crisis/Permanent Process' 30) and as it disparages the paramilitaries' victims' 

suffering.

Simon Kerr's novel questions the assumption that no one should disapprove of such 

a settlem ent that is based on the presumption that 'no reasonable person could possibly 

object to peace', since 'everyone should desire a peaceful outcom e to  conflict' (Gilligan, Ibid. 

19). Despite the issue of the narrator's reliability, which might have prevented the novel 

from  achieving the desired impact, through its discussion of the peace initiative's failures. 

The Rainbow Singer \Narns the readers that the abovem entioned sentim ent often prevents 

any dispassionate analysis of the peace process. Wil is not unbiased, yet his narrative  

conveys the fundam ental truth  that shaking hands and saying sorry w ithout meaning and 

believing the gesture,^^^ no settlem ent will actually endure. Indeed, as some have claimed, 

unless acknowledgem ent of fears and mutual understanding betw een individuals and 

groups is achieved, reconciliation is unattainable. Stuart Neville's novel seems to propose 

similar. Furtherm ore, its criticism of the peace process substantiates the claim that 'the 

initial optimism that accompanied the Good Friday Agreem ent has given way to cynicism 

about the political process and mistrust of politicians (Ibid. 33). It points to the  fact that 

although the 1998 Agreem ent is said to  'provide the best available mechanism through  

which the underlying tendencies towards conflict can be managed w ithout resort to

The problem  is that 'even when intergroup contact takes place under w hat are thought to  be ideal 
conditions' and 'positive attitudes are form ed towards m em ber of the outgroup w ith  w hom  one comes into  

contact', 'little evidence exists that intergroup contact will norm ally elicit m ore positive attitudes towards the  

other group as a w hole' (Cairns, 'A W elling Up Deep Unconscious Forces' 16).
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violence', it uses and/or results in diminished human agency which manifests itself through 

a sense of victimhood (Ibid. 22)/^^ In fact, both Kerr's and Neville's novels document that 

the 'victims agenda' has been (mis)used to pursue political and other ends as it is believed 

that 'there is something to be gained from articulating' one's 'position' in terms of the 

language of victimhood (Ibid. 32). This approximates these two  novels to  those of Morrison 

and Bennett, yet there is a significant difference between them.

Kerr's main protagonist's bias against his possible guilt might suggest that The 

Rainbow Singer concurs w ith Morrison's and Bennett's texts in that it seeks to redeem the 

protagonist, however, that the text repetitively emphasizes Wil's untrustworthiness 

insinuates that Kerr warns the readers about the fact that moral authority of victims has 

often been appropriated given the (political) saliency of victimhood. In other words, Kerr's 

text asks a question quite relevant to  the current impasse: 'how does one justify the past in 

light of the present? Stuart Neville's The Twelve, on the other hand, despite its justifiable 

criticism of the peace process, lacks such warning on the protagonist's personal level, which 

might allow fo r the text to be read as an apologia for the perpetrator's active involvement. 

Indeed, while both the protagonists tell the ir stories to 'make the ir pasts livable in the 

present', which has been claimed a phenomenon common to  form er 'combatants' (O'Neill 

8), Neville's novel seems to confirm such a story as more than personal meaning through 

which the conflict has been interpreted. Consequently, owing to  its ambiguous, almost 

positive perspective of the protagonist actions. The Twelve, actually reinscribes the 

discourse of violence. This is a particularly interesting point to ponder as it refers back to the

In d eed , th e  'v ic tim ', as G illigan asserts, has b e co m e 'a rgu ab ly  th e  d o m in a n t cu ltu ra l icon in N o rth e rn  

Ire lan d ' (2 9 ).
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claim th a t  stock characters and predictable ou t co m e  resul tant  f rom th e  generic s t ructure  of 

t h e  thriller es tabl ished Northern  Ireland as a place d o o m ed  to  des truction.

However,  none  of th e  novels discussed abov e conveys  t h e  sense  t h a t  t h e re  is no 

ending to the  conflict as such. The two  earl ier novels are,  indeed,  qui te certain ab o u t  wha t  

they  see  as a solution to  t h e  predicament .  The two pos t -Agreement  texts  th en  allude to  th e  

possibility th a t  even if th e  ways out  of the  cu rrent  impasse might  be  difficult to  pursue ,  they 

are  not  unachievable provided tha t  certain s t rategies are  employed.  The national ques t ion 

still exists as a ghost in the  machinery of th e  reconciliation process  and both  Unionists and 

Nationalists still hope to  achieve their  ul t imate goal, however ,  since this seem s  ra the r  

indeterminate ,  it is hoped th a t  these  will acknowledge th e  fact  t h a t  '[t]he peace  process  has 

no endpoint ' ,  tha t  'it is a process  of managing ra the r  than  of ending conflict'  (MacGinty and 

Darby 75) and learn how to  live together .  Actually, Kerr's novel hints at  th e  fact tha t  to 

s t imula te  a more  conciliatory approach,  people  and s ta te  institutions might need  to  ' think 

wha t  sacrifice they themselves  can make in orde r  to  fos ter  t h e  kind of env iro nment  w he re  

people can live together '  (Gilligan, 'Peace or Pacification Process?'  19), since if 'cynicism, 

r e t rea t  and uncertainty'  remain ' the main fea tu res  of th e  political landscape in Northern 

Ireland', ' the  peace  process  will cont inue  to  be characterized by recurrent  crisis' (Gilligan, 

'Constant  Crisis/Permanent  Process'  34).
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3 Chapter Two: Contested truths: Scrutiny of the official discourse in contemporary 

Troubles fiction

Some critics have asserted that the perspective of early Troubles fiction conveys a one

dimensional view concerning the British establishment's role in the conflict (Magee 2).^ It 

would be d ifficult to substantiate the claim that the works may have played a part in the 

British campaign to restore order in Northern Ireland; however, it has been argued tha t they 

offer 'a testament to the ubiquitous cultural penetration of Britain's point of view in regard 

to the conflict' (Magee 2). In them, Patrick Magee maintains, 'Britain is rarely depicted as 

part o f the problem,' instead it figures 'as honest broker,' 'a referee between warring 

factions, or contending atavisms' (Ibid. 2). The texts presenting such a perspective have 

been deemed as om itting, deliberately or unintentionally, relevant information and opinions 

that would not befit the specific viewpoint particular writers put forward. This lack of 

complexity generated the demand for works tha t assess the situation veridically. Those 

responses can be then divided generally into tw o groups: works by authors who have 

objected to  the general narrow-mindedness of the early Troubles texts and who sought to 

scrutinise underlying reasons and to  emphasize the complexity of the predicament, and 

works by authors w ith republican affiliation, particularly those w ith experience of active 

involvement in the conflict, who fe lt it the ir (moral) obligation to  rectify what they 

perceived as a dishonoured republican image. The issue the authors set to amend 

determines, the previous Chapter on the perpetrators' image has proven, the complexity of 

the resultant works. The following analysis considers selected texts tha t question the role of 

security forces, secret services and political representatives in the conflict and how the ir

’ See also Ronan B en n ett's  'An Irish A nsw er'.
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perspective of such has impacted the official Troubles discourse: Keith Baker's Inheritance 

(1996), Eoin McNamee's The Ultras (2004), Jason Johnson's Woundlicker (2005), and Ian 

McDonald's Sacrifice o f Fools (1996).

The discussed texts are considered to be examples of Bakhtinian social critique,

more specifically, examples of what Michael Gardiner terms critical utopia.^ They constitute

means to  criticise received certainties, persisting political allegiances and prevailing social

divisions. To achieve this, d ifferent narrative strategies and techniques are used. The most

significant one the texts have in common is that these, in line w ith M ikhail Bakhtin's theory,

employ a protagonist who serves as a guide introducing the readers into the topic of the

Troubles and its specifics. The characters are outsiders in the sense that they are not

embedded in the system or at least not as much as the others who, w illingly or unwillingly,

follow its conservative doctrines. From the ir position in the margins that echoes Julia

Kristeva's abject theory,^ they provide quite a telling commentary, commentary previously

unheard or suppressed as it was deemed unbecoming by the official discourses. Such

lim inality, according to symbolic interpretative anthropology, allows the protagonists an

insight into ways of re-structuring the ir identity,^ which also offers an interesting parallel to

discussions about transformation of Northern Irish society. However, the authors do not

merely criticise the conditions the protagonists are faced with, they also distort features of

certain characters to ridicule actual people on whom such fictional representations are

based. They attack particularly the pretentious attitude of Northern Irish politicians; political

 ̂ M ikhail Bakhtin's theory, and its applicability to  contem porary Troubles fiction, is discussed in greater detail 
in the  Introduction to  this dissertation.
 ̂Kristeva argues th a t the abject body, positioned on the boundary of the society, can function as an objective, 

if not critical, com m entator on social conditions w ho has the  potential to  subvert such. The theory is discussed 

in g reater detail in the Introduction to  this dissertation.
On lim inality in relation to  identity form ation, see, Bj0 rn Thomassen, 'The Uses and Meanings of Liminality' 5- 

27.
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parties are portrayed as self-important and hypocritical, at least in regards of the prospect 

of peaceful future fo r Northern Ireland. In fact, there is no boundary; anyone and everyone 

can become the subject of the critique. Indeed, some of the characters, as the follow ing 

paragraphs will document, challenge their own discourse and willingly participate in what 

Bakhtin terms the carnival. Although texts tha t employ Bakhtinian social critique have been 

accused of 'verbosity and extended realism,' in relation to 'a feeling that a language which 

cleaved too closely to surface appearances would reproduce the jaded antagonisms of the 

conflict, w ithout probing its historical causes' (McDonald R. 249), the novels distinguish 

between action and knowledge about violence, exactly so as to examine how one might 

speak about violence w ithout replicating or perpetuating it. Moreover, while they embody 

the principles o f carnivalesque in the ir treatm ent, such does not mean that the resultant 

interpretations of Northern Irish affairs they offer are necessarily humorous or optim istic. 

Although the novels discussed in this Chapter are fictional renditions of the Northern Irish 

predicament, they constitute an im portant contribution to  the socio-political debate on the 

Northern Irish predicament owing to the caution concerning the future they all issue.

3.1 In pursuance of truth: questioning the police Troubles discourse in Keith Baker's 

Inheritance (1996)

When a form er high-ranking officer of the Royal Ulster Constabulary dies, his son, the main 

protagonist of Keith Baker's novel Inheritance (1996),^ is forced to come to  terms w ith his 

personal loss as well as w ith the extraordinary circumstances surrounding this event. 'While

 ̂ (London: Headline, 1996): np. Further references to  the  novel will h erea fte r be stated parenthetically in the  

text.
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death, as the  narrative claims, 'was the end of one chain of events,' 'it was always the start 

of another,' and Jack McCallan's father's demise has 'added ramifications because of the  

[alleged] circumstances' ( INH 56). Jack has always believed that his father was an honest 

and com m itted policeman, particularly so since he had been awarded the British Empire 

M edal for 'his bravery in a terrorist ambush' ( INH  17). Settling the estate, however, he finds 

out tha t his father's legacy from  the tim e when he was in the RUC is more sinister than he 

would have possibly ever imagined; a discovery which distorts his father's persona he 

believed in. M oreover, the secrets 'a key to the past' Jack inherits uncovers challenge the  

role the  police had claimed to have played during the Northern Irish conflict and, 

consequently, the ir discourse about such. 'Some people would [thus] do anything to keep 

[those secrets] buried 'and not only since they might prevent the newly transform ed force 

from  securing citizens' trust or even 'shatter the foundations of peace' (np). It has been 

claimed tha t at certain stages of the conflict, the RUC enforced Britain's alleged perspective 

of the  conflict instead of fulfilling its nonpartisan role (W eitzer). The following analysis, 

however, will attest that Baker's text does not fictionalise this claim merely to underm ine  

the police Troubles discourse and hence the establishment's authority. Rather, it embodies  

the principles of Bakhtinian social critique: it pursues heteroglossia and dialogic imagination, 

and scrutinizes the manipulation of discourse from  the assumed position of pow er as such. 

Indeed, it refers to  the fact that efforts to  transcribe one's experience so that it would fit the  

official discourse are erroneous and, since reality is essentially ambiguous, also in vain 

(Bauman). Consequently, the novel concurs with Gabrielle Schwab's traum a theory  

suggesting this should be stopped, particularly so if Northern Irish society is to come to
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term s with losses and injuries incurred during the  Troubles, and if the repetition of 

traum atic history or its displacement onto other people is to be avoided.

One of the steps deem ed necessary to enable Northern Ireland's post-Troubles 

transition from  a sectarian regime to  a more democratic society was the reform  of its police 

(W eitzer). Recommendations for the transform ation of the RUC, historically seen as tied to a 

Protestant-dom inated state, into a new, more impartial force had not been broadly 

welcom ed by everyone.® Nevertheless, 'the coalition of oppositional interests' 'determ ined  

to resist any fundam ental' changes to the police was eventually forced to  submit to those as 

'the question of RUC reform ' had been perceived as an essential part of the answer to  'the 

search for a political settlem ent' (Ellison and Smyth 150). The Independent Commission on 

Policing for Northern Ireland was established to make proposals concerning structural and 

procedural changes to the force.^ The actual im plem entation of its recom m endations which 

led to the establishment of the Police Service of Northern Ireland then had made some 

people believe the institutional support for ethnic inequality the RUC had been accused of 

was being successfully dismantled. In other words, such was perceived as a proof tha t the  

new force would not subscribe to  hegemonic discourse and hence to policing conducive to 

gross abuses of power.®

 ̂The main Unionist political parties, the Orange Order, the Northern Ireland Police Federation, w ho w ere  

joined in the ir anti-commission recom m endations' campaign by the form er Secretary of State for Northern  

Ireland, Lord Mason, centered their opposition to  the report 'on the question of the legitimacy and 

acceptability of the  RUC and the contention tha t the  Commission misunderstood the level of support for the  

force' among nationalists (Ellison and Smyth 150).
 ̂ It is com m only known as the Patten Commission. For the commission's full report, see A N ew  Beginning: 

Policing in Northern Ireland.
* Sinn Fein's endorsem ent of the  PSNI was conditioned by such a dem and being fulfilled. Nevertheless, as 

Gerry Adams' speech delivered at the party congress on January 28'*’ 2007, which agreed to support the newly  

established force, suggests th a t the party's participation in the policing board has been actually inform ed by 

the objective to  prevent collusion betw een the force and loyalist gangs (Shouldice np).
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Inheritance concurs w ith the view that Northern Irish society desired 'new faces, new  

ideas, new  attitudes, a bright shiny police force acceptable to all, untainted by the  old wars 

and the  old guard' (INH 40). Although the novel was first published in 1996, the author was 

correct to predict that the 'old' RUC would be 'disbanded and replaced by a new force' ( INH  

21), 'the Police Service of Northern Ireland' (INH 30). Nevertheless, since the text is m eant 

as a critical assessment of the then current state of affairs, the changes carried out within  

the force are perceived with less of the aforem entioned enthusiasm. M ost of them  are 

claimed to have been mainly structural rather than procedural. Indeed, the new police 

leadership are deem ed to have taken advantage of the situation to get rid of the old 'faces' 

(INH  106). The narrative allows for the fact that the transform ation of the force must have 

been a difficult process, pressing particularly 'because of the new political circumstances' 

(INH  105); however, the form er average-ranking policemen's reactions it presents suggest 

such could have been managed more considerately: 'It's the way the Americans used to 

trea t the Vietnam  veterans. Total em barrassm ent. Hide them  away som ewhere and 

eventually they'll die o f f  (INH 119).® W hen questioned about this, the explanation the Chief 

Constable provides is considered m ere 'm anagem ent p a t te r ... wrapped in veils of 

euphem ism ' which actually confirms the supposition that those who 'did not fit' the new  

image 'w ere shown the door' (INH 106). This episode refers to issues related to 

m em orialisation of their past the police have tried to avoid, issues raised by the fact that the  

force has allegedly helped to sustain the discourse of 'the state which denies it was a 

participant in the conflict' (Switzer and Graham 153), while it is known that some of its 

m em bers w ere involved in acts that underm ine such.

 ̂This echoes em b itte rm ent Switzer and Graham docum ented after the force, which had suffered high levels of 
m ortality, was disbanded (154).
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Indeed, the novel imagines that the end of the Northern Irish conflict was facilitated  

by a covert operation carried out under the auspices of high-ranking officers from  the  RUC 

special anti-terrorist squad: a fter a brief period of ceasefires, 'the IRA got fed up w ith  the  

British Governm ent pushing them  to hand in their weapons and set off a bomb at Canary 

W harf in London' {INH 145). Since it looked like 'there was no chance of them  talking about 

a ceasefire again,' elim ination of 'leading figures in the  IRA campaign' was commissioned in 

the hope tha t such would make the m ovem ent observe the ceasefires ( INH  146). The fact 

that 'all of the victims had at some tim e been directly responsible for the deaths of God 

alone knew how many others' ( INH  5) seems sufficient for those implicated in the crime to  

justify the operation to themselves as a necessary counter-insurgency measure. In fact, it 

'was w hat [other] people would say to ease the ir own consciences' upon hearing about the  

victims' 'bodies [being] discarded like grotesque human refuse' too ( INH  1). This justificatory  

stance had required for certain implications of the operation to be ignored or suppressed. 

However, the accountable have wittingly pursued this strategy, since it was necessary for 

them  to uphold their account of the incidents as the aforem entioned intervention, though  

deem ed effective, was both anti-ethical and illegal. Employing techniques similar to  those of 

the insurgents implies a certain ruthlessness of the force, which does not seem to care 

w hether innocent bystanders get hurt. Indeed, the prologue hints at the fact that the police 

seemed 'capable of anything,' that theirs was the 'nether world' ( INH 2).

The RUC, as well as the other security forces stationed in Northern Ireland, faced 

allegations tha t they operated a shoot-to-kill policy during the conflict to  lower the number



of insurgents/” Had the evidence become available that the police had employed such 

policy or allowed 'killings in violation of the European Convention and the International 

Covenant' to happen ('Northern Ireland: Continued Abuses'); it would have probably led to 

that which the instigators had allegedly tried to  avoid -  escalation of violence. Therefore, 

when the ir colleague was about to reveal the details of the operation, he was disposed of to 

prevent such from happening (INH 9). This points to the fact that testimonies exist by 

form er RUC officers who have been prevented from 'carrying out proper investigations into 

a range of crimes including m urder'/^  The narrative elaborates the claims the police had 

engaged in a 'd irty war' further; delineating that in order to divert attention from 

themselves, the instigators blamed the murdered colleague fo r the ir crimes, acting as if 

convinced that this would resolve the ir problem:

the inescapable conclusion [by the police was] that George M iller had been behind 

the murders, setting the victims up, using security force intelligence files -  some 

documents about certain individuals were actually found in his desk -  and getting 

Loyalist hitmen to do the job. (INH 147-8)

Concerning the aforementioned claim that Baker's text scrutinises manipulation of discourse 

from the assumed position of power, one can read the ir behaviour as that which parallels 

the colonisers' in Joseph Conrad's Heart o f Darkness (1899): those have been claimed to 

have believed they were given 'a seeming guarantee against all consequences' because to 

them the native life looked like a "'mere play of shadows. A play of shadows'" through which

See, fo r  e x am p le , Rolston and G ilm artin , and C ad w a lla d er. Such policy, it has been c la im ed , ca m e 's tra igh t 

fro m  Kitson's te x tb o o k ' (Davis 192). C o u n te r-in su rg en cy  s tra teg ies  devised by th e  British A rm y  B rigad ier Frank  

Kitson a re  discussed in th e  su bsequ ent p a rt o f  th is  C hapte r.

“  Johnston B row n, a fo rm e r  d e te c tiv e  se rg ean t in th e  RUC, q u o ted  in 'N l Police Collusion "C o n firm ed "' (np).



they believed they could walk '"unaffected and disregarded in the pursuit'" of the ir needs 

(Arendt 190).

Baker's novel, how/ever, undermines such a stance. It follow/s the premise of 

Schw/ab's seminal study on violent histories and transgenerational traum a to assert that it is 

only a question of tim e until that w/hich has been hidden or suppressed will resurface. That 

the text, indeed, proceeds from  such a supposition is affirm ed by the fact that while the  

prologue ends w ith a claim that 'the Troubles were almost over' { INH  10), the main body 

which follows it opens with a declaration that asserts the contrary, the conflict might be 

over but 'troubles w ere just beginning' (INH 11). It relates to  the main protagonist who, 

although not having been directly involved in the aforem entioned operation, is forced to  

bear its consequences.^^ This echoes the theory of 'transgenerational transmission' which 

claims that 'the legacies of violence not only haunt the actual victims but also are passed on 

through the generations' (Schwab 1). The aforem entioned declaration, however, applies to  

other protagonists as well. Despite the culprits' efforts to  suppress the implications of the  

clandestine operation, these seem ineradicable. One that is particularly im portant and, in 

fact, triggers the events of the narrative present is brought about as the culprits forestall 

proper mourning for the m urdered policeman's family: not only was his wife 'robbed of him' 

(INH 289), but since her grief did not straightforwardly align w ith  political exigencies that 

sought to hide the truth about his demise, she was forced into denial of her loss ( INH  295) 

as the eventuality to question the official discourse seemed impossible:

'W hy didn't she tell w hat she knew?'

Such is emphasized by the  fact tha t the main protagonist struggles w ith  the effects of his own past, which is 

alluded to  by certain 'phrases ... em bedded in his speech' that refer to  it and which 'he doubted ... he would  

ever manage to  dislodge' {INH  17-18).
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'Fear. Fear for herself but mostly for her daughter. And anyway, w hat would it have 

sounded like? She had no evidence; it would just have been the ramblings of a 

wom an stricken by grief. And she knew that there was the distinct possibility that 

som eone would kill her to keep her quiet too.' ( INH  295)

By disavowing loss, her ego came 'to identify and merge w ith the lost object' and she 

became 'like the living dead' (Schwab 1-2), quite literally due to the term inal leukaemia she 

subsequently develops ( INH  294).^^ According to  Schwab's theory, it is expected that which 

she 'had been trying to blot from  her m em ory for tw enty  years' ( INH  294) would have 

negatively impacted on her daughter as well. Indeed, not knowing about her father's  

innocence, the protagonist hated him 'for the disgrace she believed' he 'had brought' (INH 

292) and tried to ban thoughts and m emories of him. Having succeeded in such, she 

became, to use Schwab's words, 'a body in pain, leading a somatic existence severed from  

consciously or affectively lived history'. Being 'tied to a loss tha t never becomes real' then  

contributed to her 'psychic damage,' which had hibernated in her unconscious (2) until the  

m om ent when she found out the truth about her father, when such was 'unleashed' and she 

attem pted  to kill those responsible ( INH  296).

Seemingly over exaggerated, however, the narrative embodies such excess in order 

to emphasize the need to deal w ith traum a, for both the victims and perpetrators.^^ To 

substantiate Schwab's abovem entioned dictum, the narrative fashions the culprits'

The narrative touches upon the  impossibility of questioning the official narrative on a much bigger scale than  

the police force in Northern Ireland wfith the im plication tha t w hoever dares to  question the official discourse 

is a liability: when the main protagonist asks him self 'w hat the  Army was all about, w hat good had come of any 

of the  operations' he had 'ever been on' after he had been hit, such is not pondered about but the protagonist 
is deem ed homosexual {INH 20).

Although the story focuses on the m urdered policeman's family's perspective, it points to  the fact tha t the  

atrocity held, to  use Schwab's words, 'an unrelenting grip on [one of the  instigators'] m em ory' too (1).
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reactions to the vengeful acts and that which such leads to accordingly. Conscious that had 

the  body of the m urdered policeman's daughter's first victim been found, the truth  about 

the covert operation might have been revealed, the Chief Constable has the 'm em bers' of 

her 'ow/n headquarters staff, her inner circle, the team  she described as her secretariat' 

dispose of it (INH  29-36 , 247). This challenges the role the new force claimed it had played 

as it implies the police not only have not resolved the problem atic issues concerning their 

past but have misused their pow er a g a i n . I n  fact, the overall approach of the police implies 

tha t they still behaved more as a force  rather than as a service provided to people, an 

accusation the force faced during the conflict (W eitzer), when they w ere criticised for how  

they handled certain issues, 'public disorder' being one of them  (Brewer 51). The way the  

investigation of the current incidents proceeds seems to cause such as the police is claimed 

to have applied the same oppositional stance against one of the communities. The police 

read the situation through the sectarian lens thinking that the IRA must have been behind 

the  bomb attack that killed one of the instigators of the original operation and the  

inexperienced Deputy Chief Constable thus makes 'a com plete and absolute balls of things,' 

w hen he has the force swamp 'W est Belfast, raiding houses, arresting suspects ... Even a 

couple of grey-haired Sinn Fein councillors in their sixties had been rounded up' (INH  266).

W hile those concerned, as in the case of the original operation, seem to be in the  

ideal position to thw art the investigation and hence to  guard the secret,^® the narrative  

insinuates that the ir acts are inconclusive. Indeed, to keep the original operation as w ell as

This echoes actual charges against the police of refusing to  cooperate during investigations of serious 

criminal behaviour and misconduct by its officers during the  conflict; the latest being the  case of 'political 
policing' tha t led to  the  resignation of Chief Constable M a tt Baggott in June 2014.

Apart from  disposing of the  dead body, the  Chief Constable's subordinates infringe other protagonists' 
liberties and rights, and, more im portantly, m urder undesirable witnesses to  erase 'all traces' o f 'the m urder of 
which the world was not aw are' (INH  34, 109, 260).

129



its cover up undisclosed proves more difficult than they have imagined and hence it is 

necessary for the North Ireland Office (NIO) to intervene so as to prevent the  situation from  

'burning through the thin fabric of peace' ( INH  274). W hile accusations of RUC collusion and 

illegal activity have not been uncommon, to allege that the NIO have been involved in such 

as well serves to highlight the severity of the situation, particularly so given the solution 

they come up with:

O'Brien gasped. 'You're talking about killing tw o people, ju s t ... just disposing of one 

of them  and putting the blame on the other one because it will be less dam ag ing .'... 

'It's a question of the most effective course of action to  take. And, of course, as far as 

public perceptions are concerned, the Police Service is involved in a thorough and 

extensive and proper investigation. No one is asking you to get involved in the  

hands-on stuff. That's a m atter for us. You can sit back and eventually take the credit 

for the efficiency of the force you have been commanding in extraordinarily difficult 

circumstances. Admirable position to be in. I'd say.' ( INH  287)

Although it seems that the form ula the culprits and their auxiliaries have used before

brought them  success, the epilogue affirms the overall message the novel puts forward: no

one is exem pt from  the need to answer for the com m itted atrocities, however 'sewn up' the

cover up might seem (INH 337). W hile the  last surviving instigator of the original operation,

the financier who sponsored it, thinks he will be save in his 'little place in the Channel

Islands,' where he flees in the afterm ath of the events, the contrary is true and he cannot

blot past 'out of his consciousness'. The text, actually, ends on the note that 'buried secrets

had a habit of working their way back up to  the surface' ( INH 340) and since the protagonist

had done nothing else but tried to evade them , he is not allowed to gain composure as the
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past keeps haunting him (INH  339). The notion that there is 'no threat here, none at all' 

cannot stand for a w arranty that there would not be any problems as such might originate  

from  people who the  official discourse would not even suspect from  being a source of such 

(INH  49-50). Hence, the text, yet again, concurs with Schwab's assertion that only 'one's 

taking responsibility for one's actions, working through guilt and shame' 'can help to  

exorcise ... ghostly alien presence' of the past. Although the process 'of breaking the  

traum atic silence and revealing a buried secret' m ight be. Baker's novel confirms, an uneasy 

task, 'traum atic events that are repressed or denied will continue to  come back in haunting 

ways until there is a proper working-through' (INH  80, emphasis added). This relates to the  

other subject the novel brings up apart from  considering the issue of police power misuse, a 

subject which is still relatively under discussed in Troubles fiction -  agency for the  

articulation of victims' memories' of the conflict. The 'victims' lobby, challenging the British 

'official' m emories of the conflict, plays a defining role in the narrative. Lack of 

understanding and support for the victims proves fatal and complicates the already complex 

process of reconciliation. In Northern Ireland, not only politics but 'grief and mourning' too, 

Graham Dawson observes, 'have been split in tw o, polarized across the axis of difference'

(3). It is thus necessary to be cautious of the novel's message so as to  be able to  prevent the  

tw o  cultures of com m em oration on either side of the divide from  perpetuating the  

antagonistic binary. The novel insinuates that even if the chance that life in Northern Ireland 

could be 'entirely n o rm a l' might be unlikely (INH  7), it is necessary to  consider that the  

legacy of the conflict and the way it is dealt w ith  constitute an issue tha t has the potential to  

th w art prospects for the future.
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3.2 Heretic plotters from the shadow lands: counter-insurgency in Eoin McNamee's The 

Ultras (2004)

Similarly to  Keith Baker's Inheritance, Eoin McNamee's The Ultras discusses the role the 

British establishment's forces played in the Northern Irish conflict, and how information 

concerning such has been dealt w ith. Namely, the novel offers a fictionalised account of the 

British Army and secret services' counterinsurgency campaign against the IRA carried out in 

the early stages of the Troubles; it dramatizes the events surrounding the abduction and 

murder o f a M ilitary Intelligence Liaison Officer, Captain Robert Nairac, GC; and intimates 

problems tha t arise as the legacy of both remains unsettled. Despite ongoing investigations, 

Nairac's demise is still shrouded in mystery; however, the deeds he carried out during the 

conflict have been claimed to be equally enigmatic, if not problematic.^^ The following 

analysis asserts that by developing the narrative around a member of the security forces 

who has been dubbed both a hero and a reckless, heretic p lotter, the novel provides a 

critical subtext to the Troubles discourse put forward by the British establishment and its 

forces as well as to  that o f paramilitary propaganda. To substantiate this claim, subsequent 

paragraphs will review Nairac's actions, together w ith those of 'the company o f men like 

himself,'^® as portrayed in the novel, compare and contrast them to  the available non-fiction 

sources on the subject and consider what McNamee's text actually conveys about the 

Troubles discourse. Such will be applied to establish that The Ultras does not depict 'the 

covert war in Ireland' simply to 'separate fact from fiction'. Indeed, the narrative present of 

the novel which takes part 'twenty-five years on' after Nairac's disappearance scrutinizes

See, for exam ple, Toby Hamden's 'Bandit Country': The IRA & South Arm agh  211-24  and M artin  Dillon's Dirty  

W ar 147-170.
The Ultras  (London: Faber and Faber, 2004): np. Further references to  the text will hereafte r be stated  

parenthetically in the text.
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how 'the deadly allure' of the eponymous 'hidden' has affected the protagonists, and how 

they deal with its consequences. Pondering what might be required to lay the ghosts of the 

'damaged past' to rest (TU np), the novel contributes to the discussion about the conflict 

resolution as one might draw on the realisations the protagonists arrive at for the 

management of the Northern Irish predicament.

The Troubles, it has been argued, were perceived to be a specific type of conflict and 

hence the British establishment deemed it was necessary to devise new, unorthodox 

'techniques for terrorising the terrorists' (Dillon 28). The RUC were deemed ill-equipped to 

contain the situation due to the nature of their primary role and since they. Interment 

proved, had also lacked relevant information to act upon (Weitzer). Therefore, covert 

intelligence-gathering and counter-insurgency units of the British Army and various other 

secret services were called in.̂ ® Since '10 Downing Street issued frequent denials' in the past 

that the aforementioned, the Special Air Service in particular, 'had a role' in the conflict, 

their interventions in Northern Ireland remain 'shrouded in secrecy and controversy' (Dillon 

161). Such, Martin Dillon asserts, was conditioned by 'constant accusations by nationalist 

and Republican politicians' that the aforementioned were secretly stationed in the region to 

carry out tasks which might not have necessarily been ethical or lawful. Therefore, had the 

government issued any information it would 'have been tantamount to saying that 

successive governments had lied' (TU 161).

One of the soldiers commissioned to  Belfast was Brigadier Frank Kitson, w ho was invited to  put into practice 

the  counterinsurgency practices he developed on the basis o f his experience from  other conflicts the  British 

establishm ent had been involved in. Kitson's role in the conflict is underdiscussed, however, it was im portant 
as most o f the  issues dealt w ith  in M cNam ee's novel subsequent paragraphs will discuss had origin in 

structures and events which began w hile he was in com m and of 39 Infantry Brigade that gave him effective  

control o f Belfast. For Kitson's counterinsurgency tactics, see Gangs and Counter-gangs  and Low Intensity  

Operations: Subversion, Insurgency and Peacekeeping.
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The Ultras, however, concurs with the non-fiction sources on the subject, asserts 

tha t 'there was MRU, PsyOps, 14*^ Int, M I5,' and 'M I6 ' (TU 26), and scrutinises their actual 

modus operandi. The detailed inform ation concerning the front companies the Special 

British Arm y Intelligence Unit (the MRF) run to  gather intelligence the text provides, namely 

the Four-Square Laundry mobile service and the Gemini Health Studios massage parlour, 

refers to one of the Army's strategies they have refused to adm it they employed during the  

conflict: the  use of double agents within param ilitary organisations. The narrative  

concerning the massage parlour is particularly interesting as it discusses the means the  

Army allegedly applied to recruit those. It builds on the claims that the operatives 

proceeded from  the presumption that 'everyone's got a bit of dirt hidden' (TU 27). In fact, 

the text insinuates that people w ere being 'made  ... vulnerable' and hence easy to be 

'turned' (TU  29, emphasis added). Indeed, as one protagonist admits, the subjects became 

'assets' as soon as they crossed the studio th r e s h o ld .T h a t  this strategy had been used and 

proved successful was confirmed by the PIRA retaliatory attacks on the MRF companies in 

October 1972. The exposure of the double agents was a loss for the Army; however, it was 

also 'a blow to the PIRA. It showed that the m ovem ent could be penetrated,' which 'was a 

harbinger of worse to come' (Charters np).

W hile the  Army has been evasive about the existence of the MRF, 'in the afterm ath  

of the Four-Square Laundry episode journalists as well as param ilitaries were equally 

puzzled' tha t 'm any details' about its operations w ere revealed (Dillon 59). It seems that 

this, however, was a deliberate strategy on the part of the Army. Admission that covert 

operations w ere  carried out 'instilled a wariness [sic] within the ghettos where the terrorists

The n a rra tiv e  re fle c ts  th e  cla im s th a t lis ten ing  devices had been used to  o b ta in  co m p ro m is ing  m ate ria ls  

w hich  w e re  th e n  u tilised  to  fo rce  peop le  to  w o rk  fo r  th e  A rm y. See, fo r  e x am p le , D illon.
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held sway' (Ibid. 59). This, the narrative suggests, was welcom ed since 'the civilian 

population' 'had settled into low-intensity urban warfare, random house searches, arbitrary  

arrests,' and hence new ways 'to spread unease' among them  w ere deem ed necessary to be 

used so that support for the insurgents would wane (TU 61). To induce such behaviour, the  

Arm y turned to  another counter-insurgency means with 'the cachet of arcane usage,' 

psychological w arfare, carried out by the aforem entioned 'PsyOps'. Similarly to the MRF, not 

much is officially known about the secret Army Psychological Operations unit. The narrative  

imagines it produced and distributed specially designed materials in the targeted  

com m unities w ith the aim of putting people 'on the edge'. Those m aterials comprised 

pam phlets and books which consisted 'of photographs of the m aim ed, of the shot, of 

percussive-type high-explosive injuries,' 'the vivid impacted mass in sickly technicolor' 

m eant to make 'the civilians fall victim to prem onitory dreads' (TU 61). However disturbing 

such strategy seems, M cNam ee further elaborates on the Army psychological w arfare use to  

em body the claims it was applied with other means, such as 'sensory deprivation' and drugs, 

to  induce behaviour favourable to the originator's objectives or to extract information {TU 

27). In fact, the narrative seems to confirm the aforem entioned 'accusations by nationalist 

and Republican politicians' as it suggests that when incriminating evidence was not 

available, the secret services or security forces simply made it up:

Knox gave him names of men he wished to be interned. David compiled 

docum entation on them . He learned tha t it was more reliable to  invent a history for 

the target. Sightings of targets at known trouble spots by unnam ed witnesses. 

Spurious forensic evidence linking them  to explosives finds. He added unnecessary 

detail for authenticity ... it wasn't necessary to give any direct evidence of law-
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breaking. You only had to suggest that transgression lurked sonnewhere in the

inform ation. (TU  111)

Such conduct, partisan and indisputably contrary to the laws of dem ocratic society, 

undermines the official discourse about the role of the establishment and its forces in the  

conflict. Nevertheless, as the narrative that follows illustrates, the security services as well 

as the insurgents are claimed to have had even more of, to use Dillon's words, 'dirty tricks' 

in store than m ere 'allegories' they 'dealt in' (TU  87).

One of the suggestions put forward by Brigadier Frank Kitson in his books. Gangs and  

Counter-gangs and Low intensity operations, was that the British Army should have 'a 

special counter-insurgency force' as the new 'types of wars' to be faced could not be 'fought 

by armies tha t w ere traditionally structured and had the same orthodox dynamic' (Dillon 

56). In fact, Dillon suggests, some have implied that what Kitson argued for and actually 

managed to put into place in Northern Ireland was 'a system of elite squads which operated  

with an uncontrolled independence' (Ibid. 56). Some of those elite Army squads, which 

comprised mainly the Ulster Defence Regiment, have been accused of collusion with the  

Royal Ulster Constabulary and, more im portantly, with loyalist paramilitaries in acts that 

were beyond w hat could have been justified as necessary counter-insurgency measures. The 

novel elaborates this issue as it depicts tw o operations carried out by the probably most 

infamous of the secret informal alliances, the Glenanne gang:^^ the assassination of a high- 

ranking IRA operative John Francis Green and the M iam i Showband killings.

It has been co n firm e d  th a t th e  gang com prised  m e m b e rs  o f th e  U ls ter D e fe n ce  R eg im e n t, th e  Royal U lster 

C on stabu lary  as w e ll as loyalist p a ra m ilita ries , p re d o m in a n tly  fro m  th e  U lster V o lu n te e r  Force. For d e ta iled
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In his book W ar Without Honour, a form er Secret Intelligence Service operative, Fred 

Holroyd, argues tha t the person who organised the M iam i ambush and who was actually 

present at Buskhill, County Down, when the attack was carried out was Captain Robert 

Nairac (78-9).^^ It has been alleged that Nairac worked as a M ilitary Intelligence Liaison 

Officer in the 4 Field Survey Troop that was attached to the 14^  ̂ Field security and 

Intelligence Company, which he is believed to have helped e s ta b lis h ,c la im s  the novel 

points to as well (TU  3 4 ,1 6 2 ). No official record exists of the 4 Field Survey Troop (Dillon 

164),^'‘ however, it has been suggested that it was a cover for a British m ilitary secret unit 

responsible for running agents inside param ilitary organisations in Northern Ireland 

(Holroyd 47). The novel builds on the known piece of inform ation that Nairac was fam iliar 

with Kitson's work on counter-insurgency^^ and imagines that he, following its advice, tried  

to  establish 'small lightly armed tactical units operating at will,' outside of 'conventional 

fram eworks' (TU 1 6 3 ,1 7 0 ). W hile the narrative allows that 'the emphasis' in those units' 

operations would have been 'on the unattributable' (TU 172), and that Nairac and his 

colleagues 'w ere in control of the ir own movements' (TU  163), it insinuates that the  

assertion that nobody knew w hat Nairac actually did is rather problem atic. Indeed, it asserts 

Nairac was recruited and run by M IS (TU 1 4 6 ,1 6 2 ) and hence respective politicians in

inform ation on those, see, for example, 'Report of the Independent International Panel on Alleged Collusion in 

Sectarian Killings in Northern Ireland' know as The Cassel Report (2006).
Such has also been claimed by Ken Livingstone MP. See, Ken Livingstone, You Can't Say That: M em oirs  294-5.
It has been claimed th a t Nairac was allegedly given training by the SAS and M I6  (Campbell 8).
The Parliam entary Under-Secretary of State for the Armed Forces, Roger Freeman, adm itted  in 1988 tha t 

this survey troop existed but that all docum ents relating to  it 'have, [allegedly] as a m atter of normal 
procedure, been destroyed' (Dillon 164).

In fact, it asserts tha t he thought Kitson's book Low intensity operations was 'the bible,' 'the bloody bible'
[TU 115).
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London must have been well acquainted w ith his ta c tic s .N e v e rth e le s s , the discourse in 

some o f the sources concerning his role in the conflict seems to focus on his conduct rather 

than on scrutiny of the ideology or establishment behind those operations. To address the 

la tter is nonetheless im perative for an objective scrutiny of Nairac's actions.

The narrative contends that 'there was always the tem ptation  to mythologize the  

m om ent where Robert was concerned' (TU 113). Indeed, operations, it has been claimed, 

have been attributed to him purely on the basis of his reputation and personal traits rather 

than on the basis of conclusive evidence (D i l lo n ) .W h ile  Nairac 'seems to have been more 

like one of the granite-jawed servants of em pire who populate John Buchan spy novels than 

a real person' (Clarke np), allegations concerning his accountability for the operations as 

well as about his behaviour can be disproved, or disputed at least. Indeed, while Nairac has 

been deem ed naive, amateurish even, the narrative suggests that such was an assumed 

image and that he was not the only operative who projected such (TU 26).^® In relation to 

Nairac's actual loyalty which has been questioned on the basis of his alleged close affin ity he 

felt towards the Irish and their struggle, the narrative suggests that he probably just acted 

on Kitson's instructions as he wanted to 'get inside their heads,' 'to know w hat they're  

thinking' (TU 44).^® Indeed, 'by expressing an em pathy with everything Irish (such as music), 

showing a knowledge of the counties, claiming Irish birthplace and through his singing, he

Liam Clarke's article on this subject confirms such a claim asserting tha t these 'seemed to  have been cleared 

from  on high' (np), w hile Holroyd maintains tha t Nairac was 'under the direct orders of SIS and army 

headquarters intelligence s ta ff (quoted in Campbell 8-9).
The Barron Report (2003), The Historical Enquiries Team , and Pat Finucane Centre disproved the accusations 

that Nairac carried out or was directly responsible for Green's m urder and the M iam i Showband Massacre.
It has been suggested tha t this was an impression a num ber of intelligence officers m ade in the early stages 

of the conflict, w hile their acts w ere carefully planned, not am ateurish at all (Dillon).
Kitson recom m ends that those involved in fighting insurgency should 'submerge themselves in the  

atm osphere of the country' they are in. 'Only by so doing will they be able to  see things from  the  point of view  

of the population whose allegiance they are trying to  regain and reta in ’ (201).
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was establishing a political and cultural identity' (Dillon 166-7). Such would have helped him 

persuade dissatisfied nationalists to withdraw their support for the movement which, as has 

been asserted above, was one of the strategies the Army turned to at that time. Since 

'assets,' the text insinuates, 'can turn to liabilities very quickly' (TU 38), it is be possible that 

Nairac and people similar to him could have been deemed to be 'bad apples' so as to 

obscure the fact that the practice of terror had been a military policy and objective.^° While 

Nairac's behaviour is often claimed 'risky if not silly,' Dillon claims such was co-determined 

by the orders he was given. Therefore, 'any criticism,' particularly in relation to the events 

which led to Nairac's capture and death, 'must be directed towards the intelligence 

hierarchy' (Dillon 166, 183) as well as towards British politicians who have been claimed 

closer to day-to-day tactical control of the British Army in Northern Ireland in the 1960s and 

70s than they would have cared to admit.

Indeed, the novel insinuates that the plans for the Miami Showband operation^^ 

were known to other Army and secret service operatives who did nothing to prevent it.^  ̂

Specifically, it claims that an M I6 agent, who believed that the members of the Glenanne 

gang were 'important assets[s] who were fighting 'this war on the only level where it is

Holroyd, w ho revealed some details concerning the covert counter-insurgency measures used in Northern  

Ireland in the early stages of the  conflict, was a 'victim of a campaign of vilification and w hat amounts to  

'political psychiatry' by the Army' (Campbell 10). This is in the novel suggested within the  PsyOps operative's, 
David Erskine's, case.

The intention was to  plant a bomb into the band's van at a bogus m ilitary checkpoint by gunm en dressed in 

British M ilitary uniforms which was to explode en route to Dublin, killing everyone on board. Nevertheless, the  

bom b w ent o ff prem aturely and the perpetrators subsequently fired into the musicians in order to  dispose of 
any possible witnesses.

This, Clarke argues, is confirmed by the fact that Nairac was supplied w ith  the driving licence in the nam e of 
the real Danny McErlean, a m em ber of the  Official IRA long shot dead, w hom  he was im personating when he 

was abducted (np).
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winnable' (TU 123), prevented a colleague from  disrupting the preparations (TU 183-4).^^ He 

believed it 'w/as vital' that the gang were 'allowed to operate freely,' even though he was 

well aw are that they would be impossible to stop' (TU 183). M oreover, contrary to the real 

case, the narrative asserts that only one of the involved protagonists was imprisoned in 

relation to  the crime. This serves to emphasise the fact that perpetrators of similar acts have 

not often been charged because of 'operational reasons,' which means that 'they were  

being protected by somebody in the establishment. That they had connections. That they  

were useful to somebody' (TU 141), which serves to reinforce claims concerning collusion.

The reason why a considerable num ber of policemen, soldiers and politicians have 

been involved in collusion is because those had believed such was necessary in order to 

bring the enem y down, particularly so given the dangers they faced (Nicol np). Or they, the  

text insinuates, were forced  to believe so, as seems to be the case of Blair Agnew, a form er 

police officer who was coaxed into joining an unofficial unit that is associated with the  

Glenanne Gang: 'W e're asking for assistance from  like-minded men. The place is falling 

apart. There are civilians gunned down in the street for no apparent reason. Commercial life 

is at standstill. The courts are wear. Blair Agnew sits in a hospital' 'while tw o form er 

colleagues are lying cold and dead' (TU 40-1). Through Agnew, M cNam ee offers the readers 

an insight into the gang's functioning as he is claimed to have worked for M I6, informing on 

its operations. Such, subsequently, seems to allow greater authenticity to  his allegations 

about Nairac's death and about the events that have happened in its a fterm ath even 

though, the text insinuates, the question is can one really trust him, and can he trust his

H s disposal m irro rs  th a t o f th e  fo rm e r  psychological w a r fa re  specialist Colin W a lla ce , w h o , it has been  

claim ed, w as  fra m e d  fo r a m u rd e r as a p u n is h m en t fo r exposing deta ils  o f se cre t service op era tio n s . See, fo r  

exam ple, Paul Foot's W ho F ra m e d  Colin W allace? .
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memory? Regardless of the issues concerning such, Agnew's narrative is, indeed, im portant 

as it expands on the topic of collusion as well as on the need to settle legacies of violent 

past.

On M ay 14th 1977, Robert Nairac w ent on an undercover operation during which he 

was abducted and, a fter a violent interrogation, in all likelihood killed. Although more than  

th irty  years have passed since this incident, Nairac's case still attracts a ttention  as many  

questions concerning the agent, his role in the conflict, his disappearance, and location of 

his dead body remain unanswered.^'* Some object that the truth  will never be revealed as 

obtaining evidence affecting Nairac's story has been difficult, particularly because of the  

death or disappearance of almost everyone involved. Indeed, the narrative implies, there  

'was a powerful sense of subtext to the way the document[s about Nairac's death] had been 

handled' (TU 238). The only thing that is known,  not assumed, is 'the car he was driving. 

Nothing m ore' (TU 232). Since inform ation concerning accounts of Nairac's death was 

compromised (Dillon), some might think it is actually possible he could still be alive, which 

explains Agnew's 'speculative discourse' (TU 238). Indeed, he suspects certain people might 

'have a rake of statem ents' he has not seen yet (TU 241) and continues thus in his 

investigations. Despite the fact that Agnew is a corrupted cop who had spent tim e 'in a 

closed psychiatric institution' and hence it might seem unlikely that anyone would take his 

accusations seriously, he is being watched (TU 217). In fact, he is warned he is 'in deeper 

waters' that he thinks (TU 71): although he has not breached any law, he is told he might get 

a visit from  'some Dl sticking the w arrant card in ... [his] face,' requiring him 'to answer

Apart from  the  ongoing investigation by the  HET, the case was discussed in an article w ritten  in 2010 by an 

investigative journalist Eamonn O 'Neill, w ho claims tha t Nairac was actually a trip le  agent (np). Also, another 

novel which fictionalises events from  Nairac's life has been published, see W ilfried  F. Voss, The Bleeding Hills.
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enquiries regarding breaches of the Official Secrets Act' (TU 71). This implies tha t it was 

deemed necessary tha t information concerning the case that could have damaged the 

British establishment's image would not become available to anyone. While the novel does 

not refer to such, it has been claimed that evidence of this type has often been destroyed as 

has been the case of many of the most sensitive papers from Britain's late colonial era which 

were destroyed even though they were to be declassified.^^ The more urgent then seems to 

be Agnew's urge that information on the 'world of whispered conspiracies, webs of deceit' 

should be 'scholarly pored over' (TU 10,143) and not only to serve justice.

Traumatic memories, Gabrielle Schwab asserts, 'come in flashbacks or nightmares. 

They come in the memories of the body and its somatic enactments. Traumatic memories 

entrap us in the prison house of repetition compulsion' (2). Agnew's desperate pursuit of 

the tru th  seems to turn into a rather 'unhealthy obsession' (TU 17) symptoms of which his 

body clearly manifests. He explains his fascination w ith the case claiming tha t he wants 

people to  understand, he wants to give 'structure' to the past to  open it 'to levels of 

meaning' (TU 13). However, in line w ith Schwab's trauma theory, it is probable that he 

wants to  understand what had happened to him too since he has difficulties w ith laying the 

ghosts o f past to rest. That he has unresolved issues with the violent legacies of his past 

manifest itself in his breakdown o f marriage as well as in his daughter's eating disorder. 

McNamee's portrayal o f the latter is particularly noteworthy.^® Although the causes of the 

protagonist's anorexia nervosa are multiple, it is safe to  say that she is, similarly to the main

In 1961, lain M acleod, secretary of state for the colonies, directed that post-independence governments  

should not get any m aterial that 'm ight embarrass Her M ajesty's governm ent,' tha t could 'embarrass mem bers  

of the police, m ilitary forces, public servants or others eg [sic] police inform ers' (Cobain, Bowcott and Norton- 
Taylor np).

This is discussed in greater detail in the subsequent Chapter tha t focuses on the impact of the conflict on 

wom en's agency.
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protagonist of Baker's novel, a victim of transgenerational trauma, transmitted not only by 

her father but by the society as a whole too. Her case then attests to the difficulty one has 

w/ith addressing trauma while the official discourse rejects acknowledging its existence, or 

those of its causes it helped to co-create. The narrative underlines the necessity of dealing 

with this, otherwise it might become so unbearable that it kills her embodied self.

Therefore, although Agnew might be 'troubled by concepts of the forbidden' (TU 129) since 

he is 'in pursuit of something coded, allusive' (TU 20), he knows that 'the bare outline of the 

story' is 'no longer enough' (TU 143). It might take time before he will be able to find the 

answer; however, he has to deal with a haunting past because nothing else can heal his 

suffering.

3.3 Eradicable pathogens: criticism of Northern Irish local authorities in Jason Johnson's 

Woundlicker (2005)

The 1998 Agreement has been considered a major political development in the Northern 

Ireland peace process as it brought together 'a configuration of parties many observers 

would have long deemed impossible' (Peatling 65). It was believed that the framework the 

Agreement put forward would enable Northern Ireland's divided society to resolve its 

differences. Hence its actual attainment was lauded with enthusiasm. Owing to parity of 

esteem it comprises, the Agreement has been 'touted as a model of conflict resolution for 

other intractable conflicts in the world '.Regardless of the 'miraculous,' 'reconciling'

The 1998 Agreem ent 'was hailed as an exam ple of how even the most intractable conflicts can be made  

m ore m alleable given a fair w ind' (Arthur x); particularly so since the form al institutions it helped establish 

have been intended to  be consociational.
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attributes ascribed to the Agreem ent, some have argued the aforem entioned was an 

inflated view of the peace process since hard obstacles remain on the road to stability that 

need to  be surmounted, the major one being enduring mistrust betw een Catholic and 

Protestant communities (Peatling 3). The 'deep seated binary opposition,' on the other 

hand, has also been claimed to be the 'simplest glib and popular explanation (or non

explanation) of the conflict, and reaction to the failure of the peace process' (Ibid. 91). Jason 

Johnson's Woundlicker responds to the assertion concerning the Northern Irish predicam ent 

that an ultim ate compromise between the parties to  the conflict has been achieved. It 

communicates that Northern Irish society is still far from  being topographically and socially 

integrated but it does not point to this simply to  state that if unchanged, such might 

inexorably lead into conflict. Instead, the narrative elaborates on inter-com m unal 

antagonism to suggest such is not an unavoidable behavioural strategy but that which some 

of the involved turned to, intentionally or subconsciously, as it has enabled them  to retain  

certain self-concept. Johnson's novel, dedicated to 'those who work to make it better,' 

criticises those who thw art their efforts. Indeed, as will be docum ented below, several 

protagonists are portrayed in a way to convey that they have persisted in viewing the other 

as the enemy, despite having publicly asserted otherwise. Thus, Johnson deals w ith the  

reconciliation process as influenced by sustained antagonism, which has prevented the tw o  

communities from  getting on together; which, in other words, has lim ited the possibility of a 

future free from  strife, however relative this might be.

Inter-com m unity tensions, civil disorders and violence have most com monly been 

manifested in Northern Irish urban interfaces, areas betw een segregated Republican and 

Unionist neighbourhoods, and such places have therefore often been separated by
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boundary barriers to prevent the aforementioned from happening. The fact that the 

number of gates in some of those has recently been increased has, consequently, been 

perceived by some as weighted w/ith symbolism of new, more peaceful beginnings 

(O'Hagan). The main protagonist of Jason Johnson's Woundlicker, Fletcher Fee, lives in one 

of the Belfast interface areas, in a house overlooking a peace line. Despite the fact that 

'there's a big red iron gate' built-in in this wall that is kept 'open to  show the world that 

there's peace' (IV 31, 114), the narrative suggests that since the wall itself is still in situ the 

conflict is not over, at least not fo r everyone. Indeed, as the text intimates w ith Orwellian 

accuracy, the peace wall 'just keeps getting bigger' as his fellow  citizens have not 'sort[ed] 

the ir own shite out' ( W 17). However, there are more of such, to use Frantz Fanon's words, 

'compartments' or 'zones' around the city where people position themselves according to 

'the fact of belonging to, or not belonging to ' one side or the other ( IV 29-31) than the main 

protagonist's neighbourhood. This is elaborated via references to public transport. While 

transportation usually symbolizes interconnectedness, in Belfast it presents evidence of the 

contrary: all the passengers in the city centre are 'mixed,' yet, as the buses slowly approach 

'towards one area or other' they 'start to get more Prod or more Taig,' 'orange or green' ( W 

72). In other words, although the centre 'may give the impression of a place looking to leave 

its past behind' (Dawson 1), passenger composition on municipal busses indicates some 

people still read or explain reality away as either 'a loyalist' or 'republican thing' (1/1/86). This 

is alluded to also by the general reaction to  the non-sectarian acts the main protagonist 

commits, through the depiction o f which the text highlights the discourse tha t has 

contributed to  the perpetuation of inter-communal antagonistic relations.
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Although the novel imagines the conflict is officially over and the outward 

impression concerning the relationship between the parties to  it is alleged to be that of 

tolerance, when two addicts are assaulted in the interface area, claims that suggest the 

contrary are made almost instantaneously. Despite the fact tha t the incident, however 

violent, was actually a 'fucken Crime of Passion' (1/1/86), it is perceived as a manifestation of 

sectarian strife: 'Some wee Catholic lad and his girl got done over pretty bad by loyalists up 

there ' (1/1/66). Such perception is seemingly reinforced as a form er loyalist insurgent is killed 

shortly afterwards and both the acts are thus believed to be part of the usual tit-fo r-ta t 

scheme (1/1/15). While the assumption that the crimes were linked is true, the narrative 

documents the assertion that they were informed by sectarian motives is not. Indeed, the 

only sectarian aspect of those crimes is the latter victim's background, which, however, had 

not affected the perpetrator's decision to  commit the act. The narrative illustrates that this, 

nevertheless, does not prevent people from claiming otherwise, albeit they do not have any 

solid evidence. It is this reaction to his acts that triggers the main protagonist's social 

critique.

One of the factors commented on in the narrative is the role form er combatants and 

ex-prisoners have played in post-Troubles transformation. The manner in which those have 

been involved in this is claimed to have been 'in keeping w ith the best practice of 

community development internationally' (Rolston, 'Review' 8). Although evidence exists 

which confirms that a considerable 'number of paramilitary ex-prisoners have become 

proactively engaged in important reconciliation initiatives at local levels' (Aiken 118),^® the 

narrative insinuates that not all the involved have been equally committed to conflict

See also, Peter Shirlow and Kieran McEvoy, Beyond the W ire.
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resolution. Indeed, it, in the line w ith non-fiction criticism of this subject, suggests that 

many contributed to the contrary even though they have publicly stated otherwise (Shirlow 

and McEvoy). In fact, the ir official involvement in local affairs is perceived to  be a 'joke' due 

to the discrepancy between that which is claimed to have been the ir role and reality:

I mean, do you know how much the players run the place round there? ... They're at 

this community development bullshit now, instead of shooting up the place ... They 

were doing community development when they were chucking bottles of piss at 

Fenian schoolgirls. Community development's all about hiding guns and stoning 

pensioners, so it is. And riots are community development as well. (1/1/30)

The form er combatants are deemed to have been protectors of the newly established peace 

who have challenged cultures of violence, developed means to resolve inter-communal 

conflict, and who helped the respective communities to explore the ir troubled past (Shirlow 

and McEvoy). However, the excerpt conveys that the contrary has often been true as some 

of those have actually been responsible fo r anti-ethical as well as criminal acts. Criminality 

is, indeed, portrayed as quite a decisive factor concerning the ex-combatants' functioning. 

The narrative insinuates that crim inality has actually tem porarily allowed some to overcome 

the ir antagonisms since the contrary would not have been mutually profitable.^® This 

challenges not only the ex-combatants' role in the reconciliation process but the ir claims at 

the ir original raison d'etre  as well. In relation to  its substance, the main protagonist's

This is a reference to  the  actual events concerning the  Holy Cross dispute from  2001 during which the  

Catholic schoolgirls and the ir parents w ere  attacked by Protestant loyalists upon the ir journey to  and from  the  

school In Ardoyne area of north Belfast.
This Is adum brated via references to  the 'business' relationship betw een tw o  ex-com batants who are 

involved in the distribution of drugs in the ir respective com m unities ( I V 155).
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testim ony scrutinises how claims at the insurgents' honesty of purpose have affected their 

self-fashioning and vice versa.

In 1976, the British Governm ent introduced its Ulsterisation, Normalisation and 

Criminalisation policy w/hich sought to contain the conflict in Northern Ireland more  

effectively. An elem ent of this policy was the w ithdraw al of the Special Category Status 

previously granted to all prisoners convicted of Troubles-related offences since the  

governm ent feared that continuation of such would have conferred legitimacy on the  

protagonist's involvement in the conflict. As a reaction to this w ithdraw al, the insurgents 

have put added emphasis on their use of m ilitary jargon to  substantiate the assertion that 

they were fighting a war and hence had the right to be referred to as prisoners of such when 

incarcerated. The text, however, insinuates that the com batants have used this means to  

prom ote a desired image of their selves and hence disparages their pursuit. First, it 

compares the insurgents' conduct during the Troubles to that of Arab militants. W hile the  

'Arabs [are claimed to] play in the m ajor fucken league,' the Northern Irish allegedly only 

pretend to 'know all about it all' (1/1/4). Consequently, the Arabs' is the 'proper war,' while  

the Troubles are considered 'pathetic,' 'a dirty w ee squabble' that, however, has gone on for 

over 'thirty five years' (W  4-5).^^ In fact, the narrative states that 'the job was never finished' 

(W  5) which extends its criticism to the 'partitionist core' of the 1998 Agreem ent that 

'renders the ultim ate goal of both Nationalists and Unionists indeterm inate' (Gilligan, 

'Constant Crisis/Permanent Process' 28). This implies why there w ere still people 'stumbling 

around the place half fucken mad and giving off shite about all the bastards they hate' (1/1/

5).

The narra tive  n o t on ly derides th e  in e ffec tiveness  o f N o rth e rn  Irish p e rp e tra to rs ' acts b u t uses such to  

d o cu m en t w h a t th e  actual level o f in te rn a tio n a l in te re s t in th e  p re d ic a m e n t is.
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The insurgents' claimed rationale is further disputed by the quality of their actual 

relationship with their respective communities, which is one of the factors that have been 

researched in connection with the public support for the insurgents. Those would usually 

declare their acts have been meant to represent or defend the needs of their communities 

of belonging.'^^ However, the internal factor which affects the community's public support 

comprises another aspect the application of which the (ex-)combatants have principally 

refused to acknowledge, the role of intra-communal fear and intimidation alluded to already 

in the abovementioned excerpt. The narrative elaborates such claiming that the insurgents 

often forced their respective communities into partaking in the struggle:

Me Da fucken hated being told to do that -  to keep his door open and all. He got so 

much shit from them the rest of the time that he hated having to take their orders. 

But when he said no, they just came and kicked the door in anyway and used the 

house. Then they'd kick the fuck out of him later on ... me Da would be told to claim 

the cops busted ... [the door] and talk to the papers about police violence and all. It 

was either that maybe me or me Ma would get a hiding on the street. Sometimes it 

was both. (W 31)

The threat of punishment and its public administration in particular as the non-fiction 

sources on this issue elaborate, has been quite a prominent aspect of self-policing in loyalist 

and republican areas in Northern Ireland (Ellison 299-300). The excerpt, however, implies 

these measures were also applied to advance the insurgents' objectives that might not 

necessarily have been in accord with the ordinary people's wishes. While the insurgents

See, Bishop and M allie  for claims concerning protection of the  Catholic com m unity by republican 

organizations, and Ruane and Todd for the equivalent in the Protestant com m unity.
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would have tried to justify such as necessary in the face of imminent danger during the 

conflict, the narrative suggests that this stance actually seems to form an inherent part of 

their functioning as

[n]ow the same wee fuckers are older and just walking into people's houses all the 

time, setting up wee robberies, keeping their hands in and running drugs and guns 

and shite like that. They just use people, so they do ... They're just wee parasites 

living off the backs of the people. (W31)

Moreover, the narrative leaves 'no turn unstoned' (W 41) as it claims that lack of genuine 

concern for people's well-being has not been typical of the combatants only but that the 

political representatives have manifested this trait as well.

While the number of people claiming unemployment benefits in Northern Ireland 

has been falling, the region still has the highest claimant rate in the United K i n g d o m . I t  is 

indisputable that the end of the conflict has contributed to life's betterment, however, 'only 

certain aspects of life in Northern Ireland have been improved by the "peace process'" 

(Peatling 11). Besides, the narrative suggests that ordinary people often do not, or rather 

cannot, benefit from the increasing prosperity that is now allegedly typical of the region.

The lavishly reconstructed and seemingly neutral city centre has been deemed a proof of 

normalcy, however, the main protagonist insinuates that such economically motivated re- 

imagining obscures the reminders of cultural disparity and conflict. Indeed, the alleged city 

centre oasis stands in stark contrast to the 'foul' parts of the city where ordinary people live 

and those who do not subscribe to its standards do not really seem to fit in (1/1/ 43-4). The

For the overview  of the unem ploym ent rate and its changes, see, Northern Ireland Statistics and Research 

Agency (NISRA).
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main protagonist's critique implies that the cause for such is the fact that politicians have 

given preference to another aspect of the 1998 Agreement instead of enabling people to 

exercise the right to equal opportunity in economic activity. While it was hoped that 'by 

working together on the administration of the region Unionist and Nationalist political 

elites' would 'realize that they have enough in common for them to be able to set aside 

their political differences and work together to the mutual benefit of all the people of 

Northern Ireland' (Gilligan, 'Constant Crisis/Permanent Process' 28), politicians are claimed 

to be locked in a perpetual cycle of'U lster Logic' instead (1/1/71). They perceive of the other 

as a threat to their aspirations, which is obvious from the television debate about who was 

behind the acts committed by the main protagonist, and act accordingly. Someone

was saying, like L had been saying, that it was a sectarian beating by loyalists. So the 

fucken republicans didn't know if they should be angry or not. Artie Callaghan was 

on from Sinn Fein saying republicans were denying it, so it must be loyalists. He 

starts gurning that Catholics are attacked every week and all and that everyone knew 

it was loyalists. Then that cunt Lionel Rosborough ... came on to say loyalists had 

done nothing ... He said it was the IRA just doing the usual and beating the shit out of 

their own. He said he'd heard they were gluing people's eyes these days. It was like 

each of them knew for a fact it was the other side. Nothing else made any sense. ( IV  

71)

Although the fact that this polarisation of views is reinforced by the media adds to its

diffusion, it seems to be mainly the politicians' enforcement of such which contributes to its

permanence. They are believed to require that everyone should be categorized, fit, in the

words of the main protagonist, into a 'wee box' ( W  65), as such makes the aforementioned
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sys temizat ion possible and sustainable.  Indeed,  w h e n  a si tuat ion arises t h a t  so m e o n e  

refuses  to  conform to thei r formula,  those  t ransgressors  are punished as it is inadmissible 

t h a t  a nyone  should dare to  challenge th e  se t  rules:

He got me on the  s t ree t  and asked wha t  I would vote,  so he did ... I told him I'd vote 

for the  Monster  Raving Loony Party, just  to  annoy  him ... We got  all t h e  windows in 

t h e  house  put  in th a t  n i g h t ... First it was th e  s tones , and then  a fucken pet rol  b om b  

... I was  given this almighty kicking on th e  way to  school.  I was  called Sidewinder  and 

a Brit-lover and all. They pulled me down this bank and ripped me shirt off, abo ut  

five of them .  Got a to o th  knocked out  and had me balls kicked to  fuck. (W 54-5)

This re la tes  back to th e  role of fear  and int imidation in public suppor t  for th e  respect ive 

m o v e m e n t s  and organizations,  which has contr ibuted to p e r m a n en c e  of antagonist ic 

opposit ion.  That people  perceive reality th rough th e  'Ulster logic' manifests ins tantaneously 

and severely wh en  they are  confronted with an individual t h a t  is d e e m e d  to be significantly 

d ifferent from th e m  and hence  a th reat ;  the  main protagonist 's  col league is sho t  by the  

police at a small, peaceful demons t r a t ion  against  Salman Rushdie's  visit to Nor thern  Ireland 

upon reaching into his pocket  for his 'wee black Koran' ( I V 122-5). This episode is quite 

pointed ,  not  only as it depicts the  afor em en t ioned  juxtaposit ion tu rn ed  over  but  because  

Rushdie's work, th e  locals are  not  in teres ted  in (W 123), actually describes  th a t  which 

Johnson 's  novel perceives as th e  problem preventing Northern  Ireland f rom achieving 

resolut ion:  ' the dangerous  nature  of closed, absolut ist  belief systems'  (Fletcher 2). The way 

this tragic incident is dealt  with by th e  officials inspires t h e  main protagonis t 's  final 

vindictive act.
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In April 2014, former Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, Peter Hain, suggested 

that 'there should be an amnesty for all Troubles-related crimes' so as 'to allow Northern 

Ireland to put the past behind it' (McDonald H. np). The suggestion has been opposed since, 

in the words of Ivan Lewis, the Shadow Secretary of State, 'a significant amount of victims 

want truth and justice' and they should not be denied the opportunity to achieve such (Ibid. 

np). The main protagonist seems rather indignant concerning the question of one's 

accountability for Troubles-related acts as well, particularly those carried out or instigated 

by local political representatives. Indeed, he claims that 'none of them take any blame for 

the shite they cause' (1/1/51). Therefore, when it seems that no one is to be held accountable 

for the killing his colleague,"*^ Fletcher decides to administer justice himself and carries out 

his final act: he tricks two local councillors to follow him into a car which he then combusts 

with them inside ( W  149-159). While such might be considered over the top, the way 

Fletcher plans out and perceives his act, this analysis argues, purposely mirrors that which 

he has condemned the politicians for and the 'joke,' as he would probably have said, is 

aimed at them. Indeed, it appears as if the episode is meant as a final barrage of criticism 

against those who prevent the society from getting on. Nevertheless, the text that follows it 

points to one more aspect of the Troubles discourse it seeks to challenge, which emphasizes 

the message the novel puts forward. In fact, the form in which the novel is written serves as 

a commentary on the officials' Troubles discourse.

The text is a transcription of the recording of Fletcher's unofficial testimony 

intercepted at his workplace. Referring to the role secret services played in the conflict and

^  This incident echoes concerns about w hat the  results of the Bloody Sunday Inquiry fo llow -up  might be since 

the  soldiers w ho gave evidence to  Lord Savllle's Inquiry ' w ere  promised tha t no further action would arise' 
(M u rray  np).
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its resolu:ion, Johnson expands the subject of his critique. While the protagonist's assertion 

that the  jgents had the ir 'd irty wee fingers' in 'd irty pies' ( W 1) might seem accusatory, the 

'Commertary and Analysis' passage w ritten by the agency, which concludes the story, 

contains nform ation tha t confirms it, implicating the British establishment in the discussed 

crimes. Td them, Fletcher is the eponymous wound licker, and since his violent crimes had 

been deemed 'useful' (1/1/ 163), no action was taken either to prevent him from carrying his 

final act cut or, more importantly, to arrest him. Furthermore, any 'suggestion of 

government or security forces complicity in the events' is 'entirely dismissed' ( W 161), which 

is rather problematic since the allegedly thorough investigation on the basis of which this 

decision was made had been carried out by the accused themselves. Since it has been 

proven that politicians and members of the security forces have taken part in acts not 

com pletey dissimilar to  those depicted in Johnson's novel,^^ one should remain focused on 

the Bakhtinian qualities of the text and the purpose they serve.

That the novel embodies Bakhtinian principles of social critique is most clearly 

manifested in the main protagonist's persona. Fletcher is a liminal figure. Not only does he 

live on the actual boundary between the tw o communities on which he comments, his 

personal background underlines his boundary positioning as he comes from a mixed family 

(W 93). This makes it d ifficu lt fo r people to  classify him. In fact, Fletcher seems to take 

pleasure in impeding others' efforts to  allocate a 'wee box' (W 65) fo r him to  f it  in. Given the 

aforementioned issues concerning intra-communal fear and enforced obedience, it is 

presumable that he would have been punished fo r doing so, which is, he confirms, what had 

repeatedi/ happened (1/1/ 54-5). Such, however, does not prevent his critique of those who

See, for e o m p le , M artin  Dillon's The Dirty W ar. The issue of security forces' and secret services' collusion 

and involvenent in anti-eth ical and illegal acts has been discussed in the  tw o  previous sections of this Chapter.
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w e re  responsible for harm being inflicted on him, qui te t h e  contrary.  Witnessing an ep i sode  

t h a t  reminds  him of gett ing 'near  killed,' Fletcher ha rnesses  his ambigui ty and b e c o m e s  a 

t ricks ter  figure to fu r th e r  ques t ion and mock th e  officials' authority:

He looked up and we  both sort  of locked eyes. I s t epped  back from the  window then,  

jus t for a w e e  second.  I took  off t h e  T-shirt, got the  pistol and tu rn ed  on th e  big light 

in th e  room. I w e n t  back to  th e  window,  naked as t h e  day I was born.  Artie was  still 

staring up a t  me.  You could have seen me f rom anywhere ,  so you could. I pointed  

the  pistol at  him and m ad e  it look like I was  pulling th e  trigger. (IV 55)

Nudity, howeve r  powerful  a m ean s  to  challenge conventions  (Russo), is not,  t h e  excerpt  

confirms,  th e  only w e ap o n  Fletcher,  t h e  Trickster, employs.  In fact, t he  narrative,  as has  

bee n  men t ion ed  above,  has him turn  the  ex-insurgents '  and politicians' own tricks against  

t h e m  to  emphasize  t h a t  t h e s e  need  to  be  challenged.  Namely, Fletcher commi ts  yet  an o t h e r  

cr ime so as to  draw th e  police's a t tent ion away from the  w o m a n  he is infa tuated  with.  This 

s ee m s  to  be ra the r  coun terproduct ive  to  come from so m e o n e  w h o  argues  antagonist ic 

inter -communi ty  relat ionships should be  uproo ted.  However,  those  politically com mit t ed  

w h o  were  involved in th e  conflict have been claimed to  have used th e  at rocities to  advance 

thei r  own interests (mainly to  gain retain po wer  and justify the ir  stance),  and the  fact  t h a t  

t h e  main protagonist  employs  a s t ra tegy similar to  theirs gives adde d impetus  to  his 

critique. Fletcher does  not  s eem  to  feel re mor se  for commit t ing th e  acts, he refuses to 

acknowledge th e  fact  t h a t  he is a m u rd e r e r  which implies he has ad o p ted  th e  perpet ra tors '  

justificatory discourse in t h a t  he considers t h e  assault  and murder s  to  be ' legit imate acts of 

reprisal ' .  This serves  to  undermine th e  paramilitaries'  and politicians'  acts as they  have 

considered th e m  justifiable too.  Indeed,  it is quite ironic t h a t  had Fletcher com m i t t ed  his
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deeds during the Troubles, they could have been considered politically m otivated and he 

m ight have been subsequently pardoned after the 1998 Agreem ent, had he been 

imprisoned.

W ith respect to Fletcher's trickster persona, some might object that he is not the  

most reliable narrator. Such might be true, how/ever, he, contrary to  those he criticises, 

actually allows for the fact that his narrative might be lim ited as he makes recurrent 

remarks about trying to  be honest or, as he claims, since that which he reveals might not be 

'gospel'.^^ The main protagonist's regular references to  laughter and jokes relate to  the  

purpose of his acts, unmasking pretence and deconstruction of the official discourse.''^ This 

is, quite graphically, symbolized by his disfigurement of the tw o local ex-insurgents he kills 

and the grotesque language he uses to  refer to this incident;

I picked up the bat again and whacked it down onto his face ... the face, all shredded 

up and slapped down halfway back into his own fucken skull. The whole lot was just 

going fla tte r and flatter... I was telling you about flathead. W ham  bam thank-you  

Tam , you know. W ham  bam Tam. (1/1/77, 79)

I was wondering did the tip of that knife come out through the top of Cunt's head? 

W hen I sort of measured the knife w ith me hands, when I guessed at the length, I 

reckoned it would be longer than a man's head was deep. If I was right, then the  

thing must have gone right the way through. It would've left him looking like he'd a 

wee tiny steel shark fin on his skull. (1/1/110)

Such awareness confirms tha t the text, in line w ith  Bakhtin, points at the  limitedness of monologism.
On use o f laughter for such purposes, see, Bakhtin's The Dialogic Im agination.
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W hile Stephanie Schwerter, in her analysis of Johnson's text, paraphrases Bakhtin's theory  

to argue that 'hierarchic distinctions' in Woundlicker 'are deconstructed by means of 

mockery and irony' ('Peacefire' 20), such reading is rather too  optimistic. Carnivalesque 

critique is only a tem porary, abstract structure; hence the ridiculed distinctions cannot be 

subverted as such. There is no im m ediate change, no liberation. W hile the main protagonist 

manages, or is rather allow/ed, to escape, the conditions, the narrative concludes, have not 

changed. Although the officials subsequently claim that the opponents have 'unequivocally 

recom m itted ... to finding a lasting final settlem ent,' no assurance exists that the 'sectarian 

disputes which have bedevilled Northern Ireland society prior to and since the param ilitary  

ceasefires' might not disrupt its events yet again ( W 163), particularly because such 

recom m itm ent was forced by Fletcher's incentive. Indeed, carnivalesque, such as that 

em bodied in Johnson's text, rather exposes the true state of affairs and it is up to people to  

change those conditions, if possible. It is obvious that the novel does not seek to inspire one 

to follow  Fletcher's transgressiveness literally. The lim inality from  which he proceeds, on the  

other hand, might be a desirable position for the reader to adopt so as to be able to assess 

the social conditions in Northern Ireland. The fact that Fletcher's declarations might not be 

entirely accurate might, in the light of the gravity of his accusations, inspire those interested  

to inquire about the raised issues.
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3.4 'Incorrigibly plural'?: Northern Irish society in Ian McDonald's Sacrifice of Fools 

(1996)

Identity, it has been argued, is 'constituted through the logics o f both sameness and 

difference' in that 'the sameness of one identity group is often constructed through a sense 

of difference from another' (Currie 3-5). While such is a generally accepted and utilised 

supposition, Mark Currie cautions that it is necessary to acknowledge the fact that 

differences on the basis of which people form  the ir self-concept 'are not properties of the 

objective world being described as much as they are properties of the language describing 

the world ' (Ibid. 3-5). Consequently, the discourse people use to  constitute their identity 

often reveals more about them than about those in contrast to whom they are defined. In 

the context o f the Northern Irish predicament, such is an interesting issue to ponder 

because antagonistic opposition between the sides to the conflict, as has been suggested in 

the previous section of this chapter, has been deemed one of the major obstacles on the 

road to stability that needs to be surmounted (Peatling). Ian McDonald's Sacrifice o f Fools 

centres on a protagonist who, having spent three years in the HM Maze Prison fo r aiding 

and abetting a sectarian motivated murder, is trying to start anew in his hometown, Belfast. 

In fact, Andrew Gillespie aims to  redefine his self in a manner different from the 'orange' 

and 'green' antagonistic assumptions o f power. Since the narrative present of the novel 

takes part as the British and Irish governments have assumed jo in t authority over Northern 

Ireland, the protagonist's attem pt to redefine his self might have seemed to be easier than 

expected. However, from early on, the narrative asserts that his situation is actually more



complicated owing to his locale, the city that 'fucks you like nothing else'/® Although the  

novel imagines that 'the symbols have changed' and tw o flags now cling 'dam ply to the ir 

poles,' the actual state of the 'Joint Sovereignty' does not reflect its title  but 'schizophrenia' 

(SOF 16). The outward impression might have suggested normalcy, yet, the antagonistic 

assumptions the main protagonist has tried to extricate himself from are alleged not to  have 

ceased to  exist, quite the contrary: the declared peace is claimed to be superficial only while  

society still seethes with its old animosities. To substantiate that such alienation is actually 

pervasive, McDonald, quite fittingly, introduces an alien nation into the Troubles context 

with which he compares Northern Irish society. In relation to the aforem entioned claim 

concerning differences betw een people, the text claims that while the antagonistic binary 

system which has been utilised to categorize and explain reality is avoidable, it has been 

purposely sustained by some.

One of the factors that have helped to bring about the peace process but which is 

also deem ed to have circumscribed this is the diminished agency em bedded in the 1998  

Agreem ent (Gilligan, 'Constant Crisis/Permanent Process'). Although the Agreem ent has 

proven to have lessened potential conflict, the fact that political bargaining has been carried 

out at the elite-level has been seen as problem atic since it has made it difficult if not 

impossible for the population of Northern Ireland to take part in subsequent decision 

making. The Joint Authority claims that since '[tjhere  are aliens living down the road,' it 

means the people in Northern Ireland are now 'tolerant, a multicultural rainbow nation'

(SOF 33). However, the text attests that they invited the alien nation, Shian, to take up 

residence in Northern Ireland to be able to take advantage of alien futuristic technology

(London: Victor Gollanz, 1996): 284. Further references to  the  novel will hereafter be stated parenthetically  

in the text.
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instead and tha t the endorsem ent of such was carried out w ithout common consensus: 

'Nation: world: you begin with breakfast shows and cereals and rush to work, you end w ith  

new neighbours, other lives from  som ewhere else, w ithout permission or explanation or 

warning' {SOF 14). Ordinary citizens do not seem to be overtly happy about the aliens living 

in Belfast and not only because their technology causes a shortage of work for them . They 

seem to manifest what Frantz Fanon calls 'the fear of the other' as they ascertain 'bitterly, 

always on the defensive,' that the aliens w ant to take their place (SOF 39): 'W hat do we 

know about them ? W hat do we really know about them ? Not exactly like they've gone out 

of the ir way to  be friendly, you know' (SOF 56). Therefore, the speaker believes, 'it would be 

better to take them  and put them  all on some wee island where they can keep an eye on 

them  until they're sure they're safe to be let loose on society' but only a fter they adopt the  

citizens' 'customs and ways and all, you know; live like us, be like us' (SOF 56). The citizens 

might have been originally doubtful about the aliens, however, the text insinuates that their 

jaundiced views solidified due to the politicians' spiteful discourse that is perceived as 

infallible, even if scientific research has suggested it might have been wrong (SOF 56). This 

then undermines the aforem entioned claims at normalcy and tolerance, the more as the  

ground reason for the politicians' approval of the alien settlem ent is eventually revealed. 

W hile the British and Irish governments wanted to 'introduce a third e lem ent' into the  

region's 'political dynamics,' the local politicians think otherwise:

The Nationalists suspect us of being planted by the British governm ent to dilute the  

Catholic population; the Unionists suspect w e have been settled by the Irish 

governm ent to minoritize the Protestant population. (SOF 25)
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Such 'schizophrenia,' it seems, has been caused by the fact that the politicians behave as if 

nothing changed, as if the Troubles simply morphed into a political power play. W hile  it was 

hoped that 'by working together on the adm inistration of the region Unionist and 

Nationalist political elites' would have realized that 'they have enough in com mon fo r them  

to be able to  set aside their political differences and work together to  the m utual benefit of 

all the people of Northern Ireland' (Hughes J. et al. 28), they seem to focus on the fact that 

the 1998 Agreem ent renders their 'ultim ate g o a l... indeterm inate' (Gilligan, 'Constant 

Crisis/Permanent Process' 28). Indeed, the text seems to  concur w ith the view that 

'Unionists and Nationalists are still trying to achieve their objectives' (Ibid. 30), as it asserts 

that the politicians on both the sides concentrate on proving that 'This is our pissing ground. 

Ours. Ours' (SOF 37).^® However, such an approach renders them  unable to assess the  

current situation appropriately and hence that which they present to  people as the ir alleged 

aspirations is believed to be hypocritical: 'W hat are these fucking jokers doing on my 

television? Talking about something they know nothing about? Something they don't w ant 

to know about?' (SOF 53).^° This discrepancy between the real and claimed objectives 

challenges the involved's Troubles discourse, which, the non-fiction sources on the conflict 

attest, proves to be a contentious subject, particularly in regards of the paramilitaries' 

dem eanour.

First, the text points at the  wrong spelling of sectarian slogans undermining thus the  

authority of their creators, suggesting if they cannot get the spelling right, they might be

Both groups may feel th reatened  because they, according to  the double-m inority model, perceive they have 

a m inority status, which they hence try  to  invert.
Although the  novel had been first published before the 1998 Agreem ent was signed, its criticism m irrors the  

cynicism which Chris Gilligan claims follow ed the initial optim ism  tha t accompanied the A greem ent ('Constant 
Crisis/Perm anent Process' 33).
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wrong about o ther things too -  in fact, their propaganda might be as inaccurate as are the ir  

inscriptions: 'W e will not surrender the Blue Skies o f Freedom fo r  the Grey Clouds o f an Irish 

Republic. Usually spelled wrong som ewhere. Surender. Blue Skys. Grey Clouds of Belfast.

Blue Skies of Everybloodywhere Else' (SOF 55). Consequently, the novel ponders the image 

those actively involved in the conflict have tried to create of themselves. Despite the  

differences in character, Gillespie's associates, who partake in an operation that results in 

Gillespie's im prisonm ent, imagine they are on a heroic mission to com bat evil. In fact, as one 

of them  says, they believe the 'Lord' appointed them  to be his 'righteousness'. Punishing 'all 

evil-doers' in their sight, it is God's 'work' they are doing (SOF 10). Regarding themselves as 

the agents of God's will working to protect their fellow  citizens, the perpetrators seek to 

claim the justifiability of their acts. As such, their discourse does not seem to differ from  

that of the ir real life counterparts.^^ Indeed, it reflects the public stance adopted by those 

actively involved in the Troubles, irrespective of political affiliation, who maintained their 

acts w ere politically informed resistance aimed at defending the rights of their com munities, 

and hence rightful and justifiable. Consequently, anyone from  within their respective 

com munities who would have dared to  suggest otherwise or act against such would have 

been considered a traitor. Indeed, a fter the news spreads that the main protagonist 

frustrated an operation, all the inmates subsequently refer to him as the one to  be avoided  

as it would have been difficult to cast him out in prison.

The novel, however, emphasises the necessity to challenge the insurgents' 

justificatory fram e of reference. It asserts that it is 'easy to be big and hard w ith a gun in

For the discussion of such a stance, see, for example, Gus M artin 's Understanding Terrorism: Challenges, 
Perspectives and Issues.

Forced exile from  one's com m unity of belonging has been considered the  second highest possible 

punishment of such transgression, the most severe being death.
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your Rangers bag' (SOF 7) and the perpetrators' actual m otivation should thus be queried.

Indeed, although presented as an act to protect the ir fellow  citizens against the perils of 

drug addiction, the hit-and-run operation the narrative depicts was actually a mere internal 

loyalist feud m eant to strengthen the particular group's position against a rival loyalist 

fa c tio n .C o n s e q u e n tly , claims about legitimacy of the violence used as well as those about 

the perpetrators' alleged intim ate association w ith their neighbourhood are undermined: 

the perpetrators are referred to as 'blatant hoods' (SOF 11) w ho terrorise the ir own rather 

than the eponymous hard men.^'* Indeed, the narrative illustrates that there are people in 

the com m unity who do not necessarily associate themselves w ith the  paramilitaries' credos 

and who might neither w ant nor need the paramilitaries to 'protect' the ir interests:

I do know a lot of people human and otherwise, I do have a lot of contacts; none of 

them  are UVF, UFF, Red Hand Commando, UDA, Ulster Young M ilitants, Free M en of 

Ulster, Protestant Action Force, M ilitan t Orange Order which is M O O and just about 

the most fucking stupid nam e for a bunch of loyalist wankers I have ever heard. I 

don't know, I don't care. I'm done with all that. (SOF

The narrative challenges the perpetrators' self-reflexive in terpretative fram ing even further.

It has been suggested tha t claims at political m otivation of the Troubles atrocities 

have, from  the actively involved's point of view, mitigated the negative effects of their acts

Such, Peter Taylor asserts, was quite typical of loyalist paramilitaries during the  Troubles. See, Loyalists.

In fact, the text manifests elem ents of a comedy of m anners as it satirises th e  param ilitaries, referring to  

them  by names tha t reflect the ir stock character, such as in case of Gillespie's associate Big M aun. The 

meaning of his nickname reflects his efforts to  'overpow er' (OED), he is 'a big m an, and he acts hard'. 
Nevertheless, this often seems to be m erely a posture as, the  narrative illustrates, 'he's as scared as any of 
them ' (SOF 7).

This excerpt also alludes to  how split the loyalist m ovem ent actually is; implying th a t they seem to spend 
more energy on defining themselves against each o ther rather than fighting fo r the ir cause, which further 

problematizes the latter,
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(M cD ow ell np). In o ther words, these pleaded that given the serious circumstances they  

w ere faced w ith in the pursuit of the ir communities' interests, it was only natural that 

desperate measures w ere em ployed and that innocent civilians should die.^^ Although not 

everyone might agree w ith this justification of bloodshed -  its victims and their families 

being the prime opponents -  it has often gained unwarranted precedence over other 

discourses about the issue. It is likely that this precedence is conditioned by the fact that the  

other discourses offer an alternative perception of reality. Sacrifice o f Fools underlines the  

monologism of such a justificatory discourse and alludes to w hat it might lead to if left 

unquestioned. It portrays an incident which it suggests would have been deem ed equally 

admissible, if considered under the term s of such justificatory discourse: the perpetrator felt 

'threatened ' by the other and she 'took what she considered appropriate action to end the  

threat'. 'By the customs of her species, she did nothing wrong' and hence should not 'be 

held ... accountable' (SOF 21, 23). This is difficult for the magistrates who assess her case to 

acknowledge, which might, of course, be caused simply by their consideration of w hen, if 

ever, should the use of violence be pardonable. However, the text insinuates, it is the belief 

that their society has the exclusive right to make claims at such justification which informs 

their reservations to the  d e fe n c e .In d e e d , the culprit is cautioned that it is the Joint 

Authority tha t 'has jurisdiction' in Northern Ireland, that her society 'must recognize' their 

law, on the other hand, 'has no rem it' there (SOF 21, 23). Despite the fact that 'The British 

and Irish Join Authority D irectorate' has claimed it was 'prepared' to recognize the aliens 'as 

a distinct political entity and negotiate on an equal status as the main Unionist and

In fact, reach ing  a p p ro x im a te ly  2 0 0 0 , civ ilians fo rm e d  th e  'b iggest single ca teg o ry  o f v ic tim ' (Fay e t al, 17 0 ).

This, th e  n a rra tiv e  im plies, also en ab les  th e  m ag is tra tes  to  p e rv e rt th e  course o f justice: w h ile  th e  

c o m m itte d  o ffen ce , 'if p ro v en , w o u ld  n o rm a lly  w a rra n t custody,' th e  cu lp rit is re m a n d e d  on bail as th e  

co n tra ry  w o u ld  negative ly  a ffe c t 'c o m m u n ity  re la tion s ' {SOF  23 ), w h ich , th e  n a rra tiv e  im plies, is ac tu a lly  a fro n t  

fo r trad in g  te rm s .

164



Nationalist parties' (SOF 25), reality attests to the contrary. This then mirrors the  situation of 

other minorities tha t live in Northern Ireland which still remains quite a delicate issue: 

'Unionists and Nationalists insist that there is no such thing as ethnic identities outside the ir 

own'.^®

The way the Shian are actually treated by humans provides an explanation for such 

as it attests to  the fact that differentiation constitutes a common denom inator in a group 

that defines itself against another: 'It's im portant' to be able to  tell the difference, to  

differentiate , 'we have to get these things before we know how to deal with them ' and it all 

goes down to  telling the sexes apart, 'we look for the sex identifiers, the absolute basis of 

how we deal w ith each other' (SOF 17). This differentiation, as has been m entioned above  

(Currie), is quite a common strategy.^® The problem , however, is when difference is 

perceived negatively and p o lit ic iz e d .T h is , the text suggests, is the case with some 

Unionists and Nationalists in Northern Irish society who

insist that there is no such thing as ethnic identities outside their own ... you 'can't 

just be Shian or Chinese, or Indian. Bastards have to divide everything betw een  

them . You're either one or the other. Can't be neither. Can't be just for yourselves ... 

If you're not one, then you must be the other. (SOF 25)

In an effort to  avoid this and 'the gravity of the old boys, the old ways' (SOF 80), the main 

protagonist turns to the aliens who do not seem to follow the abovem entioned maxims. 

These allow him a second chance, which is something, he claims, would not have been

On the  discussion of this issue, see W allace, McAreavey and Atkin.
Social categorisation, it has been argued, is fundam ental to  all societies. It constitutes a means people apply 

to  simplify the ir environm ent to  make it m ore understandable (Tajfel).
To construct the  other, as Bhabha asserts, it is necessary to  establish form s of d ifference (The Location o f  

Culture 67).
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possible w ith  humans (SOF 43). It is mainly through him that the  reader learns about the  

Shian and w ith  respect to his declaration tha t they have become his 'family' (SOF 49); one 

thus has to  consider his assessment of their qualities w ith caution.®^ However, the  

comparison betw een human and alien architecture seems less problem atic than the  

judgm ent concerning the latter's character. It provides further insight into Northern Irish 

socio-political stalem ate that echoes available criticism on such.®^ Indeed, the text compares 

decaying human constructions with the alien advanced architecture to allude to a certain 

impasse typical of the human society, a comparison which stands in stark contrast w ith  

economically m otivated (re)im agination of Belfast city centre and the w aterfront. W hile the  

alien architecture captures the fluidity of their faith and beliefs (SOF 82-5), human  

tabernacles w ith which it is compared are perceived as rigid, holy on the outside (SOF 82). 

Unionist architecture, in particular, evinces the monolithic style of the culture that built it, 

echoing its siege m entality:

The place looks like a gun battery. Those tall slit windows will retract and put out big 

black muzzles. That shallow domed roof will slide back for howitzers and siege 

m ortars. The front line of the w ar against Romish error. The Verdun of the  

Reform ation. A m eaner deity than the  God of Shopping Centre inspirits here. The 

God of Heavy Ordinance. The God of Protestant Armageddon. (SOF 139)

W hile Belfast human citizens seem accustomed to a segregated urban built environm ent, 

their perceptions of the alien re-construction of places they had previously adm inistered  

echo Fanon's aforem entioned concept of the 'fear of the other' and hence attest further to

W hile he says, for exam ple, tha t the aliens do not d ifferentiate  betw een the sexes, it is m ainly because they  

lack the  usual abject markers and, moreover, do not need to  do so. The reasons for his benevolent judgm ent 
of the alien qualities will be considered in greater detail below.

See, for exam ple, Neill Urban Planning.

166



their alienation. The aliens construct their capital on the site of the shipyard, the place th a t  

has been perceived as symbol of Belfast's industrial and im perial past (SOF 71-2).  Even 

though the narrative does not state so explicitly, it appears that the aliens did not choose 

the shipyard to  be their dw/elling place in Belfast. Despite its symbolism, it was probably the  

only place in the city they would have been allowed to have as it was barren, which is w hy it 

angers people even more when they realise that the aliens have actually managed to do 

something w ith the place others have w ritten  off. In fact, the place now alienates even  

the protagonists who would not normally associate with those symbols:

A city within a city. You're not in Belfast any more, Rosh. The place gives her bad 

vibes. Shivers. It might not be so bad if they had levelled the lot and built from  the  

ground up, but the  way they've recycled the old sheds and hangars and fused them  

with the ir own sinuous architecture feels like a corpse dressed and polished for a 

wake. (SOF 71-2)

This illustrates fear of the unknown and of not being in control that might lead one to 

embrace extrem ist Salvationist nationalism, which is the case of the protagonist Pastor 

Mclvor Kyle,®  ̂while, at the same tim e, being a sarcastic rem ark concerning the fact that 

humans have been unable or unwilling to deal w ith those reminders themselves and hence 

they have kept them  'zom bified'. Such inability has also been the reason for the main 

protagonist's benevolent judgm ent of the aliens. Indeed, he seems to  idealize them  as he, 

despite claims to the contrary, needs a com m unity of belonging:

The text insinuates tha t those responsible for approving the alien settlem ent have only them selves to  blam e. 
Since they had been avid for advanced alien technology they  did not, despite previous experience from  a 

similar transaction, ponder the impact of this would have had on industry in general and hence would not have 

realised that such was going to  render some of the ir own inventions useless and unprofitable.
Given his description, denom ination and character, it is possible to  assume tha t the real life person on which  

McDonald based this character is the Reverend Ian Paisley.
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I know w ha t th is is a b o u t... You fucked up your own fam ily, you fucked up your own 

life, so you tu rned  to  the Shian fo r a new fam ily  and a new life. Something to  belong 

to  th a t w o n 't le t you down. And we gave it to  you, and you took  it jus t as it came, 

w ith o u t asking yourself, am I seeing just w hat I w ant to  see, am I like those wise 

blind men and the elephant? You though t we w ere like angels, like gods, th a t we 

were a be tte r people, w ith o u t violence, w ith o u t the  basic biological inequalities o f 

humans. Saner. Better. No sin. No demons haunting us. No dark side o f the  soul.

(SOF 279)

The aliens, however, are not as entire ly  d iffe ren t from  the humans; 'they 're  as pe tty  and 

disunited and op in ionated,' which they do not w ant humans to  see because they only 'have 

a toe -ho ld  on this w orld , and noth ing m ore' (SOF 75). In fact, the  murders, which trigger o ff 

the events in the  narrative present, were, regardless o f fe rven t claims at the  contrary, 

com m itted  by one o f the  aliens. M ore im portan tly , they were sectarian, not in the  

trad itiona l Troubles sense but nevertheless sectarian. Despite the suggestions tha t the  Shian 

adolescent who com m its those m urders is 'm enta lly d is turbed ' (Schwerter, 'Peacefire' 22), 

she acts upon socio-cultura l beliefs o f her race.®^ A lthough it is true  th a t human values have 

had a negative im pact on the alien dream w orld  be lie f system from  which the k ille r receives 

the incentive to  dispose o f those who endanger the Shian trad itions, the  narrative alludes to  

the fac t tha t the  aliens would not have hesitated to  tu rn  to  racial social policies such as 

eugenics in o rder to  preserve the purity  o f th e ir race since they had done so before. 

Therefore, the  main protagon ist is gradually forced to  realise th a t since there m ight not

These be liefs  seem  to  be s im ila r to  th ose  c la im ed  typ ica l o f N o rth e rn  Irish society. In fac t, th e  m u rd e re d  

Shian w e re  disposed o f because th e ir  'po licy w as fo r  m uch closer in te g ra tio n  b e tw e e n  Shian and hu m an  

societies, eco n o m ies , po litical and legal system s,' w h ich  is no t d e e m e d  des irab le  (SOF 40 ).
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exist an ideal society to  which he could escape; he has to  learn how to deal w ith the issues 

he has tried to avoid instead. Indeed, he seems to have realised tha t the past cannot 

actually be undone, 'the universe w on't give you any m om ents back' {SOF 53), and hence 

you have to settle its legacies so as to move on,®^ particularly due to the fact that there are 

other uncertainties which shape our lives today they might need to  face up to. Indeed, as 

Zygmunt Bauman argues, 'social forms (structures that lim it individual choices, institutions 

that guard repetitions of routines, patterns of acceptable behaviour) can no longer (and are 

not expected) to  keep their shape for long' (1), which is w hat the narrative confirms as well:

This is your home country, these shitty streets are the capital of your state of your 

mind. Except it isn't. This is no more my nation than Karachi. M y spiritual home is 

Marks and Spencer's; Habitat; B & Q; our mortgage company; the Internet service 

provider; the health club we joined but never go to; the  w ee Italian restaurant in 

Dunm urry w here we and the staff call each other by nam e. Sold out my heritage. 

Fuck my heritage. The nations aren't Protestant, Catholic, Unionist, Nationalist any 

more. The nations are have and don't have. (SOF 68)

The narrative argues that, to use Louis MacNeice's words, the 'W orld is suddener than we 

fancy it. / /  W orld is crazier and more of it than we think, /  Incorrigibly p l u r a l ' . T h e  virtue  

proclaimed to serve the protagonists the best is not 'conform ity  to  rules' but 'flexibility: a 

readiness to  change tactics and style at short notice ... to  pursue opportunities according to  

th e ir current availability, rather than following one's own established preferences' (Bauman 

4, emphasis in original). In the context of the Northern Irish predicam ent. Sacrifice o f Fools

Such is confirm ed by Schwab's traum a theory discussed elsewhere in this Chapter.
The them es Louis MacNeice's poem 'Snow' (1935) shares w ith  McDonald's novel inspired the  title  of this 

section.



accordingly embodies that which has been identified in Robert McLiam Wilson's Eureka 

Street, the Eureka cry 'to be open to difference, to see tha t the O ther can be enriching, 

rather than something to be distrusted or abom inated or brought under control or 

colonised' (Kennedy-Andrews, Fiction and the Northern Ireland Troubles 195). Nevertheless, 

the  narrative also alludes to  the fact that such reconciliation amounts to  a long and 

laborious process, it will take tim e before the 'deeply ingrained cultural and social beliefs' 

change (SOF 23). W hile it has been claimed tha t McDonald's novel displays 'a more  

optim istic attitude,' as the text is w ritten  in 'a humorous tone' (Schwerter, 'Peacefire' 19), 

the analysis has documented tha t the  author actually uses the Bakhtinian concept of the  

carnivalesque to  convey a critical review of the conflict. Indeed, the text ends on the note 

that the main protagonist has only just established himself in his new position;^® he lacks 

self-assuredness as he still has to  learn w hat it entails. Consequently, he admits it is possible 

that had a particular opportunity presented itself, he might react according to his old 

behavioural patterns, simply because such would be an easy thing to do (SOF 285), 

particularly so as in 'Ulster, we only have tw o tricks, the orange one and the green one' (SOF 

51). In fact, the narrative suggests Gillespie will be forced to assert himself in relation to the  

antagonisms many people in Northern Ireland still use as the basis for the ir fram e of 

reference, which he acknowledges as he tells himself 'you can't get away from  them , can 

you? They w on't let you go' (SOF 284). In this respect, the text claims it is essential that 

people should 'stop and look and think,' 'study the ir positions' so that they would develop  

awareness similar to  that of Gillespie's and hence would 'understand each other com pletely

A t th e  en d , G illespie becom es a 'xenolog ica l co n su lta n t,' a 'm o d e ra to r ' b e tw e e n  hu m ans and aliens (SOF  

284 ).
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... w ithout shame or self-consciousness' (SOF 284-6); accept 'the other' as people: 'people, 

not Outsiders, not planters, not aliens' (SOF 53).

3.5 Conclusion

The novels tha t have been addressed in this Chapter are concerned with exam ination of the  

'official' discourse of the Troubles; they reflect social and cultural positions typical of various 

social classes and com munities of belonging tha t produce this discourse and problem atize  

the attitudes and values towards the conflict which inform the process. Specifically, they  

challenge conservative value systems ingrained in Northern Irish society through  

carnivalesque scrutiny of established authorities, com m unal as well as governm ental, that 

em body those conservative systems. Opening up a scenario of m ultiple and contradictory  

truths, the novels function as effective means to  heighten awareness of the exercise of 

pow er through discourse. This opening, the texts highlight, demands an articulation of 

form s of difference and to do so the objects of difference, sexual or racial, are not allowed  

an original identity or, indeed, a singularity.^® Hence the novels contribute, to  use Homi 

Bhabha's words, to 'an understanding of the processes o f subjectification  made possible 

(and plausible) through stereotypical discourse,' which is considered that against which 

intervention should be taken (The Location o f Culture 18). Indeed, while the novels differ in 

the ir exact focus and the  scope of their critique, they all lie outside of and challenge such 

discourse. They degrade the abstract ideologies tha t inform authoritarian discourse and 

celebrate am bivalence instead. W hile they do not actually subvert the criticised, the texts

Laclau and M ouffe  claim th a t it is the  drive of hegemonic strategies towards consistencies which 'leads to 

antagonistic strategies within the social' (127).
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liberate our imagination from  the orthodox as they discuss the relativity of existence and 

suggest the possibility of change.

Keith Baker's Inheritance provides insight into the local contexts and circumstances 

of how the memories of the Troubles are being constructed. It fictionalises the claims that 

the police force had enforced the establishment's perspective of the  conflict, even though 

their statutes prescribe a different role for them , and alludes to the consequences of such. 

Although Baker's novel is critical of the m anner in which the legacy of the past has been 

dealt w ith by the police, it is necessary to note that the image (of the RUC as well as the  

PSNI) it presents is actually ambiguous. Although the  narrative focuses on the corruptness of 

the force, it, contrary to some other Troubles texts, considers the perils its dedicated  

members had been faced w ith during the conflict, in service as well as in everyday life, too. 

Indeed, the narrative alludes to the fact that there have been com m itted m em bers of the  

force who tried to  act honestly according to  the statutes for whom  those guilty ones make it 

more difficult to memorialise the past (or that of the force as the whole for that m atter).

Eoin M cNam ee's The Ultras is an invaluable work as it, similarly to  Baker's text, 

constitutes 'an a ttem pt to penetrate a smokescreen of official as well as param ilitary  

secrecy, w here little can be established with any certainty' (Dawson 258). The Ultras  is an 

eerie story haunted by the issues it discusses, even if it provides 'a thrilling evocation of the  

world of men who find themselves operating in the dark and clandestine margins of society' 

(np). In fact, it is true that, upon reading the text, one is left with more questions concerning 

those. However, proceeding from  the claim made in the novel that 'myths have proved 

more enduring than the truth ' (195), it is also true that these questions should not be left 

unanswered, if possible. Inform ation concerning undercover work carried out during the
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confl ict  had  o f t e n  b e e n  ke p t  s e c r e t  e v e n  f ro m  p e o p l e  in t h e  s a m e  b a t ta l io ns  (Dillon). 

T h e r e f o r e ,  M c N a m e e ' s  a c c o u n t ,  e v e n  if f ict ional i sed,  a d d s  t o  o n e ' s  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of  w h a t  

N o r t h e r n  I reland in t h e  1970s  m ig h t  ha ve  b e e n  like.

Al thou gh  Ja s o n  J o h n s o n ' s  W oundlicker  is no t  di smiss ive a b o u t  t h e  t rans i t i on  of  

N o r t h e r n  Irish soc ie ty  as such,  its c r i t ique  of  t h o s e  w h o  p r e v e n t  its func t io n in g  is r a t h e r  

b leak.  Indeed ,  local c o m m u n i t y  le a d e rs  a n d  political a u th o r i t i e s  w h o  have  b e e n  c la im ed  to 

h a v e  p layed  an  essen t i a l  role in confl ict  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  a r e  cri t icised for  th e i r  lax a p p r o a c h .  

In s t ead  of  focus ing  th e i r  e n e r g y  o n  enabl i ng  a b e t t e r  f u t u r e  for  th e i r  fel low ci t izens,  th e i r  

i n t e r e s t s  c o n c e r n  d r u g  traff icking a n d  pro s t i tu t io n  in ca se  of  t h e  first and  o v e r p o w e r i n g  t h e  

e n e m y  in ca se  of  t h e  lat te r.  To d r a w  a t t e n t i o n  t o  an d  u n d e r m i n e  such ,  t h e  main  p r o t a g o n i s t  

a d o p t s  b ehavi ou ra l  a n d  la n g u ag e  p a t t e r n s  t h a t  mir ro r  t h o s e  of  t h e  au thor i t i e s .  How ever ,  

J o h n s o n ' s  der i sion  of  social s t r u c t u r e s  and  of  re cogni se d  a u th o r i t i e s  d o e s  n o t  p r e s e n t  

l ibera t ion  f ro m  t h e  social c o n s t r a i n t s  i m p o s e d  by society,  n o t  e v e n  nar ra t ive .  Whi le  t h e  

ma in  p r o ta g o n is t  even tu a l ly  m a n a g e s  t o  e s c a p e  t h e  stifling condi t ions ,  t h e s e  r em a in  

u n c h a n g e d .  Hence  t h e  novel  s e r v e s  as a w a rn in g  t h a t  un less  t h o s e  a r e  ch a l l en g ed  publicly 

a n d  th o rou gh ly ,  t h e y  will pers i s t  in r e ta rd in g  t h e  a l re ady  u n e a s y  t rans i t ion .

Similarly t o  J o h n s o n ' s  Woundlicker,  Ian McDona ld ' s  Sacrifice o f  Fools impl ies t h a t  t h e  

e f fo r t s  t o  reso lve  t h e  N o r t h e r n  Irish p r e d i c a m e n t  a r e  r e n d e r e d  futi le by t h e  w a y  cer ta in  

pol i t ic ians  a n d  c o m m u n i t y  le a d e r s  b e h a v e ,  s ince t h e i r  b e h a v io u r  is s u b s e q u e n t l y  a d o p t e d  by 

a relat ively s ub s ta n t ia l  m e a s u r e  of  o rd in a ry  p e o p le  w h o  a re  be ing ' s p o o n - f e d '  t h e  s ta nc e  

t h o s e  h a v e  a d v o c a t e d .  Whi le  t h e  de c la ra t io n  t h a t  ' [ t j h e r e  a r e  a liens living d o w n  t h e  roa d '  is 

m a d e  to  claim t h a t  t h e  p e o p l e  in N o r t h e r n  I reland a r e  n o w  ' to le ran t ,  a mul t icu l tura l  ra in bo w  

n a t io n '  (SOF 33),  t h e  na r r a t ive  device ,  as has b e e n  d o c u m e n t e d ,  se rve s  to  sc ru t in i se  t h e
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antagonistic binary system which some have utilised to categorize and explain Northern 

Irish society. Consequently, unless the people realise tha t such cannot function as frames of 

reference and long-term life strategies, they will not be able to  comprehend the real causes 

of their uncertainty and, subsequently, to face up to the challenge to  control those.

All the novels deal w ith the legacy of the past, yet they might be considered 

futuristic in tha t they discuss this to imagine the future o f the Northern Irish predicament. 

While Baker's and McNamee's novels question the manipulation of official discourse from 

the assumed position of power in the context of security forces and secret services during 

and after the conflict, Johnson's and McDonald's perspectives echo critical views of the 

conditions brought about by the 1998 Agreement that allegedly helped to institutionalise 

the differences between the tw o antagonistic sides and thus slowed the reconciliatory 

process. Overall, they seem to  serve as a warning about what needs to be done to resolve 

the issue of the seemingly permanent s ta le m a te .T h is  then challenges Neal Alexander's 

distinction between 'the respective orientations of post-ceasefire and post-Agreement 

fictional trends,' as albeit Sacrifice o f Fools and Inheritance are set in an actual fictive 

moment in the future, they still 'illum inate the North's contemporary predicament,' which 

he deems typical of the retrospective novels published only after the 1998 Agreement 

(Alexander N., 'The Carceral City and the City o f Refuge' 274). The texts seem to embody 

Brandon Hamber's claim that Northern Ireland 'has no choice but to accept that the past has 

to  be dealt w ith in one way or another' (2). Indeed, they manifest that 'as long as cynicism, 

retreat and uncertainty are the main features of the political landscape in Northern Ireland;

On Alexander's assessment, see, 'Rem em bering to  Forget' 272-83. This is also discussed in the Introduction  

to  this dissertation.
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however, th e  peace  process will continue to  be characterized by recu rren t  crisis' (Gilligan, 

'Constant Crisis/Perm anent Process' 34).
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4 Chapter Three: From Cathleen Ni Houlihan to Cathleen Anorexia:

Feminine subjectivity as an Alternative to Hegemonic Categories of 

Hierarchical Dualism?

The impact that the Troubles had on Northern Ireland -  whether on its political system, 

socio-economic status or citizens' wellbeing -  has been the subject of numerous 

pub lica tions/ One of the facts these sources concur on is that the conflict gravely affected 

the whole society, irrespective of faith, ethno-political background and presumably also 

regardless o f gender differences in its population. However, it has been argued that 

experiences and consequences of conflicts are always gendered and tha t those are 

dependent on 'gender roles and relations prior to  the conflict' (Walsh 2). In Ireland, North 

and South, allegorical and mythical female figures such as Hibernia, M other Ireland,

Cathleen Ni Houlihan, Queen Maeve, and the Virgin Mary have often been used to 

represent the nation.^ Such figures feature in poetic and nationalist traditions as powerful 

symbols. However, the ir real life counterparts have often been treated as invisible, which 

has had grave consequences for the way Northern Irish women define the ir feminine 

subjectivity. Undertaking the obligation of moral guidance, Northern Irish patriarchy 

(irrespective o f denomination) asserted that the only way women could have displayed their 

moral power has been through self-sacrifice, loyalty and selfless devotion to the ir families.^

'  O n th e  o v e rv ie w  o f th e  im p ac t o f th e  Troubles, see, fo r  e x am p le , M a rie -T h e re s e  Fay e t al.. The Cost o f  the  

Troubles S tudy: R ep o rt on th e  N o rth e rn  Ire la n d  S urvey  o r M ik e  M o rrissey  and M a r ie  S m yth , N o rth e rn  Ire la n d  

A fte r  The G o od  F rid ay  A g re e m e n t.

 ̂G iven  th e  scope o f  th is  C h ap te r, th e  m ean in g  o f th e  po litical a llegorical fig ures such as M o th e r  Ire lan d  cannot 

be discussed in g re a te r  de ta il here . Critical analyses o f th is  to p ic  are  av a ilab le  in B elinda Loftus, M irro rs :

W illia m  III a n d  M o th e r  Ire la n d , and Jayne Steel '"And B ehind H im  a W icke d  Hag Did Stalk": From  M a id e n  to  

M o th e r , Ire lan d  as W o m a n  Th ro ug h th e  M a le  Psyche'.

 ̂To accom plish th is  selfless d e vo tio n . C atholic  w o m e n  have been advised to  fo llo w  th e  e x am p le  o f th e  Virg in  

M a ry , w h o  is n o t on ly  associated w ith  p u rity  and u n co nd ition a l love b u t w h o  also rep resen ts  a passive and

176



The concept of wom en as individuals in their own right used to  hold little credence in 

Northern Irish society. Nevertheless, evidence exists that confirms not all w om en were  

ready to  accept the subjugated position the patriarchy has tried to force on them  or at least 

not in the way the patriarchy envisioned. W hereas the Troubles added extra pressure on 

w om en, many w ere forced to take up more active roles than before: a greater num ber of 

w om en became sole providers for their families, some campaigned for civil rights 

m ovem ents, and few  got actively involved in the arm ed struggle. W hile it is true that 

'gender roles change during armed conflicts,' little is known about w h eth er such progress is 

'grounded in altered values and ideology, and /o r happens because human survival 

necessitates greater flexibility in gender role behaviour' (McKay 2006, 330).^ In fact, in her 

lecture 'Peacemakers? Peacekeepers? W om en in Northern Ireland 1969-1995 ' (1996), 

Valerie Morgan claims that the aforem entioned idealised image of mythical fem ale figures 

prevented Northern Irish wom en from  actualising their subjectivity during the Troubles. 

M oreover, M organ argues that since 'the traditional fam ily unit remains the norm in many 

areas [of Northern Ireland],' and as 'religious belief and observance rates are much high[er 

there] than in most other EU countries,' their roles are 'still frequently defined in term s [of] 

responsibilities to  hom e, fam ily and church' (np). The following analysis will docum ent how 

the fem ale protagonists in Kate O'Riordan's Involved (1995), Deirdre M adden's One by One 

in the Darkness (1996), Bernard MacLaverty's Grace Notes (1996), Anna Burns' No Bones

u n q u es tio n in g  e n tity . P ro tes tan t c o m m u n ity , on th e  o th e r hand , strongly  co nd em n s w o rsh ip  o f V irg in  M a ry  

b u t it does n o t o ffe r  w o m e n  an y o th e r fe m a le  ro le  m o d e l th e y  could fo llo w .

^ M cK ay m ain ta in s  th a t 'su bstan tia l ev id en ce , accrued fro m  a rm e d  conflicts  a rou nd  th e  w o rld , d em o n stra tes  

th a t  w h e n  th e  fig h tin g  stops, gains by w o m e n  in p o w e r and status backslide, because m en ta k e  th e  fro n t stage  

in p o s t-w a r reco n stru ctio n  processes' (3 2 8 ), w h ich  u n d e rm in e s  cla im s a b o u t changes in va lues o r ideology.
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(2001) and Eoin McNamee's The Ultras (2004)^ view living conditions in Northern Ireland, 

also as affected by the Troubles. It w ill examine how they handle the ir identity crises 

(caused either by a tragic accident or by the ir psycho-sexual development), and whether 

and how they attem pt to change the ir situation. These attempts w ill be scrutinised to 

determine their potential subversive qualities and assess whether the stories can hence be 

termed the narratives of difference in the sense that the protagonists achieve change or at 

least pursue it. The main theory my analysis in this Chapter proceeds from is Julia Kristeva's 

theory of feminine subjectivity. It w ill be used to establish whether the female protagonists' 

attempts to (re)define their identities show the potential to challenge how the structures of 

patriarchal ideology applies to subjugate them or whether they remain 'overwhelmed by 

impotence', especially 'in the face of a meaningless violence' (Weekes 95).

4.1 The unappeasable hunger for the mother: feminine subjectivity in Kate O'Riordan's 

Involved (1995)

Kate 0  Riordan's Involved belongs among the few (Northern) Irish novels that were 

published during the period around the 1994 IRA ceasefires and which have a central female 

character that, at some stage of the story, conceives a child. W ith respect to  the socio

political development in Northern Ireland at that time, some critics have perceived the 

protagonist's pregnancy and her offspring as the author's representation o f the fact that the 

region A/as moving away from  sectarian violence into a more peaceful, brighter future. The 

following analysis w ill consider circumstances related to the main protagonist's maternity to

 ̂This ch apter re fe rs  on ly  to  M c N a m e e 's  p o rtra ya l o f an orex ia  nervosa as th e  novel is discussed in a g re a te r  

d e ta il in C h a p te r T w o  o f th is  d isserta tion .
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claim that her child does represent such changes. To be more precise, it will docum ent th a t  

the protagonist does not apply her experience in line with Julia Kristeva's theory of 

subversive semiotic politics which claims that the m otherhood experience allows for a 

change in social relations. W hile Northern Ireland m ight have experienced 'the absence of 

violence,' O'Riordan's text implies that 'real peace' has not been achieved yet as the main 

protagonist's fem inine subjectivity remains defined in term s of hegemonic hierarchical 

dualism.®

Invo lved  depicts the story of middle-class Anglo-Irish Kitty Fitzgerald from  West 

County Cork, focussing on her journey into adulthood through her relationship with  

working-class Catholic Danny O'Neill from  Belfast. This uncommon union forms after a 

party, when Kitty decides that she has had enough of her 'pristine state' and invites Danny 

over to her flat. Regardless of Kitty's assertion concerning her will to lose her virginity, which 

might imply a certain degree of agency on her side, it gradually becomes clear that it is not 

simply the physical aspect that inspired her to enter this relationship but rather her need to  

find em otional security, the bond that might subsequently entail. Kitty's behaviour has been 

determ ined by the persistent feeling of unappeasable hunger for her m other.

Understanding the circumstances that have evoked such feelings and the way Kitty reacts to 

them  represent the key factor in the analysis of her m otherhood experience.

W hen Kitty was a child, she looked to  her m other for com fort and unconditional 

acceptance; however, she did not receive any as Eleanor has treated her w ith emotional 

coldness ever since she was born. Unaware of the reasons for her mother's detachm ent, yet

® Birgit B ro ck-U tne argues th a t real p eace en ta ils  th e  cessation  o f v io len ce  as w e ll as lib e ra tio n  fro m  pa triarcha l 

oppression. See, Fem in is t Perspectives on P eace a n d  P eace E du catio n .
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subconsciously seeking her love, Kitty has been unable to  relate to Eleanor in other ways 

than by deprecating h e r /  Psychiatrist George Vaillant claims that when people face 

situations that prevent their desires from  being satisfied, their egos apply certain defence  

mechanisms tha t help them  come to  term s with subsequent feelings of dysphoria they  

have.® One of the mechanisms Vaillant describes is reaction form ation through which the  

individual converts his/her feelings an d /o r unfulfilled needs into their opposites to prevent 

further disappointm ent. Kitty, indeed, defines herself in opposition to the ideal of fem ininity  

of which she thinks her m other is a prim e example.® Although Kitty believes that this 

behaviour makes her strong, strong 'in resistance', such a belief is mistaken. However 

independent Kitty thinks she has become of her m other; her desire for Eleanor's acceptance 

has not dissipated but m erely displaced into her unconscious. Indeed, defence mechanisms, 

Vaillant purports, do not help people find a solution to  the problems they originally had but 

only assist them  to overcom e the consequences. Therefore, irrespective of her alleged 

opposition tow ards her m other, Kitty still feels the urge to  gratify the need for her love and, 

the text documents, repetitively tries to  reconcile w ith  her ( INV  105-6, 197).^° However, 

Kitty's need remains unfulfilled and she thus persists in her defensive posture even though it 

actually increases the level of her distress, attested to  by the fact that her behaviour bears 

other signs of neurosis than reaction form ation. Consequently, this affects her perspective 

of m otherhood.

’  (London: Flamingo, 1995): 52. Subsequent references to  the  novel will hereafter be stated parenthetically in 

the text.
* For the classification of defence mechanisms, see also Plutchik and Conte.
® Such is apparent, for exam ple, from  the way Kitty stylizes her appearance: w hile Eleanor is always 

'im m aculately m ade up', Kitty does not w ear any m ake-up, her hair is often tousled and her favourite apparel 
are jeans and her father's w ell-w orn  sw eater ( I NV  45, 51).

Indeed, Kitty's defiance serves to provoke Eleanor to  m anifest signs tha t would confirm w hether she is 

capable o f any feelings for Kitty.
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Although some defence mechanisms might seem to offer short-term  advantages, 

they might cause functional psychological disorders in the long-term  perspective, especially 

if applied as the primary style of coping/^ In A Clinical Introduction to Laconian 

Psychoanalysis (1997), Bruce Fink, paraphrasing Jaques Lacan, asserts that neurotic  

individuals who experience unsatisfied desires often concentrate their energy on 

accommodating the needs of others. M ore specifically, they produce yearning in others in 

order to keep the ir own lack unconscious (Fink 1 99 )/^  Unable to  extricate herself from  her 

unsatisfied need for her mother's acceptance, Kitty, too, seeks a person of whose desire she 

might position herself as an object. This then is the primary cause which forces her to enter 

the relationship w ith Danny in w hom  she finds the  subject whose desire she seeks to satisfy. 

This manifests in the way Kitty treats and thinks of Danny: even though she wishes to think  

she is em otionally more m ature, the narrative suggests tha t the contrary is true; she feels an 

urge for Danny constantly to assure her of his com m itm ent to her (INV  33); she is 

'immeasurably' pleased when she finally makes him submit himself to  her (INV  66), yet 'sick 

with self-disgust' when it looks as if the relationship should fail (INV 44). Such behaviour 

might be considered quite com mon; however, the  text contains references which evidence 

Kitty's willingness to position herself as an object of Danny's longing. She, for example, 

readily subjects to his gaze (100-2), which, as Laura M ulvey claims, is the prime attribute  of 

male desire. That Kitty has, in fact, sought to hold em otional power over her partner 

becomes apparent retrospectively from  her reactions to a realisation tha t she is not the only 

person who has been trying to  keep a grip on him.

" s e e  Valliant 75-90.
Fink claims tha t this behaviour is, indeed, typical of fem ales and tha t it is allegedly Inform ed by the  

individuals' response to  separation from  the ir mothers.
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Thinking it 'inconceivable' that the 'inexorable magnet,' embodied by Danny's 

brother and the Republican cause he represents, should draw her partner away from  her, 

Kitty decides to cut the umbilical cord between Danny and the mythical M other and informs 

on Eamon. This vindictive act, which affirms Kitty's unresolved dependence issues, does not 

end well fo r her and she is forced to  leave the country. Nevertheless, Kitty does not seem to 

despair at her loss much since, as the following paragraphs will document, she has already 

another person of whose desire she w ill position herself as an object: the child she 

conceived w ith Danny. It might have been easier fo r Kitty to  start a new life w ithout extra 

liabilities, yet, when she finds out she is pregnant and considers the choice of whether or 

not to  have an abortion, she decides to have the baby. Kitty's subsequent motherhood 

experience is far from what patriarchy might expect of women (she has a child out of 

wedlock and remains a single parent who lives away from any relatives) and thus might be 

considered challenging;^^ however, Kitty does not perceives her experience in the way Julia 

Kristeva defines as subversive.

In her early works, such as 'Stabat Mater' (1977) or Powers o f Horror (1982), Kristeva 

purports that motherhood experience enhances one's recognition o f otherness as those 

who mother have to acknowledge the other as part of themselves. Such alterity, however, 

does not relate to one's relationships w ith other people only, it concerns self-conception 

too. Namely, the fact that the other constitutes an integral part of our identity, a part which 

constantly changes, implies that our selves are, indeed, always in the process of 

(re)creation. Since it is impossible to control the 'other' part of our selves or prevent it from 

changing, people need to accept contingency as an implicit aspect of the ir lives. Involved,

For a discussion of Kitty's m otherhood from  such a perspective, see, Kennedy-Andrews, Fiction and  the 

N orthern Ireland Troubles 262.
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however, does not develop such an idea. It documents Kitty's preference for singularity of 

selfhood brought about by her unfulfilled desire instead. Indeed, as the following passage 

documents, Kitty assumes she will gain the desired em otional fulfilm ent from  being needed  

by another and hence positions herself as the object of her child's desires:

Her hands flexed within the pockets, eager with anticipation, in a m om ent or so they  

would hold him. The rest of her body tingled in a state of expectancy too. It was like 

that, as though there was a gaping em pty socket where a limb should be -  a feeling  

of incompleteness until he was attached again [...] Before she could let him off she 

had to hold his hand for one small portion of the journey, just to get her feeling of 

completeness, then he could go. ( I N V 1 94 ,1 9 5 , emphasis added)

In her pursuit to com plete her self, Kitty concentrates all her e ffo rt to draw power and 

plenitude from  em otional bonds with her son and hence does not realise the potential of 

m otherhood experience Kristeva proclaims. In fact, the text attests, she does not relate to  

other people since 'Now  that she had Kevin, she didn't need anyone else' (INV  197). M ore  

inform ation as regards the relationship betw een Kitty and her son would be required to 

consider its actual quality in greater detail; however, what is available attests to the fact 

tha t the bond does not seem to bring Kitty long-lasting satisfaction, she is not able to  

function fully in the present.

Although it would have been only a question of tim e tha t Kitty's son might have 

w anted to  gain independence which would have required Kitty to  re-evaluate her attitude.
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the narrative implies that such a situation might not arise at all.^'' Since Kitty dared to 

threaten the bond between Danny and the mythical Mother Ireland, the text illustrates 

Eamon perceives it is necessary that she should be punished, even if Kitty's efforts have 

actually proven to be rather abortive. Therefore, the novel concludes with an episode in 

which Eamon reveals he found out about Kitty's hideout in Canada and given his vengeful 

nature and the role in the IRA, it is presumable that he should retaliate. Kitty, however, is 

not the only female protagonist whose prospect of a future seems bleak.

Indeed, the overall portrayal of women's lives the novel depicts appears equally 

unpromising: even if they are not pursued by the IRA, their subjectivity and self- 

actualization is limited by enforced cultural stereotypes. Kitty's partner's mother and her 

daughter, Monica, embody the epitome of what Irish nationalist patriarchal propaganda 

perceives to be the ideal role for a woman: they are dutiful, unquestioning and basically 

confined to their h om es.A lthough  Caitriona Moloney suggests that Ma O'Neill is a 

prototype of Joyce's 'sow that eats her farrow,' the text does not provide any evidence that 

would support the claim that she is 'a bloodthirsty maternal figure who inspires the men to 

violence' (INV 215). Indeed, Ma O'Neill, although domineering at times, seems to be a victim 

of nationalist patriarchy rather than Mother Ireland herself. The relative control of the 

family might create the illusion of her power; however, the reality is that her activities are 

confined to the realm of the kitchen to that extent that she becomes afraid of making any 

wrong moves while outside of it and grows addicted to household routine that offers her

It is supposable th a t had this situation arisen, Kitty would have probably looked for yet another substitute  

ra ther than changed her attitude as her existing behaviour manifests a chronic inability to  resolve her 

dependence issues.
It has been argued that Northern Irish nationalists m aintained the  same view  of the roles of w om en in 

society as tha t put forw ard in Article 41 of the  1937 Constitution of the Republic o f Ireland.
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security. M oreover, her alleged pow er is, indeed, rejected by Eamon through his political 

and psychological subjugation of others, particularly wom en. Even when she is directly 

confronted w ith the consequences of Eamon's violent acts -  a blood-stained coat -  she 

passes the situation over in silence and som ehow resignedly offers to clean the garm ent for 

him ( INV  31). In comparison with other contem porary Northern Irish texts that depict 

wom en from  Republican background who find themselves in similar situations, it seems 

atypical that she should neither condemn nor encourage Eamon's acts, especially 

considering the fact that her husband had been killed owing to his own involvem ent in the  

struggle.

On the whole, M a O'Neill makes an impression of the typical m other figure as 

described by Bill Rolston in his article 'M others, Whores, and Villains' (1989). She behaves in 

accordance with the patriarchal ethos and passes her conformist attitude of yielding on to  

her daughter. That Monica has conformed to  the patriarchal concept of fem ininity as well, is 

confirmed as the narrative attests that she accepted the claim that as a wom an she should 

not w ant much from  life ( INV  121). In particular, she surrenders her dream  to  enter college 

as education was not something tha t would be expected of her anyway; a view that 

allegedly used to be quite com monly held in Northern Ireland.^® Although Monica 

acknowledges that it must have been extrem ely difficult for her m other who, similarly to a 

num ber of working-class Catholic wom en in Northern Ireland during the Troubles, was 

forced to bear the sole responsibility for providing for the family,^^ she is em bittered by the

On the  discussion of w om en's educational opportunities in Northern Ireland, see, for exam ple, M ary  O 'Dowd  

and Sabine W ichert, Chattel, Servant or Citizen: Women's Status in Church, State and Society.
At times such as the Troubles, Northern Irish working-class Catholic w om en w ere  often the  sole providers of 

the fam ily income as the ir husbands w ere  unem ployed, imprisoned or had been killed. For the financial
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fact tha t her brothers received a university education while she was left w ith little  choice as 

regards her own future:

There's nothing here fo r anyone in this Godforsaken hole [...] I'm bloody stuck here 

aren't I? Stuck here in dreary old Belfast w ith a dreary old husband and this dreary 

old life ... And how did I get like this? Hmm? Because I did what was expected o f me 

[...] Eamon and Danny were expected to go to college, expected to have careers 

while I [...] who have twice the brains of the two o f them put together, was expected 

to get married. It's an ancient story, isn't it? ( IN V120)

Monica's indignation over having no say about her future seems noteworthy since she 

comes from a background that encourages the values she indirectly criticises. Nevertheless, 

however dissatisfied Monica seems, she does not do anything to change the overall 

situation and even approves of other aspects of the nationalist patriarchal ethos. 

Consequently, Monica's behaviour resembles that typical of some women from the 

nationalist communities Rebecca Pelan discusses in Two Irelands (2005). Pelan asserts that 

even though these women might disagree w ith the patriarchal side of the ethos, they, 'as 

members of an oppressed group w ith in the larger society, [...] always feel an underlying 

solidarity w ith  the ir men' (78). The episode above could have been developed into a wide- 

ranging discussion on women's social roles. Nevertheless, the narrative concludes it w ith an 

incident that attests to  Monica's impetuosity fo r which she, likened to 'a guilty schoolgirl,' is 

punished (INV 122-3). Indeed, it seems that all the female protagonists' deeds that exceed

stand ing  o f N o rth e rn  Irish w ork ing-c lass C atholic  w o m e n  du ring  th e  Trou b les , see R osem ary Sales, W o m en  

D ivided : G ender, Relig ion, a n d  Politics in N o rth e rn  Ire lan d .
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the boundaries set by patriarchy necessarily end in vain, suggesting that wom en might be 

better off not trying to cross them  at all.

Finally, the fact that wom en's lives depicted in the novel are circumscribed by the  

boundaries set by patriarchy, is suggested by the structural fram ew ork of the narrative  

itself. Although most of the story is told from  Kitty's perspective, the opening and closing 

chapters give prominence to male discourse, Eamon's. These tw o chapters depict 'the  

structures of male privilege and dom ination concealed in an apparently universalist liberal 

humanism' (Kennedy-Andrews, Fiction and the Northern Ireland Troubles 273). Despite the  

fact that Eamon appears to be in the midst of a detrim ental cycle, which is harmful to  the  

people he encounters (including those outside his family), the behaviour he adopts is 

considered beneficial by his com m unity. In fact, although the narrative does not use the  

word revolutionary to  refer to Eamon, he is perceived as one. His stance helps him confirm  

his highly regarded status as a leader while the fem ale characters' efforts that could 

challenge such, on the contrary, have been described as 'dangerously arrogant' and to be 

punished.^* The most severe punishment m entioned in the  narrative is Kitty's involuntary 

emigration to  Canada. Nevertheless, it is im portant to emphasize tha t while Kitty is 

considered presumptuous for trying to  break the ties that bind her partner w ith his 

com munity, the narrative illustrates tha t it is not her alleged arrogance tha t has rendered 

her unable to  develop greater understanding of that bond, but rather unresolved 

psychological and em otional issues that had led her to proceed with the endeavour.^®

Involuntary exile or banishm ent from  one's com m unity of belonging has been considered the second highest 
possible punishment w/ithin the republican com m unity.

M oreover, Kitty seems aw are of her alleged condescension ( I N V 190) and tries not to  behave in such w/ay 

out of respect for those v\/ho might be affected. However, all her endeavours are deem ed inappropriate and /or 

faulty, although they seem to be inform ed by genuine interest.
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Indeed, Kitty's mother's crisis caused by patriarchal expectations imposed on her bring 

about Kitty's own m otherhood crisis. Although she is 'consistently presented in attitudes of 

self-questioning' and 'inner directed contem plation' (Kennedy-Andrews, Fiction and the  

Northern Ireland Troubles 256), the narrative does not present her as having resolved those, 

on the contrary. Indeed, her effort to satiate her hunger makes her adopt behaviour which 

might actually (re)instate her in the disadvantaged position from  which she had originally 

tried to depart, that of patriarchal iconology and male appropriation. Reading the child as a 

symbol of a resolved past is in the case of this novel incorrect.

4.2 Eternal return home: Deirdre Madden's One by One in the Darkness (1996)

Deirdre M adden's One by One in the Darkness (1996) has been praised for 'anticipating 

Northern Ireland's possible futures with varying degrees of optim ism  and enthusiasm' 

(Alexander N., Remembering to Forget 274). One by One in the Darkness takes place shortly 

before the 1994 ceasefires, the tendency to read the child the main protagonist 

intentionally conceives in this way s o lid ified .C o n seq u en tly , the novel, when compared 

w ith the lim ited /lim iting  early Troubles texts, has been deem ed an opening for 'alternative, 

affirm ative narratives' (Parker M ., 'Shadows on a Glass' 95). It is indisputable that the  child 

constitutes one of the key narrative elem ents in the story. However, the subsequent 

paragraphs will docum ent that the role it plays clearly exceeds the symbolic reading that 

suggests itself as obvious. This does not mean tha t the proleptic qualities of the text be 

disregarded as such but that its actual subversiveness should be considered w ith caution. To

On the discussion of the  child as a symbol o f this fu ture for Northern Ireland in M adden's novel, see, Liam 

Harte and M ichael Parker 232-254 .
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docum ent the extent to  which the abovem entioned assertions concerning positive 

prospects for the future befit Madden's novel, the follow/ing analysis will scrutinize the  

issues concerning the main protagonist's identity crisis and her efforts to  resolve it. In 

particular, it will consider w hat events had preceded the crisis to  determ ine the motives  

which inform her decision to conceive a child. M oreover, it will exam ine how the news of 

her pregnancy is accepted and w hether it changes the other protagonists' perspectives on 

life in Northern Ireland and /or as such.

One by One in the Darkness opens with Cate Quinn's journey from  London, w here  she 

now lives, to her familial home in rural Antrim  to tell her fam ily that she is pregnant. 

Although it is not the first trip back Cate makes since she has moved away, she feels 

som ewhat ambiguous about coming home this tim e. The doubts about how her fam ily will 

respond to her situation point to the cultural assumptions concerning m otherhood she 

knows they have. Indeed, given the Catholic perspective of the wom en's role, it is to  be 

expected that Cate's fam ily might struggle with the circumstances that surround her 

pregnancy: she is expecting a child out of wedlock and is determ ined to  raise h im /h er on her 

own. Thinking about how her fam ily are going to react to  her news during her journey to  

Northern Ireland, Cate has a flashback to her own c h ild h o o d .T h ro u g h  it M adden  

introduces the readers to the members of the extended Quinn fam ily as well as, m ore  

im portantly, to the form ative forces that had an impact on Cate's identity. To establish to  

w hat extent the aforem entioned assertions about transgressiveness correspond to  

Madden's text, the following analysis will examine the main protagonist's perception of

It is the first instance of the series of flashbacks the  characters get which M adden uses to  draw  a comparison  

betw een the  events in the  past and the  present tim e of the novel. In fact, the book is arranged in a way that 
the chapters dealing w ith  the  present tim e alternate w ith  those describing the past.
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those forces in relation to her attempts to resolve the identity crisis she undergoes. While 

Madden's perceptive comparison between linear (masculine) and cyclical (feminine) 

tem porality presents an apt critique of patriarchal symbolism, the way Cate has defined her 

self lim its the alleged potential of feminine tem porality as described by Julia Kristeva. This 

negatively affects Cate's subjectivity and her future prospects too.

Given the tim e setting of the novel, Cate came of age during the period which has 

been deemed the most violent stage of the Troubles. Judging by her recollections presented 

in the narrative, her childhood seems to have been relatively peaceful. It is true that the fact 

that Cate grew up in rural Antrim had played quite a significant role in this since the 

Troubles atrocities happened predominantly in the urban settings. The fam ily farm, on the 

other hand, was not remotely far from  those epicentres either as 'Derry was little  than an 

hour away' (OBO 95). Rather, assertions about such peacefulness amidst the bloodshed 

allude to the fact that Cate and her sisters' childhood abode by specific rules. These specific 

rules, Geraldine Higgins rightly observes, have affected the Quinn sisters profoundly.

Indeed, the style o f the girls' upbringing proved equally, if not more, determining as the 

actual location of the farm. Their parents made sure that the fam ily 'were o ff centre in 

relation to  the society beyond those few fields and houses,' which Cate and her sisters 

recognised 'most acutely' every July, when they 'always made a point of staying at home' 

(OBO 75).^^ Although efforts to avoid Orange Order parades are not particularly unusual for 

Catholics, the text attests to the girls being brought up in a way that went beyond 

safeguarding them against the impact of sectarian politics, in a way that was in accord with 

cyclical (feminine) tim e bound to the concept o f home:

One by One in the Darkness (London: Faber, 1996): 75. Subsequent references to  the novel will be hereafter 

stated parenthetically in the  text.
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For the pattern of the ir lives was as predictable as the seasons. The regular round of 

necessity was broken by celebrations and feasts: Christmas, Easter, fam ily birthdays. The 

scope of their lives was tiny but it was profound, and to  them , it was imm ense. The 

physical bounds of the ir world were confined to little m ore than a few  fields and houses, 

but they knew these places w ith the deep, unconscious knowledge that a bird or a fox 

might have for its habitat. The idea of home was som ething they lived so com pletely  

tha t they would have been at a loss to define it. (OBO 74-5)

Kristeva asserts it is quite com mon 'when evoking the nam e and destiny of w om en,' that 

'one thinks more of the space generating and forming the human species than of [linear] 

tim e ' ('W om en's Time' 15). However, as subsequent paragraphs will docum ent, the problem  

is tha t while form ing her identity, Cate seems to have foreclosed that which Jacques Lacan 

term s the N am e-of-the-Father which affects her w ider engagem ent with the symbolic order, 

the  world outside her 'habitat,' as such is 'the fundam ental signifier which permits 

signification to  proceed normally' (Evans 122).

Since her childhood, Cate's behaviour has borne signs of her self-assurance, as if she 

had dissociated herself from  some of the qualities Catholic patriarchy has traditionally  

required wom en to  em ulate. 'For years she believed that she could have absolutely anything  

she w anted in life' {OBO 2). In regards of Catholic assumptions concerning fem inine  

subjectivity such confidence, however, was not welcom ed as it did not comply with the  

conventions, a fact that is referenced in Cate's school reports. Therefore, after being 

castigated for a seemingly innocuous accident she caused, it was inevitable that Cate 

decided to leave the country and 'live som ewhere else' (OBO 134), as if convinced that the  

restrictive assumptions were bound to the location. To distance herself even further, she
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changed the spelling of her nam e from Kate to  Cate upon her arrival to  London as it was 'too 

Irish, she thought, too country' (OBO 4).^^ W hile such a change might imply her departure  

from  her then existing identity, Cate simply modified her nam e, nothing else. Indeed, the  

narrative asserts, she adopted a persona for other people to 'see,' a facade of 'w onderful 

clothes and jew ellery'. This is confirmed by the episode in which Cate touches a 'tiny 

invisible scar at her hairline,' a rem inder of a childhood accident, only which enables her to  

restore 'a sense of reality, a sense of who she was, in a way that looking at her own  

reflection could not' (OBO 2).

The concept of hom e, Thomas Docherty maintains, is often perceived as 'a 

hypothetical centre,' which people use 'to give a sense of centralisation to experience' (69). 

Away from  the familial house, Cate keeps 'looking for things' that would remind her of this 

so as to gain access to 'her own past' to retain a feeling of completeness. Consequently, she 

compares all her subsequent relationships w ith the familial and hence is not able to 

maintain any as 'nothing could ever again be enough,' which is a fact her ex-partner 

succinctly points out to her: 'Cate, I can't tell you how sick I am of hearing you go on and on 

about your bloody fam ily. Do you ever think of anything else?' (OBO 148). Although she 

acknowledges such a revelation, Cate still seems reluctant to address her em otional 

dependence, which is presum ably caused by the fact that she would otherwise have had to  

acknowledge tha t her existing identity has been to some extent inappropriate.

The rural Northern Irish landscape has, Liam Harte and Michael Parker claim, 'a 

similarly norm ative function for her' (239) as it is 'the type of landscape against which she

One by One in the Darl<ness is not the  only contem porary Northern Irish novel tha t depicts a protagonist 
who undergoes such change. A nother example can be found in Polly Devlin's Dora, or. The Shifts o f the Heart.
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still judged all others' (OBO 5). The divergence o f city flux from  her old way o f living thus 

appears to be too much for Cate to bear even though her departure from  Northern Ireland 

was allegedly informed by an urge fo r a richer, more attractive life. Therefore, subsequent 

visits home provide a sought-after escape from the alienating London urban experience. 

Indeed, Cate embraces the opportunity these trips offer her, 'trying to fathom  Northern 

Ireland in a way which wasn't, if you still lived there, necessary' (0 6 0  82). Her dependence 

on the concept o f home enables her to  overcome the fact that the Northern Irish villages 

and towns she visits are now 'tainted by the memory of things which had been done there' 

(83). Even after the fam ily tragedy that 'annihilates a shared sense o f tim e ' (Schwab 3), Cate 

struggles to redefine the meaning o f home and seeks reassurance that renewal is possible 

instead. The city's 'indeterminacy and labyrinthine uncentredness,' Elizabeth Wilson asserts, 

m ight be considered feminine and thus regenerative (7). Cate, however, is unable to 

acknowledge the heterogeneity of the city even though she has 'become a part of that 

phenomenon herself (0 6 0  92). Although she inclines to 'the female imaginary' (Steel, 

'Politicising the Private' 57), the precedent the city provides her w ith seems but 'an illusion' 

to her' (/NV 93). Looking for, she says, something real, Cate decides to have a child.

The novel, similarly to  O'Riordan's Involved, does not reveal many details concerning

Cate's pregnancy; however, the information that is available indicates tha t Cate wishes fo r

her child to  revive the sense of time and home as she used to know it. Her supposition that

s/he might satisfy such a need is as contentious as the view w ith  which she appraises the

unfam iliarity o f the city. It proves equally elusive, especially when the conditions under

which Cate makes the decision to conceive are considered. Indeed, it is possible to  allege

that Cate's unborn child embodies 'a form  of failed mourning tha t operates through a logic
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of substitution' (Schwab 15). Owing to Cate's existing dependence on the concept of home, 

it is presum able that she should find it extrem ely difficult to mourn her beloved father's  

death and hence that she might want to erase and /or 'rew rite  history under new premises 

by denying loss and foreclosing pain' (Ibid. 15). It reveals that the other Quinn wom en face 

difficulties similar to Cate's. In fact, her youngest sister Sally does not openly reveal her 

feelings she has about Cate's pregnancy since to adm it she was looking forward to the birth 

of the baby would mean to recognise the fact that her life has lacked fu lfilm ent. It would 

mean 'to point out how haunted and threatened she had fe lt herself to be over the past tw o  

years' in particular {OBO 145-6). Similarly, Cate has been questioning her own motives, she 

needed her fam ily to accept her news so that she could reassure herself that everything was 

going to be fine. As soon as Cate's feeling that the decision concerning her pregnancy she 

made was not a com pletely wrong one is satisfied, she allows for the fact that 'things could 

suddenly change' (OBO 149). Consequently, she entertains an idea of a m em orial to  the  

victims of the Troubles someone should build when the conflict 'is over':

She imagined a room, a perfectly square room. Three of its walls, unbroken by 

windows, would be covered by neat rows of names, over three thousand of them ; 

and the fourth wall would be nothing but window. The whole structure would be 

built where the horizon was low, and the sky huge. It would be a place which 

afforded dignity to m em ory, where you could bring your anger, as well as your grief. 

(OBO 149)

Cate's older sister Helen has acknowledged the fact that the fam ily home is no longer the  

secure fortress (OBO 23) and tha t 'homecoming can [thus] exist only as a m em ory or desire,

no longer as a fulfilm ent' (Kennedy-Andrews, Fiction and the Northern Ireland Troubles 157).
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Therefore, she is the closest to finding such a place w here she could bring her anger, as well 

as grief. Attuned to the fam iliar concept of home governed by cyclical regularities as 

detached from  the historical tim e, Cate might struggle w ith  achieving so. Indeed, w hile the  

window of the imagined m em orial suggests 'an opening out, gesturing tow ards the future ' 

(Higgins 158), it remains to  be seen w hether Cate will eventually manage to  reconcile the  

two tem poralities that govern her life and hence find relief.

4.3 Rewriting the self: ecriture feminine in Bernard MacLaverty's Grace Notes (1997)

Bernard MacLaverty's Grace Notes, similarly to  Madden's One by One in the Darkness, 

depicts a story about a young fem ale emigre, Catherine McKenna, who returns to Northern  

Ireland to visit her family. Although the reasons for their visits differ, the protagonists  

otherwise seem to share a similar fate: apart from  becom ing/being a single m other, they 

both came of age during the Troubles, struggled to adapt to life in Northern Ireland, and 

found it necessary to leave, yet, have come back.^^ However, the works are both unique in 

the way they address the topic of fem inine subjectivity and the ir protagonists' quest for it. 

W hile M adden's work explores how the main protagonist reacts to the changing concept of 

home; MacLaverty's novel documents how artistic production affects the heroine's efforts 

to (re)define her identity. In 'M otherhood According to Giovanni Bellini' (1980), Kristeva 

argues that besides the m other and the psychoanalyst, the  artist is also connected to the  

semiotic drives and has the ability to order them . She develops the idea saying that by 

cultivating the semiotic in their practice, artists can produce works that break out of the

Them atic similarities, such as these, caused tha t the tw o  novels have been discussed together. See, for 

example, Liam Harte and M ichael Parker, 'Reconfiguring Identities: Recent Northern Irish Fiction' 232-254.

195



constraints of th e  symbolic order. They can reinstate the semiotic into the process of 

signification and put the subject in-process on trial as well. This is why the artistic process is 

not only deem ed creative but 'healing' too as incompleteness of the individual's identity, 

Kristeva maintains, functions as a catalyst for a crisis in identity.^^ Indeed, as the following  

analysis of fem inine subjectivity in Grace Notes will dem onstrate, music and its composition 

play an essential role in the main protagonist's quest for subjectivity as well as in her 

perception of her m otherhood and future.

From early on, it becomes apparent that Catherine is exceptionally perceptive to the  

musical attributes of the  world around her. In fact, the text indicates, she has been so ever 

since she was a child. Intrigued by the wide diversity of surrounding sounds and the  

ambiance they could produce, Catherine played with them  too, creating her own little  

compositions:

Catherine had loved the slide. Ding dang dung ding dong. Ascending notes as she'd 

run up the iron steps -  sleeth -  she'd slide down the shute and then race back to  

climb the steps. Ding dang dung ding dong running up, sleeth, down again. She must 

have been the only child in the tow n who liked running up the steps better than  

sliding down the shute. The shute was just a quicker way of getting back to  her the  

ringing of her shoes on the iron steps.

A simple childish game, however, this activity is also an early indication of Catherine's ability 

to  transcend the generally accepted connotations m ediated by music; a quality which later

Kristeva's discussion of art and the  signification process can also be found in Revolution in Poetic Language. 
Although the  text deals predom inantly w ith  poetic language, Kristeva asserts tha t semiotic processes are 

elem ental to  art in general and her claims are thus relevant to  considerations of music composition too.
(London: Cape, 1997): 176. All the  subsequent references to  the  novel come from  the  Vintage 1998 edition  

and will be hereafter stated parenthetically in the text.
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manifests itself quite evidently through how Catherine perceives the Lambeg drums. In 

fact, for Catherine, rich musical diversity gradually becomes a welcom e alternative to  the  

narrow-m indedness of her parents' culture, especially to  the  rigid, strict conventions it 

requires her to follow. Unable to assume such a position that would be in accord w ith  w hat 

she had hoped for herself (as the way she has tried to assert herself is considered excessive 

and, mainly, unsuitable for a female),^® Catherine turns to  composition as to a means tha t  

allows her a certain feeling of authority. However, the text points to  the fact tha t to  

establish herself as a fem ale composer in a predom inantly male field can be equally  

complicated as it is for wom en who attem pt to gain control over their own lives in a 

patriarchal society in general.

The difficulties Catherine encounters during her quest for artistic self-realization  

resemble those Eavan Boland talks about in Object Lessons (1995) as she struggles to  find 

suitable fem ale role models she could em ulate. In Catherine's case, however, the problem  is 

not the fact that fem ale composers are scarce but rather tha t they have often been left out 

from  the canon. This, however, does not diminish her will to  succeed in the field. Quite the 

contrary, Catherine's determ ination to win recognition intensifies. Nevertheless, the  

intentions which inform such a resolution prove, as the following paragraphs will docum ent, 

equally detrim ental as they might seem creditable. In fact, they contribute to Catherine's 

identity crisis. Aggrieved by how she herself has been treated  by the patriarchal

Although repeatedly made aware of the fact that this musical instrument embodies Protestant alleged 
supremacy over the Catholics, Catherine does not allow that to prevent her from appreciating its musicality 
(GA/8).

For example, Catherine wanted to serve at the altar, yet, was not, much to her despair, allowed to do so as 
such a position was designated for boys only (CN 73).
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establishment, Catherine amends a poster showing the masters of classical music so that it 

would suit her taste better:

At the top right-hand corner she had, w ith a mapping pen, printed w ith extrem e  

neatness her own name and a brief biography. It was in the tone o f the other entries 

and she stuck it into a gap between  Harrison Birtwistle and Karlheinz Stockhausen, 

just above Luigi Nono. (GN 229, emphasis added)

Catherine must have known of other fem ale composers as she owned the N orton/G rove  

Dictionary (GN 219), however, the inform ation she adds to the poster to make it more 

satisfactory concerns her work only. The way Catherine stylises her entry indicates that at 

the tim e of the act she wanted to establish herself as a m em ber of the 'testosterone  

brigade' rather than to subvert its exclusionary practices as a m aestro. Despite the fact that 

Birtwistle's, Stockhausen's and Nono's works underm ine the notion of conventional musical 

composition, the male predominance as such is not gainsaid. Although Catherine seems 

satisfied with how she changed the poster and w ith w hat she has, in terms of her career, 

achieved so far, her efforts to succeed by trying to equal the 'testosterone brigade' instead 

of exploring her own unique ecriture fem inine  are damaging.

W hile the etiology of postpartum depression Catherine suffers from  is varied,^® it is 

evident that the major factor that has contributed to the onset of her condition is the clash 

betw een her v/ill to succeed, in the name of which she suppressed her fem ininity, and her 

unexpected pregnancy. In her article 'The Laugh of the Medusa' (1976), Helene Cixous 

argues that if a wom an is to  attain accurate self-representation, she should not strive to

For an overviev/ o f  p o s t-p a rtu m  depression e tio lo gy , see, fo r  exam p le , A drian  I. R osenfield  N e w  Research in 

P o stp artu m  Depression.
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adopt the self-same discourse as tha t of patriarchy from  which she is trying to  extricate  

herself. Such efforts might, at times, seem to  allow wom en to achieve success; yet, the ir 

actual effectiveness is questionable. In fact, paraphrasing Cixous' claim, since the discourse 

Catherine has adopted to succeed in the music field equals that of its male establishm ent 

which cannot represent her m otherhood experience, it is inevitable that she should undergo 

a crisis. Having been exposed to  Irish nationalist patriarchal ideology which claims that 

w om en, as m others, should attend to the ir children's needs (not to the ir own), and that 

the ir fu lfilm ent should come from  carrying out the m aternal role only, Catherine thinks it is 

impossible for her to  be both a m other and a composer at the same tim e. Her distress 

increases as she is afraid that her m otherhood might purge her of her musical reflex and 

tha t she would, consequently, lose her laboriously gained social status. This reference to  the 

negative impact of her indoctrination confirms how profoundly patriarchal symbolism has 

affected Irish society. Since Catherine has not yet discovered and (re)created her ecriture  

feminine, she conceives dark thoughts of com m itting infanticide in order to resolve her crisis 

(GN  175-6). Therefore, at this stage of the story, the child is perceived as something which 

prevents rather than embodies the future.

However, Catherine eventually discovers that the 'wom en's imaginary is 

inexhaustible' (Cixous 245) and tha t it is possible to 'refuse to be based within "lack"' 

(Jackson 112). She is suddenly stirred out of her lethargy when she is, quite harshly, forced  

to  realise that she needs to  'reject mastery for mystery' (Ibid. 112). Catherine comes to 

understand it is not her child who threatens her creativity but her partner's arrogance and 

jealousy: during one of his anger fits, he deliberately attem pts to 'crush her fingers in the  

jam b of the  door' {GN 241), which would render Catherine unable to  play and therefore
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impede her ability to  compose music. This episode enacts the patriarchal hegemony the 

negative restrictions of which Catherine has to  deal with.

Urged to contemplate her situation, Catherine sets o f fo r a walk by the sea during 

which she finally concedes that the tw o aspects that constitute her self -  music and 

fem in in ity -  are governed by a similar temporality, cyclical time, and hence might co-exist.

In 'Women's Time' (1981), Kristeva asserts that when women come to terms w ith the fact 

that fem inine subjectivity is governed by principles which impose a tem porality on the ir 

lives 'whose stereotyping may shock,' yet, which, at the same time, is in 'unison w ith what is 

experienced as extra-subjective time,' they will experience 'unnameable Jouissance' (16, 

emphasis in original). Indeed, when Catherine attunes her self to  what Kristeva terms as 

'women's tim e,' her musical reflex begins to be restored to power, w ith renewed urgency:

Catherine sat there by the sea, lost in her ears. Pre-hearing. Suddenly she heard a 

sound. A gentle trem olo of strings of d ifferent tones [...] What a mysterious process 

it was. Inner-hearing. Her heart began to beat faster as she took hold of the idea and 

she fe lt excitement rising in her [...] In this place, at this moment, sounds were 

shaping themselves [...] She heard the music in the silence of her head. (GN 214, 

emphasis in original)

Catherine's subsequent efforts to develop the musical idea she conceived by the sea's edge 

into a full orchestra piece echo Cixous' claim that the immense resources of feminine 

unconscious spring forth when a woman explores her censored feminine self (880). The text 

claims Catherine's piece was an 'organism', 'a spore' lying dormant inside her waiting for the 

right conditions to germinate and all Catherine had to do was to go 'down into herself, into
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the strong-room ' to which her fem ale self was previously confined and see 'w hat she could 

come up w ith ' (GN 247).

Upon the return from  her inner vault, Catherine begins to w rite 'herself,' 'as a 

w om an' (Cixous 245). The piece she composes is a musical portrayal of her quest to  liberate  

her fem ale self. It reflects the forces that have facilitated and /or hindered her pursuit for 

subjectivity and captures the form ative mom ents of her life. The first part, which is dark, 

'brutalising' (GN  273), represents the masculine and w hat brought about her depression. 

The second m ovem ent then is 'definitely fem inine.' It consists of 'visceral music,' which  

lauds the fem ale body and the cyclical processes it goes through, such as m enstruation, 

pregnancy and childbirth. The 'sheer fucking unadulterated joy' in which the m ovem ent 

culminates then does not simply denote the experience of the fem ale orgasm in music as 

some have s u g g e s te d .It  stems from  Catherine rejoicing in her 'uniqueness' (GN 276) or as 

Luce Irigaray would say, her 'own substance' (Speculum o f the Other Wom an  221). It is 

m eant to celebrate 'being human. A joy that celebrates its own reflection, its own ability to  

make joy. To reproduce' (GN  276). Indeed, MacLaverty's novel exceeds the personal.

Through music, Catherine makes herself visible and problem atizes thus 'the long

standing definitions of the ideal wom an as restrained and diminutive' (Covino 30). 

M oreover, she believes that sharing her revelatory experience w ith others who find 

themselves in a difficult situation might help them  find encouragem ent which, as the  

excerpt below illustrates, proves to  be right:

See Linden Peach, 'Return to  Silence and beyond: Speculative narrative in Bernard MacLaverty's Grace Notes 

(1997) and John Banville's Birchwood  (1973)' 198-218.
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That night I listened to your concert -  just before Christmas -  the same week the  

doctor told me things w ere not as they should be. It was all just beginning to  sink in 

... a person can be too much locked up in the ir own mind -  isolated even -  then  

something happens to say no -  someone else has been through this. You are not the  

only one. I am  where you have been. Your music spoke to me that night. (GN  112, 

emphasis in original)

Some might object that to render Catherine's musical manifesto revolutionary is rather 

excessive and /or problem atic as it is downplayed by over-reliance on fem ale difference. 

However, even w hen we do not concentrate on its fem inine aspects, the principles which it 

puts forward still have a subversive capacity as they challenge monologic d is c o u rs e .T h e  

title  Catherine chooses for her piece, 'Vernicle,' represents more than a proof that she had 

been in 'a land of devastation,' came through it and, 'from  the shrine of desolation,'

'brought back evidence in the shape of a piece of music' (GN  245). Indeed, the term  itself 

has m ultiple meanings. In the past, the fact that a vernicle is also 'a representation of the  

face of Christ impressed on Veronica's handkerchief (GN  245) would have made Catherine  

change the title  as she is a lapsed Catholic who disapproves of the Church's dogmatism. 

However, following her acceptance of her own ambiguity by the sea's edge, she gradually 

becomes more open to  heterogeneity in general. Therefore, she decides to keep the title  

even though her piece is not m eant to  celebrate 'his nibs, Jesus Christ' (GN  172) but her 

fem ininity.

Such criticism resembles tha t expressed against ecriture fem inine. See, for example, Toril M oi, French 

Feminist Thought.
Caroline Magennis' article, '"W hat Does Not Respect the Borders",' contributes to  the  discussion on the use 

of the body as a political object tha t has the potential to  subvert dom inant ideology. W hile M agennis focuses 

on the portrayal o f the male body in Troubles novels by Eoin M cN am ee and Robert McLiam Wilson, her 

research attests to  the potential of the body to  disrupt the  dom inant codes.

202



This change of perspective from  the e ith e r/o r dynamic to  an acknowledgem ent of 

heterogeneity and mutual interdependence represents the subversive potential Grace 

Notes  e m b o d ie s .O n ly  when Catherine, as the following paragraphs will docum ent, 

reconciles w ith the fact that her identity comprises aspects of her parents' culture with  

which she might not necessarily agree and from  which she has tried to extricate, she will be 

able to compose her self. Indeed, regardless of the tem porary im provem ent in her condition 

following the perform ance of her orchestral piece, Catherine relapses into depression when  

she is forced to travel back to Northern Ireland. It is not just her father's death but the fact 

tha t she will be exposed to the factors that originally m ade her leave the place that causes 

Catherine to  regress. Nevertheless, upon her return to Northern Ireland, Catherine notices 

that the place has changed, so much that she does not even recognize it. 'It was as if she 

was seeing it all for the first tim e' (GN 22).  Although this initially disturbs Catherine further, 

it also indicates that if it is possible for the place to become opened for re interpretation, 

even the disagreement between her and her parents might eventually be settled.

Nevertheless, determ ined to 'protect herself in her fragile state,' Catherine initially 

adopts a posture of stubborn defence, particularly against traditional Catholicism (96). She 

ponders anything related to  the Church she encounters during her visit with heightened  

criticism:

'In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost,' Father Desmond 

started, his voice light and nasal. The people, a deeper m ore guttural sound, 

chorused the responses again and again and again. It rem inded Catherine of a tape

Indeed, the  concept of mutual Interdependence plays such an Im portan t role that MacLaverty shifts the part 
of the novel tha t elaborates It to  the position ahead of the  section it should chronologically follow.
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loop [...] Like the sparrows earlier in the  day. Cheep cheep cheep cheep cheep. A dry 

sound that needed oil. Rosaries, decades, trimmings. (GN  54, emphasis added)

That Catherine compares the dull repetitiveness of the  preaching to  the sparrows' chirrup 

dem onstrates what her view of the traditional Catholicism is, particularly so if we consider 

MacLaverty's use of onom atopoeia in this case. M oreover, the way her m other reacts to the  

news of her illegitim ate child confirms to Catherine tha t dogmatic Catholicism still forms a 

significant part of her mother's identity (GN  94-5) and that it might be difficult for the tw o to  

reconcile. However, analogously to Catherine's concern about her creative surge she felt 

after her child was born, the narrative argues that reconciliation is possible. Indeed, a fter a 

conversation with her music teacher Catherine comes to realize that even religion that has 

inspired the Protestants' hatred of Catholics (GN  8-9) might, 'like music,' o ffer one 

'consolation' and 'a great joy' (GN  112). It is this awareness which convinces Catherine that 

religion might, indeed, em body other things than strict, rigid principles too. Although still 

distrustful of Catholic doctrines, Catherine consequently acknowledges her m other's strong 

com m itm ent to them , how ever difficult it is for her. Doing so, the subsequent paragraph 

suggests, will eventually enable Catherine to reconcile w ith her m other.

Before the tw o w om en part, Catherine's m other buys Catherine a w heaten loaf. 

Although she rationalizes her purchase saying that '[ijt's a good bread' that will do Catherine 

for her breakfast (GN 119), its symbolism implies it is a conciliatory gesture, which is, 

indeed, confirmed by how the whole episode proceeds. The prospect of settling the issue 

w ith her m other and the culture she represents, inspires Catherine's interest to explore 

w hat faith means to  her and she plans to w rite  a mass even though she is a lapsed Catholic. 

The story ends before Catherine has the chance to w rite  her new piece, however, she
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already hears the first notes of its linchpin upon her return from  Northern Ireland. The notes 

she hears are 'grace notes -  notes betw een the notes'. Listening to them , Catherine 'feels 

good about herself. Suddenly, she knows that 'someday she will be better' (GN  133); tha t 

she might eventually be able to accom modate the seemingly irreconcilable aspects that 

compose her self. 'Wellness was inside her, waiting, on the  edge of its seat. Like the  Rose of 

Jericho. Ready to  flow er however long it has been dorm ant.' Although this prospect does 

not seem like much, it, concurs Marilynn Richtarik, 'is a start' ('The Personal is Political' 113).

4.4 Autophagy as autonomy?: Anna Burns' No Bones (2001) and Eoin McNamee's The 

Ultras (2004)

Reflecting on the current socio-political debates, Neal Alexander claims tha t the post

ceasefire novels put forward a proleptic perspective, while the post-1998 Agreem ent fiction 

presents a retrospective critical view of the predicam ent ('Rem em bering to  Forget' 274).

The following analysis, however, will docum ent that No Bones and The Ultras  draw attention  

to and criticise the same issues as the post-ceasefire novels analysed in the previous parts of 

this Chapter. Although their com m entary on the negative impact of hegemonic hierarchical 

dualism might seem bleaker as the main fem ale protagonists' reaction to  it does not involve 

m otherhood but anorexia nervosa, they still provide the same critical perspective.^'* Indeed, 

Burns' and M cNam ee's use of anorexia serves to  intensify criticism of the hegemonic 

hierarchical dualism the other authors' works warn against as it continues to  predestine

Anorexia nervosa vî ill hereafter be referred to  in the  tex t as anorexia even though this term  is generally used 

to designate lack of appetite, w hile the fo rm er stands for the eating disorder that does not necessarily imply 

such a loss.
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social relations in Northern Ireland. Concerning the current impasse, the following analysis 

will appraise the protagonists' anorexic experience to scrutinise w hether it renders their 

situation irresolvable or w hether the wom en gain certain understanding tha t helps them  

resolve their crises and achieve subjectivity. This then will be considered in relation to  how  

the novels imagine the future for Northern Ireland and w hether they suggest possible ways 

out of the impasse.

Anna Burn's No Bones opens with a scene in which a group of young children who  

have been playing in their street untroubled, are warned by their friend, who joins them , 

that som ething 'dangerous' and 'awful' is about to h a p p e n . I t  is sum mer 1969 and the  

setting of the novel is Belfast. Hence, the children are soon to discover that their friend was 

right, how ever difficult they had initially found her warning to believe. The subsequent 

narrative then portrays mainly the story of one of these children, Amelie Lovett. It depicts 

the im pact the progressing ethno-political conflict has had her on childhood and 

adolescence. Owing to the fact that Amelia comes from  the Catholic working-class Ardoyne 

area, and given the tim e setting of the  novel, it is presumable that she should belong among 

those people whose lives the ethno-political conflict affected quite significantly. Indeed, the  

text suggests that since her early age, Amelia has been confronted w ith a num ber of difficult 

situations that have increased her vulnerability and caused her severe em otional and 

psychological distress. However, as the narrative proceeds, it soon becomes obvious that 

Burns' novel does not bem oan Republican adversity, quite the contrary. No Bones 

scrutinises the role Republican nationalist ideology played in the  disintegration of its own 

com m unity of belonging. It attests that Amelia was not deprived m erely because of the

(London: Flamingo, 2002): 2. Further references to  the novel will hereafter be stated parenthetically in the  

text.
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external forces (the British establishment and the security forces), tha t intruded into the  

Ardoyne area. Depicting the d ifferent channels through which the nationalist ideology 

affects the course of events in the  com m unity /^  the novel actually implies that the causes of 

Amelia's difficulties came predom inantly from  within the alleged sanctuary.

Concerning the familial causes of anorexia, the general tendency has been to hold 

the anorectics' mothers responsible for the onset of the illn e s s .B u rn s  concedes tha t 

Amelia's m other contributed to  her daughter's condition but through no fau lt of her own. 

Specifically, the narrative implies it was the way patriarchal ideology delineates the fem ale  

role that caused Mrs Lovett's failure at being an inspirational fem ale role m odel, which adds 

to  Burns' overall criticism of hierarchical dualism. Indeed, Mrs Lovett has always been 

heavily occupied in meeting the basic life requirem ents of her family (and thus quite  

inattentive to Amelia's em otional n e e d s ) ,y e t ,  she is not allowed the  credit for her efforts. 

She is overpowered by her malingering husband whose authority, although he is physically 

absent throughout most of the narrative, constantly looms over the fam ily. The privileged 

male status is further docum ented by the fact that in his father's absence, Amelia's older 

brother, Mick, appoints himself to  the post at the head of the family. Mick's behaviour in 

this new position then mirrors the m anner in which orthodox patriarchy has treated  

wom en: he is domineering, disdainful, and has, similarly to  his father, tendency to use 

violence. Since the relatively safe private space of home is disturbed by violence that 

originates inside it, the fam iliar becomes threatening and the threatening overwhelm ing. It

These included fam ily, and the education system as well as the cultural identity as such.
The factor Hilde Bruch identifies as the  primary cause o f anorexia is the mother's unfulfilled desire which the  

m other imposes on her child. See, The Golden Cage: The Enigma o f Anorexia Nervosa.
The only encouragem ent Mrs Lovett provides her daughter is a set of rules, which should help Am elia  

comply w ith  the predeterm ined social conventions. The benefit of these rules, however, seems rather 

problem atic as they incapacitate rather than enable her agency.
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is thus expectable th a t Amelia should feel increasingly desperate to  find ways to  alleviate 

her misery. The coping mechanism she eventually tu rns to  is extrem e.

The period m ost common fo r the onset o f anorexia, it has been argued, is 

adolescence and /o r early adulthood (Hockenbury and Hockenbury 593). In Amelia's case, 

however, the  d isorder develops much earlier. Still a child, Amelia is suddenly forced to  deal 

w ith  an existentia l crisis wom en are faced w ith  upon entering in the  symbolic: Amelia and 

her sisters see th e ir  fa ther's  battered body lying m otionless on the  flo o r in th e ir living room  

and th e ir minds fill 'to  the  brim  w ith  a question. If th e ir  da was lying there, and he was, 

unbreakable and ye t broken, w hat chance was there  going to  be fo r any o f them  in the 

w orld? ' (NB 64). It is at th is m om ent, when Amelia loses hope tha t her long-neglected needs 

m ight ever be m et, the  narrative implies, tha t the  coping mechanism she adopts in response 

to  the  grave s itua tion  crystallises.

Consequently, Amelia, sim ilarly to  MacLaverty's Catherine, creates a 'c ryp t' inside

her self to  which she confines her unfu lfilled  needs. Such behaviour, Gabriele Schwab

m aintains, is qu ite  typical o f traum atic  events when a person tries to  suppress unpleasant

feelings induced by the unsettling situations. To keep the desires inside the crypt and to

prevent her conscience from  awaking to  them , Amelia disciplines her body through strict

anorexic routine. As her longing fo r love and understanding cannot be satisfied, she decides

th a t her hunger fo r  food w ill no t be either. Such a resolution m irrors the be lie f many

anorectics often adhere to : if only th e ir physical m a tte r would shrink, than w hatever else is

w rong w ould  disappear too  (Orbach). Consequently, her ab ility  to  lose weight, in o the r

words to  master her body, gradually proves to  Amelia th a t she m ight be able to  overcome

her o the r issues too . However, as the fo llow ing paragraphs w ill docum ent, anorexia cannot,
208



contrary to Amelia's belief, enable her to gain pow er over her life. In fact, it makes her more  

vulnerable to  the constraints from  which she has tried to extricate herself.

Although Amelia thinks she has resolved her predicam ent, the change of her 

behaviour consequent upon the solution is perceived as a threat because it deviates from  

the generally accepted norms. Indeed, Amelia's 'arm-swinging vigour' induces 'spasms of 

hatred' and hence Amelia is to be 'incapacitated' in a m anner that resembles rape: they  

'agreed to jum p their sister, get her down, stop her from  moving, partially restrict her air 

passage and stick as many things as they could up inside her' (NB 122). Such an incident 

confirms the claim that the more weight anorectics lose, the more at the centre of 'negative' 

attention they get.

In a reaction to such a confrontation, Amelia does not refrain from  fasting but moves 

away; first from  her familial home and then from  Northern Ireland altogether. Geographical 

detachm ent, however, is another defence mechanism which simply helps to alleviate the  

consequences of one's underlying issues, it does not resolve them . It delays the breakdown  

Amelia is to  have as it is not possible to keep w hat is hidden in the crypt suppressed 

forever.^® Indeed, as the narrative documents, the adaptive behavioural patterns Amelia 

adopts cannot, in themselves, bring a solution to the problems that have induced the need 

for them  in the first place. 'Chinks' appear in Amelia's 'arm our' and her inner 'fortress' 

eventually crumbles. Nevertheless, the crisis Amelia consequently goes through allows her 

to come to a certain realisation tha t might help her resolve her predicam ent and that might, 

possibly, prevent the need to adopt such strategic behaviour in the future.

See, Schwab, Haunting Legacies 2.
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Before we exam ine the understanding Amelia acquires, we will discuss a d ifferent 

case of anorexia portrayed in another contem porary Northern Irish novel; that of Lorna 

Agnew's in Eoin M cNam ee's The Ultras, so as to com pare it w ith Amelia's. Contrasting the  

tw o cases, it will become fully apparent that the impact anorexia has on Amelia's self

conception is not as negative as might initially seem. Indeed, although both the girls 

originally turn to anorexia to gain control over their bodies, it is Amelia who eventually  

manages to  achieve some agency, while Lorna fails to  do so. It is the protagonists' 

conception of identity represented by the different 'styles of body usage'"'° they adopt, 

which determ ines the course of their illness and its outcom e. Hence the subsequent 

paragraphs will com pare the protagonists' respective styles of em bodim ent and w hether (or 

not) they change their perspective of it as the stories proceed.

Similarly to  Amelia and, for that m atter, to most of the anorectics, Lorna Agnew also 

turns to anorexia as she believes it might help her to  achieve pow er over her own life. 

Coming from  a rather problem atic b a c k g ro u n d ,w h ic h  leaves her psychological and 

em otional needs unsatisfied, Lorna arrives at a decision that her hunger for food will not be 

satiated either. To stop the feeling of 'hungry pain' she has inside herself, Lorna applies the  

com mon strategy all anorectics turn to  and works thus 'a denial of her own presence'.^^ 

Apart from  the actual reduction of her flesh through voluntary starvation, Lorna implements  

additional strategies to further divert attention away from  herself: she wears loose, shabby 

clothes that hide her body (TU  256); uses no make-up; and renounces all m aterial

On the  overview  of these styles of body uses, see, A rthur W . Frank, 'For a Sociology of the  Body: An 

Analytical Approach' 36-102.
Lorna's father is a com promised policeman w/ho served a sentence for conspiracy; her m other is a neurotic, 

and both of them  have a drinking problem. Although Lorna lives predom inantly w/lth her m other as her parents 

had eventually got divorced, the ir occasional fights further threaten  her well-being.
Eoin M cN am ee, The Ultras  (London: Faber and Faber, 2004): 70, 73. Further references to  the  novel will be 

hereafter stated parenthetically in the text.
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possessions of sentimental value as they are 'impediments to the self (TU 110). Since she 

has come to have little faith in her environment, she withdraws from it."*̂

Lorna's strategic behaviour initially appears effective as 'the meagreness of her flesh' 

seems to have given her an authority that 'ran beyond her years' ( TU 180). Such an 

impression, however, is fallacious. Contrary to Lorna's wish to become 'invisible', only a 

small number of people look at her with 'laconic bounty of their gaze' {TU 20). Moreover, 

the needs Lorna suppressed to avoid the 'stern assay' to which she has been exposed works, 

as in Amelia's case, contrariwise: the more weight Lorna loses, the more attention she 

actually brings on herself to bear. In fact, Lorna is not allowed to seize 'the power of the 

hidden, of that which was removed from the common gaze,' (TU 140) precisely because she 

is unable to avoid being gazed upon. This, however, does not discourage Lorna from trying.

Emboldened by the initial, if illusory, success, Lorna persists in her ordeal with fierce 

determination. Consequently, anorexia takes a complete hold of her, which becomes 

apparent when we compare the symptoms she manifests with the classical symptomatology 

of the illness: Lorna becomes so thin that one could 'see each rib, the actual operation of 

the skeleton, its articulate motion under the skin' (TU 70). However, she still sees a 'fat girl' 

in the mirror, refuses to acknowledge she is ill and continues to lose weight (TU 108). That 

Lorna reaches 'the point of irreversible damage' (TU 108), is evidenced by her amenorrhea 

and failing eyesight. Nevertheless, not even the fact that her 'body turns on itself makes 

Lorna quit and, though 'ultra tired and ultra sick,' she goes on fasting (TU 255).

Such dissociative behaviour, Orbach argues, manifests one's 'despair and anguish about relating'. See, 
H unger Strike  81.
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M oreover, Lorna keeps looking for additional ways to ensure her self is well 

protected against the possible intrusions from  outside. In her search, she is inspired by 

another character from  the story that had the ability to 'hide' his self inside himself; who 

was 'ultra secret' and did not 'give anything away no m atter w hat' (TU 255). However, Lorna 

observes that since she is a girl, it is impossible for her to im plem ent such a skill herself (TU 

179) because she is constantly being under the patriarchal gaze. Since her body is perceived 

as lacking, Lorna welcomes the fact that it might 'consume' itself and that it should devour 

'the eye' first (TU 1 0 8 ) . This, she believes, might prevent people from  invading her soul. 

Nevertheless, this can offer Lorna little consolation only as everything is 'about looking' and 

she, indeed, cannot avoid being looked at.

In Seminar One (1988), Jaques Lacan argues that the psychological impact of one's 

awareness of being gazed upon depends on the quality of the dialectic betw een the  

imagined self-identification of the observed and the imaginary gaze of the observer. The 

narrative indicates that Lorna's frustration deepens as the way people look at her does not 

approxim ate how she imagines herself to be. The further her illness progresses, the more 

sceptical Lorna becomes as to w hether anyone at all might actually 'see' how she really is 

and w hat made her be that way. In fact, she feels let down by girl magazines whose 

guidance she finds insufficient (TU 133), by people at school who 'can't see [things] with  

the ir big eyes' however hard they say they are trying to look (TU 133), or by her m other 

who, Lorna thinks, wants to keep her 'all in a prison that is your body so you do not grow up' 

(TU 73). Consequently, the conflict betw een her imagined self-identification and the

W h e n  a bo dy is perceived  as lacl<ing, Frank m ain ta in s , it is o fte n  suppressed to  fo res ta ll to ta l d is in teg ra tio n  

o f th e  self. See 'For a Sociology o f th e  Body' 55 .
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imaginary gaze becomes unbearable to Lorna so that she resorts to the utm ost of desperate  

measures, s u ic id e .S u c h  persistence then marks her case off from  Amelia's.

Until the m om ent, when the girls are forced to (re)consider the impact their 

voluntary starvation has had on the ir well-being, both the cases are relatively com parable. 

Nevertheless, when Amelia reaches the critical point at which she is forced to  realize th a t  

recourse to anorexia might not allow for relief to be achieved, she eventually restrains from  

its restrictive routine. Particularly, as the traum atic memories Amelia has tried to keep 

suppressed inside her self begin to  seep through the crypt's protective walls in the form  of 

ghosts,"*^ she is finally forced to deal with them  (NB 276-7)  and her old self disintegrates. 

M oreover, detached from  customary constraints, the ghosts Amelia confronts attest to  the  

fact that the order which form erly held space, tim e, and the body in 'a differential relation  

no longer governs'.^^ Therefore, Amelia cannot but acknowledge that reality is constituted  

by free-floating signifiers whose arrangem ent is uncodifiable; unless, of course, she is to live 

in a state of perpetual crisis. That Amelia is, indeed, intent on 'trying to  get well' becomes 

apparent from  the tw o final chapters of the novel which docum ent the transm utation of her 

identity from  the anorexic disciplined body to the com m unicative one.

Although Amelia has previously followed anorexic rituals she set for herself in order 

to avoid unforeseeable events which, she thought, would have exacerbated her situation, 

the text indicates tha t she eventually allows for the idea that contingency does not have to

The narrative indicates tha t Lorna has tried to  end her life before. Her first a ttem p t was meant as 'a cry for 

help,' yet, the response it received convinced Lorna that 'she w on 't be going there  again' (239). This, as the  

story shows, means she will not seek help, which further manifests her despair at how people view  her 

imagined self-definition.
Such an incident is, according to  Schwab, quite com mon as the  suppressed feelings and /or m em ories often  

return as ghosts. See, H aunted Legacies 2.
Feldman, Formations o f  Violence 68.
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constitute a problem but that it can represent possibility as well. Such a change comes from  

Amelia's awareness of the fact tha t her self-conception consists of elem ents w ith which she 

might not w ant to associate, yet which she cannot s u p p re s s .T h is  then enables her to  

develop 'the body's potential to  realize itself diffusely'. In other words, since Amelia has 

accepted that her em bodim ent is not fixed but constantly in the process of (re)creating  

itself, she is able to live with contingency. Consequently, her other-relatedness is no longer 

monadic but goes beyond her 'own body and extends to the body of other(s)' (Frank, 'For a 

Sociology of the  Body' 80).

That Amelia has, indeed, interiorised the dyadic relation and unlocked the potential 

of the com m unicative body (to make other people aware of the ir own bodies and relations 

to 'the other') becomes clear from  an episode at the end of the story. Although everybody 

she had ever known who lived in Belfast, 'had never once, just like herself when she'd lived' 

there, 'thought to take themselves off for a day,' Amelia convinces her friends to 'give it a 

go' (NB 298-9) and they travel to Rathlin Island. Their experience there shatters 'their long- 

established, insular identities which they relied upon so heavily' (NB 299) and they are 

forced to question the rules that governed their lives during the Troubles and ponder their 

own relationship to them . As they arrive at the conclusion that 'safety doesn't exist' (that is 

safety of the  predictable) and w onder w hat they are going to do, Amelia tells them  that 

such apprehension is only 'an attitude of mind' which can be dealt w ith and that a more

She seems to  have acquired w hat Ellmann calls 'wisdom of starvation' that the  o ther 'can never be annulled  

because it occupies the very core of w hat w e call the se lf. The Hunger Artists: Starving, W riting &
Im prisonm ent 33.
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adequate one 'can be got from  som ewhere, som ehow' instead (NB 321).^® Not u tterly  

convinced, her friends, however, consider this an option.

Such a stance differs from  Lorna's unrelenting effort to purge her own self of the  

dom inant discourse that had been imprinted upon her body, which subsequently leads to  

her death. However, regardless of the fact that it is Lorna herself who decides to  com m it 

suicide, one cannot help but feel how big a role is played in that decision by the way her 

illness is perceived by others. Although the m anner in which Lorna's anorexia is depicted  

insinuates how contentious one's adherence to  voluntary starvation might be, th e  narrative  

also suggests an interesting parallel problem atizing the differing outcomes men and wom en  

achieve when they use their bodies as political weapons, particularly so in the Northern Irish 

context. W hile M aud Ellmann asserts that the comparison betw een the anorectic and the  

1981 nationalist hunger strikers' protests might be rather p r o b le m a t ic ,th e  subsequent 

paragraphs will contrast these tw o positions briefly to  argue that Lorna's death does not 

only denote impracticability of anorexia but tha t it draws attention to the bleak prospects 

N orthern Irish wom en face, even in the afterm ath of the Troubles.

'Nature (in the form  of the body),' Allen Feldman argues, 'functions as the  

transcendent donor that reem powers those disenfranchised w ithin the political domain' 

(244). Although both Lorna and the hunger strikers aim to (re)claim themselves from  

(institutional) objectifications through the radical process of self-starvation, only the  

prisoners' bodies seem to be 'renatured in hunger striking' (Ibid. 245). Lorna, on the other

Amelia's use of the com m unicative body presents an interesting parallel to  Boby Sand's ability to  'puli' the  

fellow/ hunger strikers over the  'life /d eath  boundary,' as Feldman discusses in Formations o f Violence (242).
See, The Hunger Artists. Nevertheless, Orbach asserts tha t when the anorectic's food refusal is seen as a 

hunger strike, it begins 'the process of hum anizing her actions' (83).



hand, is not allowed to see herself as something else than a victim . W hile the dead body of a 

hunger striker, Feldman argues, is often understood as 'the bearer of em pow erm ent' (263), 

her dead body is simply taken for an evidence of a failed battle. Despite her anorexic efforts  

to reaffirm  her own sense of w orth, death does not become the object of Lorna's survival.

In Transitions: Narratives in M odern Irish Culture (1988), Richard Kearney argues that 

by com m em orating the suffering of 'their Fenian forebears,' the followers of the Republican 

ethos seemed to have operated 'on the conviction that they can fulfil the redem ptive  

promise of the ir m artyrdom '. Invocation of the 1916 martyrs in particular, as Kearney 

suggests, has been understood to have invested the hunger strikers' campaign w ith 'the 

sanctity o f an ancestral rite'.^^ Although Rudolph Bell maintains that a certain connection  

exists betw een the medieval holy wom en and modern anorectics that could have enabled 

these wom en to  claim similar,^^ such a nexus, as Lorna's case illustrates, actually seems 

unavailable to  them . Even if Lorna is likened to 'a medieval saint' who spends 'wakeful 

nights testing herself against the darkness in lonely feats of endurance' (TU  137), her 

'm artyrdom ' is not acclaimed and she does not win public sympathy when she draws 

violence upon herself.

There are several issues that condition the outcomes of anorectics' efforts in 

general, which seem to  prevent Lorna from  achieving similar results to  the hunger strikers;

This is contrary to  the hunger strikers' achievem ents who, Padraig O 'M alley  claims, managed to  draw  on 'the  

lim itations and deprivations o f the ir physical circumstances' to  gain heroic status a fte r the ir deaths. See, Biting 

a t the Grave: The Irish Hunger Strikes and the Politics o f Despair 110-1.
Richard Kearney, Transitions: Narratives in M odern  Irish Culture  230, 231. O 'M alley  confirms such a view  

saying th a t the  prisoners' m artyrdom  was aim ed at forging 'an organic connection betw een succeeding 

generations o f heroes.' See, Biting a t  the Grave, 137. However, many have also considered w hether this was 

really tru e  as to  starve actually means to renounce the past. See, for exam ple, Feldman, Formations o f  

Violence.
See, Rudolph M . Bell, Holy Anorexia.
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the tw o main being the reasons which inform their strikes and the way they stage them . 

Since Lorna aims to redeem  just herself and not anyone else, she does not gain broad 

support. Although some have argued that the 'emaciated form  of an anorectic belongs to  a 

collective economy of images, symbolizing not only her own malaise but that of the  

com m unity at large' (Ellmann, The Hunger Artists 2), only experience of hunger of a unified 

collective, Ellmann suggests, seems to  clarify itself as solidarity or insurrection. M oreover, as 

Lorna protests against her 'own' (she disputes the principles that govern the society she 

lives in), she cannot hope to persuade these people to take responsibility for her starvation 

or to recognize her lack as their own.

The issue concerning the publicity of Lorna's protest is quite questionable. It is true  

that Lorna does not announce her demands and /or goals publicly; however, she does not 

starve exclusively in the private sphere either. Her strike is still, to  some extent, a public 

event and thus should compel the others to  respond to it. Indeed, Lorna wishes for other 

people to  accept her perspective or, at least, to try to consider her case on her terms. 

Nevertheless, the narrative indicates that no one understands her since they 'can't see with  

the ir big eyes' w hat she is going through (TU 133) as they consider her disorder 'a cliche' (TU  

16). The response Lorna's behaviour provokes or the lack of it, for tha t m atter, is what 

eventually impels her to  proceed w ith the last stage of her hunger strike, that 'of 

purification' (TU  252).
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4.5 Conclusion

The main objective that informs this chapter was to docum ent the ways the heroines of the  

discussed novels react to unwelcom e circumstances their lives present them  with to  

ascertain w hether the assertion tha t fem ale protagonists of contem porary Northern Irish 

Troubles novels are 'overwhelm ed by im potence,' particularly 'in the  face of a meaningless 

violence' (W eekes 95) befits the ir case or w hether there has been a change from  how  

fem ininity used to be represented in Northern Irish fiction. W ith  respect to the fact that the  

novels analysed within the first section of the chapter w ere published shortly a fter the 1994  

ceasefires, special attention was devoted to exam ination of how their protagonists' 

m otherhood experience affects and /o r changes the ir perspective on future and of w hat this 

suggests about the prospects on future for Northern Ireland. The second section, which 

addresses novels published a fter the 1998 Agreem ent, then considered w hether the fem ale  

protagonists' strategic behaviour differs not only from  that of the protagonists of the  

traditional Troubles novels but from  that of those discussed in the first section as well.

The protagonists' dilem m a the novels depict parallels current debates on identity  

form ation in Northern Ireland an d /o r elsewhere. The trend is to explain identity as never 

com plete, always in process, and as comprised of a perpetual negotiation between  

com peting in te re s ts .P e o p le  often struggle w ith such a perspective as they fear that to 

accept this changeability would mean they are to lose their unique selves. For this fear, 

Jonathan Rutherford claims, many attem pt to reassert the ir long-established moral and 

sexual values ('A Place Called Home' 9-27). However, such efforts actually further contribute  

to one's feeling of alienation as it is not possible to  account for every experience in term s of 

For a discussion o f such a p erspec tive , see, fo r  e x a m p le , S tu a rt Hall, 'C u ltural Id e n tity  and D iaspora' 2 2 2 -2 3 7 .



the fam iliar. M oreover, one's sense of self that is deeply em bedded in the past, as the  

novels attest, prevents the person from  living their lives fully in the present an d /o r future .

Irrespective of the fact tha t m otherhood experience and /or the child of the  

protagonists depicted in the novels discussed in the first section of this chapter have been  

claimed to  represent bright prospects of future for Northern Ireland, the analysis 

docum ented that the issue is more complex than might have originally seem ed. Involved  is a 

confluence of thriller and romance, it thus appears that its heroine will never be able to 

em ancipate herself. Indeed, the  end of the novel seems to  suggest that the pow/er of 

sectarian politics is greater than Kitty's desire for individual identity. Therefore, it might be 

problem atic to regard the novel as celebratory in the sense of how Michael Parker assesses 

the writing of the 'new generation'. The fact that both the opening and closing chapters are 

informed by actual or promised acts of violence, respectively, indicates w hat the novel's 

vision of the future for Northern Ireland is.

Although Involved does not uphold the view that arm ed struggle represents the ideal 

way to  resolve the ethno-political conflict, it does not openly argue against its protagonists' 

involvem ent in it. Instead, the way the narrative problem atizes the issue is through its 

emphasis on how deeply em bedded the Republicans' sense of injustice has been, which, 

subsequently, implies how hard the involved parties might have to try in order to secure 

lasting reconciliation. The future, as envisioned in the novel, is not anything (positive) that 

lies in store for people but something into which they have to put a lot of e ffort even if it is 

not certain w hether they will succeed.



One by One in the Darkness is one of the novels in which Deirdre M adden treats the  

Troubles most explicitly; however, its focus seems to  be more on how people deal w ith their 

past and how they process traum atic experience rather than on entertaining the idea of 

how the ir future might or should look like. It is true that the novel reflects a specific 

historical m om ent that might suggest a certain optimism , yet, 'the present day reality within  

the novel contains no ceasefire' (Steel, 'Politicising the Private' 59). Even if one interprets  

Cate's pregnancy as a sign that future is, indeed, possible, it is highly likely that the child, 

too, will be haunted by her/his mother's loss.

Therefore, instead of understanding the novel as a straightforward vision of a 

brighter future for Northern Ireland, it might be better to approach it as an overview of 

w hat needs to be done so that one could move beyond violence and avoid its repetition. In 

particular, the novel is a poignant testim ony of traum a one experiences after a catastrophic 

loss of a loved one which discusses the difficulties with processing such experience, yet, 

which also emphasizes the fact that it is impossible to move on unless the traum a is dealt 

with. Indeed, dealing w ith traum a and mourning seems to be the precondition for future.

Grace Notes is not as explicit in its com m entary on the conflict as some other 

Troubles works; however, its overall message relates to  the conflict and its possible 

resolution. It has been argued that one of the reasons why the Northern Irish Troubles had 

such a long duration is the wide divergence of opinion between the conflicting sides. 

Additionally, one's unwillingness to reconsider the ir principles to surpass such differences 

has been considered a hindrance to the subsequent reconciliatory p ro cess .N everth e less , 

through one of its m ajor leitm otifs -  grace notes -  the novel advocates the prospect of 

For a detailed discussion o f th is issue, see the In troduction  to  th is dissertation.
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transcendence. Indeed, the novel, the  same as Catherine's music, is m eant to  prove to  

people that change, however unlikely it might initially seem, is possible, inevitable even. As 

such, Bernard MacLaverty's novel seems to be the most optimistic of the three post

ceasefire w/orks discussed in the first section of the chapter. It is the heroine's creative  

output, however, which allows her to  resolve her problems and to  achieve greater agency 

rather than her m otherhood experience.

The tw o post-1998 Agreem ent novels discussed in the second section o f the  chapter 

still scrutinise the issues w om en in Northern Ireland have had to  face during an d /o r a fter 

the Troubles; however, it is no longer the protagonists' own m otherhood experience the  

authors use to draw the comparison between the symbolic M o th er Ireland figure and the  

ordinary wom en they depict. The protagonists turn to anorexia nervosa as to a means of 

creating a safe place in the world and of bringing 'dignity w here dismissal and indignity were  

rife' (Orbach 88).^® Indeed, their anorexia does not reflect the com mon anorectics' a ttem pt 

to 'represent and exemplify the values' of the world around them  but rather suggests an 

effort to  find a solution to being in a world from  which they feel excluded (Ibid. 84).

Despite the fact that both the protagonists have the pow er to transform  their 

physical appearance in radical ways -  the same as Cathleen Ni Houlihan -  they do not have 

her im m ortality; neither do they gain agency of mythological proportions. Instead, 

anorectics are said to  be extrem ely sensitive to exogenous incentives; tha t is, they are highly 

perceptive of w hat is going around them  and both the authors exploit this hypersensitivity 

in the texts to com m ent upon the Northern Irish issue, in a m anner which some have found

Such efforts, Orbach argues, makes the ir struggle as im perative as 'that of the  overtly political hunger 

striker' (88).

221



a bit too c rit ic a l.N e v e rth e le s s , discussing the deeply painful but salient aspects of the  

protagonists' anorexic experience, such satirical exaggeration is m eant to draw the readers' 

attention  to  the over-reliance in Northern Ireland on the past as a site of personal and 

cultural identification that has resulted in blindness to the realities of everyday problems.

How/ever critical Burns' novel might seem in its trea tm en t of the topic, it doesn't end 

m erely w ith  (self-)assessment of pain or solitude or w ith the th rea t of being killed by the IRA 

but on a slightly m ore positive note. Amelia and her friends encounter a situation which 

forces them  to question the rules tha t governed their lives during the Troubles and to  

ponder the ir own relationship to them . Even though such activity is not anything they would 

be particularly enthusiastic about, it enables them  to realize that it is not possible to  

desensitize themselves irrespective of how much alcohol they might w ant to  consume or 

how ever deep inside themselves they bury their traum atic experience. That they turn  

tow ards such knowledge, which might be taken for the origin of the ir new  subjectivity, is 

suggested by the scene close to the end of their trip in which they share food among 

themselves. The meal they consume represents the fact that they have allowed for such 

knowledge to  enter the ir bodies, will ingest it and hence might even assimilate it. Their 

eating, indeed, symbolizes 'the incorporation of a lost or forbidden being' into the ir selves.^®

The heroine of Eoin M cNam ee's The Ultras who turns to anorexia for the same 

reasons as that of Amelia in No Bones, on the contrary, does not face as favourable  

prospects. Lorna's act of self-abnegation is, to her, an assertion in death of what life had 

denied her: a reaffirm ation of her own sense of w orth. It is only in death, she thinks, that

One of the  critics w ho refuses Burns' approach for being too  cynical is Danny M orrison. On his review  of 
Burns' No Bones, see < h ttp://w w w .d ann ym o rriso n .co m /w p-con ten t/d ann ym o rriso narch ive /255 .h tm >.

On the discussion of eating as the  origin o f one's subjectivity, see, Ellmann, Hunger Artists 30-57.
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she can become free. Her diary, the w ritten  record of the lim itations and deprivations that 

lead to her prem ature death, is in a sense m eant as an object of her survival, the testam ent 

she w rote so '[tjh a t someone would see things for w hat they w ere (TU  110). She leaves it 

with her father so that he, having experience w ith 'carrying a secret contraband of years,' 

could take care of it. Nevertheless, regardless of his experience, the diary seems too sinister 

for him and he refuses to 'go near' the 'forbidden text' saying that 'there w ere aspects of 

dangerous lore he fe lt he should avoid' {TU 179, 19). Thus even the outlook of Lorna's legacy 

seems rather bleak.

Therefore, if w e consider the assertion that the body, in the Northern Irish context, 

is 'the primary political instrum ent, through which social transform ation is effected' 

(Feldman 9) and apply it to  the discussed fem ale protagonists' actions, then Ann Owens 

Weekes' assertion concerning fem inine agency in contem porary fiction might, indeed, 

appear to be valid. Neither of the heroines manages to use her body to bring about social 

changes to the intent that these would affect more people than those that are close to  

them . Indeed, although their individual acts make the problems wom en encounter in 

contem porary society visible, the narratives do not put forward and /or indicate any 

collective engagem ent.

The fem ale protagonists fail at achieving difference in the sense of subverting the  

structures tha t subjugate them ; however, the ir attem pts are equally significant as they  

problem atize the way in which patriarchal discourse has represented wom en. Indeed, the  

protagonists' efforts to  reclaim the representation of the ir selves and /or bodies the novels

Some might also add th a t the character of the changes the  protagonists' behaviour induces is gradual rather 

than direct, and thus the subsequent transition might not be deem ed revolutionary at all.
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depict are telling; particularly so if we consider the claim that 'real female innovation (in 

whatever field) will only come about when maternity, female creation and the link between 

them are better understood' (Kristeva, 'A New Type of Intellectual: The Dissident' 298).

Kitty, Cate and Catherine share their name with the Irish mythical figure and their maternity 

puts them in danger of being reinstated in the subjugated position; yet, neither their name 

nor their attem pt at mothering correspond to how Irish nationalist patriarchy envisions the 

role for women, not precisely. Moreover, Amelia and Lorna's failures do not highlight the 

women's inability to challenge the oppressive structures but draw attention to the role 

these structures play in their subjugation. Both the novels thus seem to be more critical of 

women's outlook as well as of prospects of future for Northern Ireland.

What the novels have in common with most of the other texts discussed in the  

dissertation is that they scrutinise how society in Northern Ireland works to provide a 

testament that it often fails to honour the individual, especially when such a person holds 

values different from the rest of their respective communities. Consequently, it is 

heterogeneity of the protagonists' stories and of the texts themselves that operates as a 

subversive strategy which dislodges the hegemony of the paternal law by releasing the 

repressed multiplicity. Indeed, the novels are attempts at difference reflecting the 

complexity of life in Northern Ireland during the conflict and the reconciliation process. They 

attest to the fact that there is no single metanarrative which represents the truth and that 

there are 'no bones' about this. Furthermore, instead of understanding difference as 

alienating, as the narratives suggest, people might want to consider it as a quality that can 

help them make better sense of what is happening around them.
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5 Chapter Four: A Case study of Glenn Patterson's Troubles fiction

Glenn Patterson belongs among those who felt that most of the early Troubles fiction was 

'sterile and unimaginative,' portraying Northern Ireland as a 'm orbidly im m utable' place. 

Since there was another 'reading' possible 'which said that change was in fact the society's 

only constant' Patterson believed deserved to have been represented, he considered a 

career in fiction writing ('I am a Northern Irish Novelist' 151). The problem with the  early  

Troubles narratives for Patterson was that they were monopolised by politics, the  language 

of which is rather arbitrary and restrictive. It forces people to sign up to national myths and 

the ideologies it perceives as appropriate and to suppress the facts it refuses.^ Discourse, 

however, Patterson argues, should be noncoercive and flexible enough to accom m odate  

meanings that reflect heterogeneous reality. It ought not to be based upon the term s  

'either... or' but rather epitomise 'both ... and as well as'.^ This Chapter will docum ent that 

Patterson's fiction is flexible in that it represents multiple versions of history. The message it 

puts forward is that things are like this, 'but also like this, and like this and like this and like 

this' (Patterson, 'W riting the Troubles' 18). Indeed, Patterson's novels caution the  readers 

tha t when the heterogeneous possibilities of meaning are assembled into fixed dichotomies, 

the potential of difference is reduced while the probability of conflict increases. Through the  

close readings of Patterson's individual novels, the following analysis will docum ent that 

Patterson uncovers specifically how this reductive approach has affected the d ifferent 

stages of the predicam ent. Consequently, this Chapter will be subdivided into four sections

’ Patterson's view  of the language of politics resembles Giorgio Agamben's claim tha t 'contem porary politics is 

precisely this devastating experim entum  linguae  that disarticulates and em pties, all over the planet, traditions  

and beliefs, ideologies and religions, identities and com munities' (M eans W ithout End 74).
 ̂For a detailed account of w hat Patterson considers a noncoercive narrative, see Hicks, 'A Conversation with  

Glenn Patterson' 106-119.
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according to  the them es related to the particular aspects of the conflict scrutinised in the  

works discussed. The sections are arranged in a way to  offer an overview of the following  

issues: the causation of the conflict, relations between the parties involved, possible 

resolutions to antagonism, and the challenge of com m em orating all the victims of the  

Troubles. W ith  respect to the concept of hybridity form ulated in Homi Bhabha's work that 

informs this dissertation,^ the analysis will show that the overall objective that Patterson's 

novels prom ote is to confront hegemonic hierarchical dualism. Indeed, Patterson's works 

warn against hegemonic hierarchical dualism since it can lead to w hat Giorgio Agamben 

term s 'biopolitics','’ the reduction of life to bare essentials. Therefore, Patterson who argues 

against such reduction calls for Bhabhian social solidarity and for ethical respect for the  

other.^ He claims tha t hegemonic hierarchical dualism is wrong as well as counterproductive  

since the individual elem ents of any binary constitute an organic part of their alleged 

opposites.^ Appealing to  people to  be more to lerant of one another by making them  realise 

'the other' constitutes an inseparable part of the ir concept of self which epitomises the  

social benefit Patterson's oeuvre brings.

^The dissertation proceeds predom inantly  from  Homi Bhabha's The Location o f Culture (1994) tha t has 
influenced the  developm ent o f critical spatial awareness, which plays an im portant role in Patterson's works. 

For Agamben's explanation of the concept, see the publications from  his ongoing Homo Sacer project, such as 

Hom o Sacer: Sovereign Pow er and Bare Life.
* For Bhabha's reissued call fo r social solidarity that proceeds from  his hybridity theory, see 'Another Country'. 
^Such interconnectedness and interdependence, M ark Currie argues, are qualities typical of relations betw een  

the  sides of any binary. See, Difference.

226



I.

'The slide towards the troubles'

The chronologies of the Troubles commonly open w ith the disturbances that followed the  

civil rights protests and marches in 1968 and 1969, focusing thus on the public 

manifestations of the conflict rather than on its underlying causes and incentives. In his 

fourth  literary account of life in contem porary Northern Ire la n d / The International (1999), 

Glenn Patterson considers the period that preceded those eruptions of violence. Namely,

The International imagines the events that took place in the eponymous hotel on the  day 

before the Northern Irish Civil Rights Association (NICRA) inaugural meeting on January 29**̂  

1967.® As a hotel, the International was a place where people from  different strata of 

Northern Irish society gathered. Its bars, in particular, are said to  have served as a haven to  

clients that have comprised not only the hotel guests and regulars but, due to its location 

behind the City Hall, numerous councillors too, 'Nationalist as well as Unionist'.^ W hile the  

narrative asserts that those councillors appeared 'sometimes both together' and even 

joined in the enjoym ent of the shared stories (Tl 36), perhaps alluding to the relative  

norm ality of the period, the overall atm osphere the novel presents actually points to  the  

fact tha t 'the slide towards the troubles' had already begun though few  if any at the tim e  

recognised it. Indeed, the narrative which, the following paragraphs will docum ent, allows 

for an insight into the reasons that gave rise to the aforem entioned disturbances,

 ̂ Patterson has also published works th a t deal w ith  historical periods tha t preceded the  m odern conflict. 
Nam ely, Once Upon a Hill: Love in Troubled Times (2008), a m em oir and a fam ily story that depicts the fate  of 
Patterson's grandparents, and The M ill fo r  Grinding Old People Young (2012), a novel that charts the  

nineteenth  century industrialisation of Belfast,
® The detailed account of the NICRA constitution and the five dem ands concerning human rights it pursued is 

available on the  CAIN w eb service; < h ttp ://ca in .u ls t.ac .uk /even ts /crigh ts /n icra /n icra781.h tm >.
® The In ternational (London: Anchor, 1999): 36. Further references to  the novel will hereafter be stated  

parenthetically in the text.
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unearthing the 'unpleasant' things that made Belfast lurch 'nearer to  its unpleasant fu ture ' 

(Tl 49).

The International is narrated by a form er barman from the local Blue Bar, Danny 

Hamilton, who recounts the events of the day from his experience and that of his 

acquaintances years after the hotel ceased to exist. W ith respect to  the employment 

situation in Northern Ireland at that time, the narrative reveals that Danny was given the 

barman position due to the fact that his predecessor had just been k ille d .H e re , Patterson 

explores the issue that it was unemployment and its inevitable consequences which were, in 

the context o f the Northern Irish conflict, highly correlated w ith sectarian violence. Opposed 

to the determinism typical o f early Troubles fiction. The International attests that certain 

causes fo r the upcoming disturbances could have been eliminated non-violently; that the 

overall situation could have been alleviated and hence the conflict may have been 

prevented. To substantiate these claims the narrative elaborates how the distinctive social 

context and governance of Northern Ireland affected the decision-making processes 

concerning the Belfast Urban Motorway. It discusses the plans fo r the new motorway 

system that underline 'the contradictory needs o f the people of Belfast and what they were 

and were not prepared to accept -  and pay fo r -  to keep the ir city moving' (Johnston 

quoted in Meban np). This is in order to identify the problematic issues that had impacted 

on the development of the socio-political situation.

The story refers to the actual m urder o f an eighteen-year-old  Catholic barm an, Peter W ard , by the UVF on 

June 26'*' 1966. W hile the narrative m entions this sectarian m urder several times, Patterson focuses on 

unearthing the  underlying issues th a t had led to  it rather than on the act itself.
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In 1967, The International intimates, Belfast 'as ever was light a few thousand' jobs/^  

The Belfast Urban Motorway, proposed three years earlier as part of the regional plan fo r 

the city, could have made 'up a little  of the shortfall' (Tl 33) as it was supposed to  provide 

employment fo r 'over 2,000 people' (Meban np). Apart from  the overt ambition and 

expense the scheme has been criticised for,^^ the narrative details other issues related to its 

the plans that proved to  have thwarted the m erit the it could have had/^ Specifically, 

Patterson draws attention to the urban regeneration aspect in order to underline tha t it was 

problematic as it implied large-scale housing clearance that was contested on both class and 

sectarian grounds. The novel then considers predominantly the latter in its discussion about 

the presumed causes of the co n flic t/"

The proposed demolitions posed problems due to the areas they concerned, 

displacing the demographics of the local communities. Such, the narrative asserts, was a 

'very sensitive' issue particularly in case of the Protestant Malvern Street neighbourhood, 

where 'any redevelopment' is claimed to  have been interpreted 'as a collective punishment: 

breaking up the community'. Indeed, Malvern Street being 'the Orange heartland, the 

Empire's fucking belly-button,' such reaction manifests the Protestant fear of losing power 

to  the ir adversaries (Tl 170-1, emphasis in original). The novel thus points to  a Protestant 

siege mentality, proceeding to criticise the pervasiveness of this phenomenon and to assert 

that it has led to the deterioration of social relations. In particular, the narrative details how

The unem ploym ent rate in Northern Ireland in 1967 was 7.7  per cent, w hile it reached its historical peak,
17.1 per cent, due to  the subsequent escalation of violence in 1986.

On a com prehensive discussion of the scheme and the socio-economic and political forces tha t shaped the  

decisions concerning the Belfast Urban M otorw ay, see W esley Johnston, The Belfast Urban M otorw ay.
The original version of the  scheme was never realised. Instead, a downgraded version was built (Johnston).
Apart from  the issues concerning the housing situation, the class im pact o f the scheme is alluded to  in the  

narrative by an episode about the walkability o f the city tha t points to  the clash betw een private and public 

transport {Tl 61-2).
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certain groups that had manifested such a m entality and of which people 'hadn't taken  

much notice at first' later gained prominence (Tl 88). W hile some of those groups, 

sarcastically dubbed by Patterson the 'juggernauts of iniquity,' might have initially seemed  

'harmless,' the narrative warns that since the ir politics w ere not renounced, these groups 

inspired other, more reactionary, organizations to  voice their beliefs/^ Those organizations, 

which had em bodied the siege m entality, then acted on a conviction about the im m inent 

'catastrophe for the Protestant people of Ulster' (Tl 8 8 )/^  Incited by such, they 'marched  

around the country trying to convince the Protestant people of Ulster that they w ere in 

need of ... salvation,' even if the cure they offered, ironically appraised by the novel, was 

actually 'worse than the illness' they were 'treating' (Tl 88-9). W hile these groups' conduct 

might have originally been considered 'a joke,' such joke 'became less funny each tim e you 

heard it'. Indeed, Patterson proceeds w ith his criticism saying 'it was starting to hurt, very 

badly,' when 'a handful' of those inspired by Reverend Ian Paisley's politics 'form ed a 

volunteer force of their own,' the 'Belfast UVF' (Tl 88-9). This critical retrospective cautions 

against 'the danger w ith propaganda' that 'a fter all is that some people will hear in it w hat 

they believe in any case to be true ' (Tl 77). Indeed, the appraisal Patterson's novel presents 

points to  the correlation betw een the seemingly innocuous rhetoric and actual violence, the  

effect of which became particularly perilous as it pervaded the official politics and public 

discourse.

W hile the novel criticises the relative freedom  of action w ith which the  reactionary  

m ovem ents were allowed to establish themselves, it acknowledges the difficulties those

The most pronounced of those organizations was the Reverend Ian Paisley's fundam entalist Free 

Presbyterian Church.
Paisley was known for drawing parallels betw een the 1641 massacre of Protestant men, w om en, and 

children at Portadown and the then current actions o f the IRA.
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who had tried to oppose these movements were forced to face. Patterson refers to the 

thwarted efforts to pursue conciliation by moderate politicians to further expand the 

Protestant deep-seated fear of losing power. While the text commends the governmental 

efforts to curb m ilitant loyalism /^ it reiterates that any attem pt at conciliation was 

frustrated by the majority of the Unionist establishment. The establishment did so as 

political dialogue was perceived to be a proof of betrayal. This has then justified for them 

the necessity to  remove the alleged renegades from power, particularly so when they 

pointed to the questionable practices of the establishment (Tl 88,171).

Such a struggle fo r power caused ordinary people's decrease of confidence in 

politicians that made some of them call fo r change. This, yet again, the novel illustrates by 

referring to the issues surrounding the Belfast Urban Motorway. Danny reveals that not 

many people actually 'believed in the coming of the Belfast Urban Motorway' as the stories 

about its construction had appeared 'in the headlines of the local papers ... since the end of 

the war, at least,' but seemed to be mere promises made to  divert attention away from 'the 

more mundane stuff of factory closures and constitution-in-crisis claims' (Tl 34). In fact, 

Patterson intensifies his critique asserting that some politicians have exploited 'the planning 

blight' that affected the scheme to  make excuses concerning their refusal to deal w ith the 

dismal housing situation:

Just when the motorway begun to  slip your mind, a councillor, or a minister up at

Stormont, under questioning, would say that housing repairs were going to be carried

The narrative mentions the fact tha t the  governm ent declared the UVF illegal shortly after its members  

com m itted  the m urder it refers to  and th a t those guilty w ere charged w ith  the crime, which complies with  

how the  real event proceeded.
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out in such and such a place, just as soon as a final decision was taken on the B.U.M . (Tl 

34)

This 'cold calculation' the politicians are being accused of is known to have substantially 

contributed to the worsening of the socio-political situation. The novel thus undermines the  

aforem entioned claims those embodying the Protestant siege m entality made at having 

tried to avert the  alleged 'catastrophe for Ulster,' implying that they had actually brought a 

very real one on themselves. Indeed, the narrative repetitively questions the Unionist 

establishm ent belief tha t their policies would not have been contested (Tl 150).^® Ordinary  

people would have a certain notion about the m orality the politicians' social status implied; 

however, due to the developm ent of the then current affairs, they began to question 

w hether those moral implications would prevent the politicians from  pursuing their own 

self-interests. Indeed, the text, relating the situation to Ian Paisley's public conduct, ponders 

w hether the social role the Reverend took on prevented him from  manipulating the facts 

about serious m atters such as the links between his organization and the UVF (Tl 89). W ith  

respect to  the novel providing hindsight, a sarcastic perspective of the situation, the answer 

to  this question seems obvious even if implicit. The ordinary people's reflections on life and 

politics in Northern Ireland constitute a particularly im portant part of the Troubles 

narrative. W hile the primary objective of those reflections might not be to subvert the  

discourses of the establishment and of the politically involved, tha t which they point to  

nevertheless undermines the monologism of those discourses. Patterson's subsequent

The narrative, for exam ple, marvels at the  naivety of the  belief tha t ordinary people would not became  
aw are of the  projected changes, when planning consultations, knowing the  proposed dem olitions would not 
have been w elcom e, had avoided seeking the views of the communities.
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novel Number 5, the discussion of which follows, expands on such m ultiplicity of the  

ordinary and on those who have tried to restrain it.

'We are not talking Hungary in '56'

The Northern Irish Troubles have been claimed to be the most researched m odern conflict.

A m ajority of the studies on the impact of the conflict deal w ith the num ber of casualties or 

political developm ent, while the issues concerning psychological wellbeing and the opinions 

of the seemingly uninvolved ordinary citizens remain com paratively under discussed.

Indeed, interpretations of the changing values related to the predicam ent are relatively  

scarce, except for those discussing the pattern of difference am ong Catholics and 

Protestants in their preferred identities.^® Patterson's novel Num ber 5  provides a 

perspective of the real world as seen from  an ordinary house. The narrative is not about the  

conflict as such and the eponymous house could thus be located a n y w h e re .N e v e rth e le s s ,  

the occupants' reflections on life in the fictional suburbs provide valuable inform ation that 

enhances our understanding of the developm ent of the socio-political conditions. In fact, 

the view one reaches upon reading the stories is more consequential. Due to the  

universality of the issues the stories point to, the view can be applied to  other conflicts or 

political affairs. In other words, the novel connects the quotidian to  the local, and the local 

to the  universal.

'For many years, w hen the  conflict was the  most intense,' Dirl< Schubotz claims, 'social scientists in Northern  

Ireland w ere  silent' (np). The Northern Irish Social Attitudes Survey (NISAS) series tha t originated in the  1990s  

provide valuable data concerning the  changing social and cultural values, how ever, the  m ajority of the  surveys 

concern the abovem entioned patterns of difference. Since 1998 the survey continues under the  title  of 
Northern Irish Lives and Times Survey (NILTS).

A lthough it is possible to  identify the setting of the novel, Patterson has asserted tha t the  actual nam e o f the  

city is purposefully not m entioned in the  narrative.
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Num ber 5, nam ed for a three-bedroom  terrace house in suburban Belfast welcom ed  

its first occupants in the  1950s, the post-w ar period that was characterised by relative  

prosperity. W hile the IRA border campaign was still underway at that tim e, the narrative  

attests that the relations betw een the Catholic and Protestant residents of the fictional 

suburb w ere  harmonious. Indeed, the first chapter of the novel focuses on troubles of 

domestic life rather than politics. Nevertheless, its depiction of Protestant, predom inantly  

lower middle-class, culture for which Patterson's works have been praised^^ serves as a 

prelude to  the discussion of the protagonists' perspective of the socio-political conditions 

that follows in the three  subsequent chapters of the n o v e l . T h e  issues that relate to the  

conflict and that will be examined below are: functioning of a Protestant com m unity during 

the Troubles, and the negative impact of hegemonic hierarchical dualism.

Northern Irish Protestant com m unity has been more disunited and diversified than  

some of its representatives would be ready to adm it, as suggested, for example, by Frank 

McGuinness' play, 'Observe the Sons of Ulster' (1985). The claims at the contrary and the  

related self-image have been inform ed by the fear of extinction raised by the perceived  

threat to  Protestant cultural identity, which has inspired the abovem entioned siege 

m entality. Not all Protestants, however, the novel attests, have sought to em body such a 

conception of identity. In the second chapter of the novel, Patterson discusses the  

protagonists' reactions to  the increasing level of violence to manifest such a conception. The 

chapter consists predom inantly of snippets from  several New Year's parties for which the  

protagonists gather each year at their Hungarian neighbour's house, a narrative device that

See, for exam ple, Caroline Magennis' Sons o f Ulster.
Although the  last tw o  chapters that fo llow  the three under discussion, 'Butler/Baker' and 'Ivy', refer to  

certain aspects of the conflict as well, the  perspective they present relates predom inantly to  the prospects for 

fu ture a fter the  Troubles.



allows Patterson to engage simultaneously a great variety of voices that com m ent on the  

changing socio-political conditions.

At the  parties, the main protagonist, Rodney M cGovern, continuously recounts 

atrocities of the passing years, drawing attention to  the fact tha t the socio-political situation  

has been deteriorating. Nevertheless, no call for the need to defend the com m unity against 

the assumed enem y typical of the radical Protestant loyalists follows. It m ight seem that 

such is caused by the suburb being relatively mixed. However, even when the m ajority of 

the Catholic neighbours move away, the novel does not claim the reasons for their leaving 

had come from  within the suburb. This allows for the  possibility that its citizens have 

withstood, to  borrow a phrase from  Patterson's novel The International, the  duress of the  

'juggernauts of in iq u ity '.M o re o v e r , as the narrative proceeds, it becomes apparent that 

Rodney's efforts to  steer the conversations 'towards politics'^"* have not been inform ed by 

the need to will the whole com m unity into self-defence; all he w anted was fo r the  

Hungarian neighbour, Hideg, 'to take w hat was going on here seriously' (A/5 94). Even this, 

however well m eant, was unnecessary as Hideg's reaction to the  atrocities was not that of 

ignorance. Indeed, having experienced the Hungarian revolution of 1956, the narrative  

implies that Hideg refuses to acknowledge the exorbitantly defensive Protestant attitude  

rooted in the events of the distant past when he asserts that the Northern Irish conflict was 

'not at all like Hungary' (A/5 84). This is to prevent the negative stereotypes from  solidifying 

in the present. Diminishing the defensive needs of radical Protestant loyalism, Patterson's

This also relates to  the difficulties people had w ith  acknowledging how far the politicians and insurgents 

would go to  achieve the ir objectives, an issue discussed in the  previous section on Patterson's The 

International.
N u m b ers  (London: Hamish Hamilton, 2003); 84. Further references to  the  novel will hereafte r be stated  

parenthetically in the text.
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assessment challenges the perspective of the conflict embodied by those who have pursued 

the siege identity as it maintains an alternative to their Troubles discourse has existed. 

Indeed, the community, as well as its views and needs, was more varied and tolerant than 

the Protestant loyalist insurgents had claimed. Patterson expands on the role Protestant 

cultural identity has played in establishment of one's identity as related to the specific 

context of the predicament in the third chapter of Number 5.^^

By the time the third family, the Tans, move to the house, the Troubles have well 

progressed. Indeed, the unofficial welcome in the form of excrements on a party paper 

plate they receive suggests the neighbourhood might not be as orderly as it used to be (N5 

123). However, the family's integration into the community seems the more complicated 

given their Asian ethnic origin that marks them off as the significant other. Also, the 

narrative later reveals that the act, followed by similar occurrences, was not committed by 

the insurgents but by bored local teenagers who simply 'ocf[ed] the hard' men (A/5 125, 

emphasis added). Judging by its discussion of the causes for the incident, it seems that the 

narrative refuses to allow the insurgents' perspective prominence. Moreover, drawing a 

parallel between the reckless teenagers and the insurgents, it actually denigrates the  

authority of the latter. Specifically, it challenges the immutability of hierarchical dualism 

insurgents have embodied, when one of the victims of the roguery befriends the 

perpetrator's brother with whom he then roams the neighbourhood, feeling like they 'were 

a two-man army themselves' (N5 126). Claiming this relationship possible, Patterson, in fact, 

invites the reader to question the allegedly insuperable differences between the

Patterson's first novel, Burning Your Own  (1988), which is analysed in the second section of this chapter, is 

devoted to  the  discussion of one's efforts at genuine self-definition as com pared to  enforced collective 

identity.
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com m unities that have been claimed to have caused the conflict as w/ell as the current 

impasse.

The narrative continues in its subversion of the insurgents' Troubles discourse by 

giving preference to the teenagers' perspective as it charts young Tan's adolescence. It 

asserts the  behaviour normally perceived as a sign of one's subscription to  the insurgents' 

politics manifests, in this case, Tan's efforts to come to term s w ith everyday life situations. 

This challenges the insurgents' allegations about the ir devoted followers. Indeed,

Patterson's depiction of Tan's actions implies the protagonist adopts behaviour typical of 

the insurgents due to  its availability rather than because of its ideological context. Still, the  

narrative criticises the impact the sectarian politics has on the teenager's dem eanour. First, 

while Tan and his friend decorate the neighbourhood in graffiti to  pass tim e (A/5 126, 130-1), 

a parallel to sectarian murals that have served as a means of intra-com m unity policing 

suggests itself as the boys also mark their territory. The more severe though is the case 

when Tan tells a lie about a neighbour as he has no other story to  outdo his friend's holiday 

anecdotes. Although m eant as 'a bit of a joke' (A/5 164), this lie that resembles dem onization  

of the  other has grave consequences. To emphasise its harmfulness, Patterson expands that 

when things get subsequently 'out of hand'. Tan turns to another strategy that has been 

com m only used by the paramilitaries. This is because Tan, while not a sympathiser, is a very 

'impressionable' teenager and the concerned strategy was deem ed to provide results.

Thus, the narrative documents an added aspect of the pernicious im pact the insurgents' 

deeds and discourse had on ordinary people's lives. Nevertheless, Patterson also cautions

Although 'the easiest thing would have been to make good the original offence,' Tan tries to resolve the 
situation by producing a threatening letter stylised to resemble a UVF warning, hoping it would make the 
neighbour leave the suburb {N5 164).
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those w ho pursue hierarchical dualism that their actions, the same as Tan's, are likely to  

become 'a finger pointing back' at them  and that they might be forced to bear their 

consequences. That the ir transform ation would be difficult and its achievem ent a long-term  

project is discussed in the fourth chapter of the novel.

Loyalty to one's com m unity of belonging and to its traditions, the readers come to  

find through the Eliot family's experience, seems eventually to have become an integral part 

of life in the  fictional suburb in the late 1980s and early 1990s. The New Year's parties the  

McGoverns used to go to  were perceived by some as a bothersom e tradition but it was also 

one to  be easily avoided. Conditions the Eliot family is faced w ith decades later, however, 

are m ore sinister. Expectations concerning one's behaviour that have been deem ed to  have 

played a decisive role in the com m unity politics in Northern Ireland have become more  

pronounced. They are also dem anded to be fulfilled. W hile these would often be enforced 

through the insurgents' self-appointed com m unity policing, w ithin the fictional suburb, their 

satisfaction is overseen by a religious leader and his acolytes. The novel thus expands 

Patterson's overall com m entary on the predicam ent referring to  the impact organised 

religion has had on life in Northern Ireland. To be more specific, the narrative documents  

the pow er the Church has exercised to ensure only the desired conventions and traditions  

w ere observed which has contributed to people's submissiveness.

The text presents tw o episodes that point to the fact tha t any alternative that differs 

from  the approved conventions one might w ant to  adopt is deem ed inadmissible. First, 

when M r Eliot finds consolation in faith, the local pastor questions his rebirth as that did not

W ith  respect to the fact th a t the com m unity is a Protestant one, comparison suggests itself w ith  the  

Reverend Ian Paisley's persona and w ith  his fundam entalist Free Presbyterian Church.
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happen through the conventional religion and since he still does not go 'to an actual church,' 

'his church' (A/5 225, emphasis in original). This Church, however, should rather focus on 

m inistration as it, the narrative implies, has failed to provide relief from  the pain tha t 'a fte r  

tw enty-odd years of people being blown up and shot in this city' was not difficult 'to pick up 

on' (N5  218).^® Second, the congregation is bestirred to protest an art exhibition in the local 

gallery as one of the photographs on display there is considered indecent. Patterson's view  

of such religious censorship is equally sarcastic as in the  case of the pastor's 

authoritativeness. The narrative suggests that an artist does not differ much from  a believer 

in that they are both 'scavenger[s] for meaning' and asks should the Church, or anyone else 

for that m atter, be allowed 'the censoring of the imagination', especially when 'the people  

who w ere backing the ... call for the exhibition to be closed down hadn't even been in to  

look at the piece in question, to judge it in its context' (N5  222-3).

This critique is particularly poignant as the concerned photograph does not seem to  

be a stylized one, but a snap shot of a situation the artist simply chanced upon while in 

Northern Ireland. It, like Patterson's fiction, reflects the society from  which it originated.

This then, the analysis argues, implies that those who consider the photograph intolerable  

might w ant to  scrutinise the society rather than the artist. Such an implication can be 

applied to the antagonistic oppositional relationship between the parties to the conflict as. 

N u m b e r s  confirms, the way people have perceived the other of the ir selves actually 

com municates a lot about the ir own identities. W hile the citizens of the fictional suburb 

m ight not be as successful at adopting an alternative to the hegemonic hierarchical dualism  

some Unionists or Protestant loyalists would want them  to embody, they nevertheless try as

A num ber of neighbours w ho lost the ir friends and families to  violence begin to  gather at the Eliot fam ily  

hom e to  reflect on their experience which seems to provide them  w ith  m ore relief than the  Church.
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they do not want to be defined by such a lim ited perspective of cultural identity. Ordinary 

people's defiance of the duress exerted on them by the conflict and its warring sides is dealt 

with comprehensively in Patterson's latest novel, The Rest Just Follows or Up Here, that will 

be addressed below.

'The past is the new frontline’

It has been claimed that the early Troubles narratives, compared to  the works discussed in 

this dissertation, presented a deterministic perspective of the conflict, focusing on the 

blood-thirsty insurgents whose innate violence they perceived to  be the sole underlying 

cause .P atte rson 's  latest novel. The Rest Just Follows or Up Here (2014), asserts, however, 

that the causality was more varied. In it, the author, yet again, actually refuses to give 

prominence to the insurgents' monologic discourse. Instead, The Rest Just Follows ponders 

the ordinary people's experience and its m ultip licity that undermines monologism of the 

aforementioned as well as that of the deterministic Troubles narratives. It follows the three 

main protagonists' stories from their teenage years to the ir middle ages and charts their 

efforts to come to terms w ith what 'the life has contrived for them'.^° The tone of the 

narrative might seem more relaxed than that of Patterson's early fiction, however, the text 

still addresses significant issues concerning the conflict. W ith respect to the current socio

political debates, his perspective on the aftermath of the Troubles is particularly 

informative. Specifically, the novel emphasises the necessity to bear full responsibility for

On the assessment of early Troubles narratives that puts forw ard this view, see, for example, Gerry Smyth's 

The Novel and the Nation, Elmer Kennedy-Andrews' Fiction and the Northern Ire land Troubles or M ichael 
Parker's Northern  Irish Literature, 1975-2006.

The Rest Just Follows or Up Here  (London: Faber and Faber, 2014): np. Further references to  the  novel will 
hereafter be stated parenthetically in the  text.
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one's actions h o w e v e r insignificant th e y  m ight seem , im plying th a t to  avoid th e  

consequences is im possible. Patterson's novel thus echoes co n tem p o rary  cu ltu ra l as w e ll as 

political w orks on m em o ry  and tra u m a  th a t deal w ith  th e  N o rth e rn  Irish pred icam ent.^^ It 

alludes to  th e  fac t those w orks establish th a t fo r som e th e  past has becom e 'th e  n ew  

fro n tlin e ' (TRJF 3 3 6 ). The fro n tlin e  at w hich th e  contested  narratives concerning th e  

Troub les experience  b a ttle , each arguing i t  is th e  Troubles discourse. The fo llo w ing  

paragraphs w ill d e te rm in e  w h a t th e  represen tatives  o f th e  d iffe re n t Troubles discourses th e  

novel scrutinises have claim ed ab ou t th e ir  perspective , w h e th e r these claims are  believed  to  

be tru e  and w h a t does such co m m unicate  ab ou t th e  p red icam en t. In particular, th e  security  

forces' and th e  insurgents' discourses will be addressed.

For a long period o f tim e , th e  British estab lish m en t w ou ld  claim  its ro le in th e  

Troubles was neu tra l, th a t o f a p ro tec to r w h o  was try ing  to  uphold law  and o rd e r in 

N o rth ern  Ire land. This approach, its critics have argued, th en  o ften  led to  th e  excessive use 

o f v io lence by th e  state  security forces since it had been perceived by those as necessary  

and hence ju s t i f i e d .A f t e r  an era w h en  th e  British A rm y w as in charge o f th e  

counterinsurgency operations , responsib ility fo r  th e  d ay -to -d ay  m an ag em en t o f th e  

situation  was tu rn e d  over to  th e  police. The Royal U ls ter C onstabulary had p re d o m in a n tly  

been  seen as th e  d e fe n d e r o f th e  P ro testan t co m m u n ity  (W e itze r). N evertheless, som e  

m em bers  o f this co m m u n ity  did not have confidence in th e  police e ithe r, due to  th e  harsh 

t re a tm e n t th e y  actually  received fro m  th e  fo rce . Indeed , th e  n arra tive  attests th a t  

P ro tes tan t fam ilies , even if less fre q u e n tly  th an  th e  C atholic ones, w e re  also te rro rize d  by

Relevant to  the present discussion is particularly Gillian M cG rattan's study M em ory, Politics and Identity  as it 
clainris the  necessity to  address the Troubles legacy.

See, for example, M agee. On a m ore detailed assessment of the security forces discourse, see Chapter Two 

of this dissertation.
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the police. In the novel, the violent police action witnessed by one of the main protagonists, 

Maxine Neill, against her brother proves to have a crucial impact on her future:

She might have coasted through the three remaining years [of school] and out the 

other side had the police not turned up at the house early one morning and battered 

down the front door. Maxine was too afraid even to leave the room. She heard 

them, though -  six of them, she thought -  charge up the stairs and into the boys' 

room next door. She heard the shouts and curses, the upsetting of lamps and 

photographs, the sound, unmistakeable even on this the first time of hearing, of 

hard boots connecting with soft body parts. (TRJF 3 5 )

Although the position of the police during the Troubles has been claimed to have been an 

uneasy one (Ellison and Smyth), the excerpt above points to the fact that the force 

themselves contributed to the dismal situation. The infamous issue of the police's excessive 

use of violence the excerpt depicts seems the more disturbing as the Neills had 'no idea at 

air what the reasons for their son's arrest were (TRJF 3 5 ) } ^  Through allusions to such police 

practices, the narrative challenges the aforementioned claims about the establishment's 

neutral, conciliatory role as it was the state who was responsible for the conduct of the 

police. It also invites the reader to question the actual effectiveness of the force since, as 

the story proceeds, it becomes obvious that Tommy Neill's arrest was a misapprehension, 'a 

bad case of the left hand not knowing what the right was doing' (TRJF  190). As the police 

cautions the family that they had 'a difficult balance to strike, protecting the greater 

number' (TRJF 191), the critique proceeds charging that the consequences of this

Not only w ere the  parents not inform ed about the reasons for the arrest, It appears tha t the  w hole fannlly 

was ra ther apolitical and hence probably a t a loss to  figure out why the police should be interested in their 
son.
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misapprehension were to  be borne by the  fam ily  only: as 'the re  was noth ing on h im ,' the  

police release Tom m y 'w ith o u t a charge the evening o f the  fo llow ing  day / which in the 

Troubles discourse m eant th a t one e ithe r refused to  'speak no m atte r w hat was said or 

done' o r th a t one gave 'the cops all they asked o f you and m ore ' (TRJF 190, 38). 

U nfortunate ly , in Tom my's case the la tte r is assumed and the  fam ily  is thus advised th a t 

e ithe r th e ir son 'go[es] or the  w hole fam ily  goes' (TRJF 39). This outcom e refers to  ano the r 

type o f policing, the  insurgents' self-appointed one o f th e ir respective com m unities.

Through the discussion o f in tra -com m unity  policing Patterson expands his c ritique  o f 

the  contested Troubles discourses, com m enting on the insurgents' e ffo rts  to  enforce th e ir  

m onologic Troubles perspective. In a pursuit to  increase the effic iency o f the ir 

counterinsurgency operations, the  security forces as well as the establishm ent recru ited a 

num ber o f in form ers from  w ith in  the  com m unities (Dillon). The m ore this strategy proved to  

be effective, the  greater the  pressure exerted by the insurgents and th e ir sympathisers on 

th e ir  respective com m unities to  condemn the inform ers and th e ir kin b e c a m e .H e n c e , 

Maxine is forced to  cope w ith  public m anifestations o f such condem nation and not on ly in 

the  im m ediate a fte rm ath  o f her bro ther's  arrest. Indeed, the  narrative confirm s th a t being 

an in fo rm er is not a transgression th a t is to  be forgiven. The Rest Just Follows, s im ilarly to  

Patterson's o the r novels, however, refuses to  a llow  the insurgents' discourse to  gain 

prevalence over the ord inary people's narrative. Instead, it depicts Maxine's new ly 

discovered de te rm ina tion  to  defy the  self-appointed pro tectors o f Protestant com m unity  

when a man threatens to  kill Tom m y 'if  he ever sets fo o t in th is tow n  again':

Inform ers, Ron Dudai asserts, thus came to be referred to  as the 'folk devil' (32).
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She hoped before she became a dot to him that he got a good look at her face too. 

She hoped he could see that the fear had gone. No more car-ferry daydreams. She 

would stay here. She would outlast him and his kind. Whatever it took, she would 

outlast them. (TRJF 200)

In relation to the danger w ith propaganda Patterson warns against in The International, the 

portrayal of Maxine's resistance is a homage to  people who have dared to stand up against 

it.

The importance of Maxine's act becomes even more apparent as Patterson 

continues w ith his critique of the insurgents' authoritarian efforts to enforce their 

monologic Troubles perspective. The narrative draws attention to another transgressive act 

the insurgents in Northern Ireland considered to be almost as sinister as touting. Through 

the depiction of a fictitious situation Patterson refers to the insurgents' inability to  receive 

critical assessment of the ir p o lit ic s .T h e  issues the situation relates to are the 1981 hunger 

strikes, which Republicans believe are to  be but commended. Indeed, shortly after an article 

whose title  echoes Liam Kennedy's criticism of the MOPE syndrome,^® 'Making the Most of 

Suffering,' is published, its author is brutally murdered by the IRA. The organisation declares 

the ir act was informed by the victim 's alleged 'links with the loyalist paramilitaries' (TRJF 

110). The text, however, challenges this declaration as an attem pt at justification typical of 

the insurgents' discourse in the aftermath of the ir operations. It claims the actual motive fo r 

the act was probably the fact that the said article questioned 'the republican leadership's

For a non-fiction assessment of this issue, see IVIalachi O 'Doherty's Troubles with Guns: Republican Strategy  

and the Provisional IRA.
The acronym , which stands for the  M ost Oppressed People Ever, derives from  Liam Kennedy's critique that 

was m eant to  provoke a re-exam ination of the nationalist sense of victim hood. See, Colonialism, Nationalism  

and Religion in Ireland.
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manipulation of the prison dispute'. Unfortunately for its author, the IRA 'always had a very 

tight editorial line' (TR JF33G, 110).

Moreover, the narrative contraposes the immediate aftermath of the incident with 

how people reflect upon it decades later, which illustrates how the monologism of certain 

Troubles discourses has recently hindered attempts at conciliation. Specifically, through one 

of his characters, Patterson comments on the socio-political situation in contemporary 

Northern Ireland, asserting that 'even though we have put the guns away, or most of them, 

we haven't stopped fighting here altogether: the past is the new front line and reputation is 

its cannon fodder' (336). This commentary is indicative of the refusal to acknowledge that all 

interpretations of the past are provisional. Proceeding from it, one can assume that to 

disengage from the current impasse such refusal leads to, dialogue rather than monologic 

discourse should be embraced. This, Patterson allows, might be difficult but necessary for all 

to acknowledge as 'we're all vulnerable' (TRJF 336). Indeed, the text asserts that 'the 

problem, revisiting the past, is that you can't really control it once you start' (TRJF 337). This 

then might serve as a caution to those who argue their version of the past is the only 

possible and correct one, a caution that might convince them that monologic perspective is 

inappropriate.

Patterson's novels have been criticised for the bourgeois perspective they put 

forward (Kirkland, 'Bourgeois Redemptions' 213-31), which has been deemed to have 

ignored people from the lower strata of society. Those, the critics assert, cannot achieve the 

same resolution of their predicament the author claims for his protagonists. However, The  

Rest Just Fo llows  argues not only that identity is subject to constant flux but that seemingly 

privileged social status does not guarantee an exemption from having to bear full
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responsibility fo r one's actions. The novel claims this at the personal level. The sarcastic 

tone concerning its assessment of the insurgents' discourse might, nevertheless, be 

perceived as a demand that the same principle was applied at the political level too. Those 

being criticised might be reluctant to accept and enact such a demand. However, its 

satisfaction would ideally establish the credibility of the involved parties and might hence 

contribute to creating an atmosphere of mutual trust.

The novels discussed above, as well as those whose analysis follows in the 

subsequent parts, present a retrospection concerning the deterioration of the socio-political 

relations that led to the conflict and that contributed to its persistence. The past these 

works discuss cannot be changed. Nevertheless, the ir scrutiny might serve people to gain a 

greater insight into the Troubles causality that might help them prevent similar from 

happening again. With respect to W alter Benjamin's claim that it is impossible to guarantee 

that violence will not be imposed on the o t h e r , t h e  fact that people might act on such an 

insight is welcome. Albeit the possibility might be a faint one, it is preferable to an inaction 

based on the belief that things will simply go away if one does not talk about them since 

such belief, as The International confirms, is rather naive (Tl 94).

See 'C ritiq u e  o f V io le n ce .'
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II.

'They'd been filling our heads'

N orthern Irish Protestants' sense of belonging, the first section of this Chapter has 

suggested, constitutes an aspect that has had significant impact on the developm ent of the  

social relations in the region. Burning Your Own (1988) details w hat creates this sense of 

cultural identity and belonging in the Protestant residents of the fictional Belfast 

neighbourhood, Larkview, w/here the novel takes place. Indeed, Patterson's portrayal of the  

strategies the citizens of Larkview apply to constitute their identity documents how exactly 

the ir sense of belonging affects the socio-political developm ent outside the estate and vice 

versa. Specifically, the following analysis will assert tha t the Larkview Protestant collective 

employs hegemonic hierarchical dualism to assume a superior status and that its m em bers  

consequently adjust their behaviour to sustain such. W hile the collective exaggerates or 

even fabricates the negative qualities of their supposed opponents, it suppresses 

differences in its midst in order to create an impression of a unified, powerful com m unity. 

This then challenges the image the Protestant loyalist com m unity has sought to present of 

itself. Accordingly, I here exam ine how the protagonists react when the assumptions on 

which they have based their lives are undermined or fail them .

Burning Your Own portrays a series of events during the sum m er holidays in 1969, 

around the tim e the Troubles erupt, in the life of a ten-year-o ld  boy from  the Larkview  

estate. Larkview is an example of the post-war redevelopm ent in Northern Ireland: it was 

built in the 1950s to provide homes for people from  different geographical, socio-political 

and religious backgrounds. Indeed, the narrative asserts that the estate was m eant as a
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shared  s p a c e .D e s p ite  the original variety of people Larkview used to house, however, the  

main protagonist finds out that the  sharing has become illusive when his fam ily moves into 

the estate in 1969. Indeed, the narrative reveals tha t the Protestant citizens now constitute 

an overwhelm ing majority. It appears that certain inhabitants have had to leave recently as, 

the collective suggests, they posed too big a threat to the security of the estate. 

Nevertheless, the reader is soon made to realise that the violence em anating from  the  

Catholic citizens was fabricated. This excuse has served to justify the collective's own 

paranoid insecurity that informs the Protestant siege mentality.^® To docum ent such a 

quality, Patterson allegorizes the  general Protestant feelings towards their alleged enem y  

through a binary relationship betw een the Larkview Protestant collective and a local 

Catholic teenager, Francy Hagan.

W hen Francy seeks a haven on a dump outside the Larkview com m unity a fter being 

bullied by his schoolmates, the Protestant collective takes an advantage of the situation and 

pronounces him an antitype of desirable humanity. Francy thus stands as a representative  

of the numerous 'other' the Protestant loyalist com m unity has demonised. Referring to an 

episode when the collective reifies pow er relationships, making them  appear real and 

natural, the  narrative claims the collective did not need nor seek to protect itself against 

Francy. It has sought to  establish itself in a superior p o s it io n .T h is  assertion offers an 

interesting parallel to the debates concerning the Protestant loyalists' claims about the

(London; Abacus, 1989): 17-18 Further references to the  novel will hereafter be stated parenthetically in the  

text.
This m entality , John Darby asserts, has been part of the  Northern Irish Protestant cultural identity since the  

Plantation of 1609. See, Conflict in Northern Ireland.
"°To increase levels of self-esteem, it is com m on that those w/ho have such a need follow  w hat has been 

identified as a strategic behaviour leading to  inter-group discrimination (H unter et al.). Such a phenom enon, 
Brian Graham  argues, is quite a com m on sign of efforts to  establish oneself in a superior position. See, 'No 

place of the  mind'.

248



incentives for their beiiaviour prior to and during the conflict, which it thus undermines. 

Patterson elaborates the citizens' irrational hatred. He alludes how deep the Protestant 

feeling of insecurity that has inspired such hatred must have been when he asserts that the  

collective actually comes to believe Francy is an asocial. M oreover, to spread and sustain 

this belief, the collective fabricates stories about Francy's loathsome behaviour which 

confirms that cultural differences are often discursively form ulated rather than real 

(Bhabha, The Location o f Culture 2):

'They say he's tam ed rats in the dump.'

'That's rig h t/ Andy Hardy backed him up. 'I heard he fed them  miscarriages he stole

from  the hospital and now they'll attack anyone he tells them  to.' (BYO 10)

These nonsensical anecdotes are so numerous that they actually constitute a new identity  

for Francy. His very name becomes a byword for unseemly behaviour: 'he was how you 

would turn out if you cheeked your elders, or refused to  eat mashed turnip' (BYO 6). Indeed, 

the  hostility towards Francy seems to have become an instinctive reaction as people are 

shown to recoil autom atically w henever he appears on the scene. Acting on these feelings, 

the  collective asserts it has no other option than to defend itself against Francy. It deems he 

poses a threat to its civility to justify its hostile actions, an attitude which echoes the  

defensive rhetoric typical of many Protestant organisations, such as the Reverend Ian 

Paisley's Free Presbyterian Church.'*^

For th e  analysis o f Paisley's rh e to ric  re la te d  to  th e  p re d ic a m e n t, see, fo r  ex am p le , S teve Bruce's Paisley: 

R elig ion  a n d  Politics in N o rth e rn  Ire la n d .
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Since Francy is deliberately presented as being vile, the narrative asserts the 

collective implies it is essential that no one should want to get to know/ the real him.'*^ 

Otherw/ise, it would become obvious that he is only a boy. By no means an ordinary one, but 

still a boy and not the alleged wild man from the dump. This is what the readers are made 

aware of when given the opportunity to take a close look at him, as Mai ventures to the 

dump. New to the estate, Mai has not been fully indoctrinated yet and is thus intrigued to 

get to meet the assumed vengeful savage. However, Mai is disappointed to find out the 

numerous myths he has heard about Francy are not true. Indeed, the closer Mai draws to 

Francy, the more contradictions in the deeply held convictions of the Protestant collective 

from the estate the narrative reveals. It claims that the clash between the way the 

Protestant collective presents itself and the reality is too big that Mai who is a witness to 

this revelation has issues with withstanding it. He experiences what Leon Festinger terms a 

cognitive dissonance as his knowledge of the collective's manipulative practices contradicts 

his affiliation with it.'’  ̂This compels him to consider whether he should remain loyal to the 

collective or whether he should try to extricate himself from its influence instead (BYO  216).

Patterson uses the situation to underline another fact concerning the Protestant 

cultural identity. Despite the united image of themselves the citizens seek to present, the 

text documents that there is dissent among the collective's members. Any differences, 

however, are suppressed and undischarged tensions sublimated. This, it appears, is 

determined by the collective's perceived need to act as a unified body to fight off the 

alleged enemies more effectively, which has been claimed quite a common feature among

His co m p an y  is fo rb id d en  to  all th e  o th e r  ch ild ren  on th e  es ta te .

If v ie w e d  fro m  a B akhtin ian pers p ec tive , it can be said th a t M a i ex p erien ces  th e  pull b e tw e e n  th e  cen trifu g a l 

forces, w h ich  stand fo r  his a ffilia tio n , and th e  c e n tr ip e ta l ones th a t ep ito m is e  his need fo r  s e lf-in d iv id u a tio n .

For Festinger's ex p lan a tio n  o f th e  co gn itive  dissonance th e o ry , see A Theory o f  C ognitive Dissonance.
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the Northern Irish Protestants (Millar 196). Therefore, when Mai declares that Francy is a 

better person than the rest of the estate, the collective maintains that Francy must have 

deluded the poor boy. Instead of admitting to their own faults that have led Mai to such 

declaration, the Protestants are depicted as having intensified their defensive behaviour, 

repetitively: In order to save face and prevent a similar thing from happening again, the 

collective decides it is the highest time that the Hagan family were also evicted from the 

estate. The collective's triumphalism upon the Hagan's departure, however, is punctured, 

when Mai publicly renounces it in exchange for Francy's allegiance (BYO  236). This act is 

received as an intolerable impudence. The collective considers the situation solved as the 

Hagan family are banished and Mai is locked up in his room. This whole episode allows for a 

greater insight into why the relations in the region have worsened without apparent 

reasons; the lack that made observers from outside Northern Ireland question why the sides 

could not get on well together (Ruane and Todd).

Patterson, however, has Francy return to the dump for one last time to carry out a 

final act that sums up his criticism of the monologic, triumphalist Protestant discourse. On 

the dump, Francy stages a mock sale of rubbish for the estate residents in which the items 

he auctions represent their characteristic features. These features then stand for the 

underlying causes of the problems on the estate, as well as for those of the predicament in 

general. The first item on offer is a dictionary which denotes the way in which the citizens 

manipulate language in order to obscure or justify the true motives for their actions. What 

then follows, is a pram without wheels, which can be read as a lack of progress. Requiring 

new wheels so that it could move, it parallels the residents' need to reassess their rigid 

values and to adopt a new perspective on life. After the pram comes an urn, through which



Patterson criticizes the fact tha t even though the collective would like to think of itself as 

respectful, the ir sense of moral superiority is often fa ls e .F ra n c y , the same as the novel as 

such, holds up a dark m irror to  the Protestant collective. However, his audience does not 

take this act of criticism as an opportunity for possible self-reflection. Actually, people think 

the mock sale an effrontery. Subsequently, when Francy dies an accidental death at the end 

of this act, such misfortune is deem ed a rightful punishment for his impudence. It has been 

suggested that Francy, being a Catholic, dies a sacrificial death as a victim to  Protestant 

oppression.'*^ However, the relationship between him and the Protestant collective is 

actually m ore complicated, which adds another layer to the message the novel puts 

forward.

W hile Patterson's primary objective might be to list the Protestant collective's 

qualities tha t have contributed to  the onset and persistence of the conflict, the novel warns  

against any hierarchical dualism and monologic discourse. This becomes clear when one 

considers the realisation at which Francy himself arrives as he reveals the true state of 

affairs in Larkview to M ai. To understand the significance of this realisation that contributes  

to Francy's last act, it is im portant to  consider his perspective of the binary betw een him 

and the  collective. It is obvious tha t the collective needs Francy to persist in his geographical 

detachm ent on the dump so that it can claim to  have the right to  exercise power over him. 

However, Francy is, to some extent, complicit in being regarded as the wild man. First, 

Francy's exile on the dump is a self-imposed one. It is true that he discovers the passage 

which leads him to the place accidentally when he is being chased by his Catholic

The urn was disposed of in a questionable manner, yet it is only Francy's new  use he finds for it tha t disturbs 

the collective.
See, for exam ple, M argot Backus' Introduction to her book The Gothic Fam ily Romance.
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schoolmates. Nevertheless, however dreadful the dump seems to be (Backus 9), nothing  

really forces Francy to  stay there. He knows that his ongoing indulgence of the supposed 

'reign' of the dump depends on the collective's negative perception of him. Therefore, he 

partakes in the estate's charade although he deplores their acts against his family.^® In fact, 

he stylises himself to  resemble the wild man figure. It is only after M ai shares a story with  

him when Francy openly acknowledges how negative an impact hierarchical dualism has had 

on the affairs on the estate as well as outside of it. It is Francy's realisation that his 

subversive efforts made the collective's domineerism stronger that leads to his confession 

about his play-acting: 'a pack of fucking lies. It's all lies -  the hut, the dump, everything ... I 

m ade the whole lot up' (BYO 230). That Francy's admission concerning the destructiveness 

of monologic, determ inist discourse is drowned by the chants of a crowd en route to evict 

the Hagan fam ily forebodes the climax of Patterson's criticism.

The novel does not offer a definite closure or a transcendent resolution; Patterson  

does not strive for one. Indeed, he, as Gerry Smyth rightly observes, refuses 'the notion of a 

single vision of life in Northern Ireland' (The Novel and the Nation  128, emphasis in original). 

Thus, the novel destabilises the rigid, unified images of com m unity and self. Francy's legacy, 

the narrative implies, is that life is as multiple as many 'pieces' of his body there are a fter his 

accidental self-detonation. That to champion multiplicity is not a forlorn act and tha t Francy 

might 'REST', even if 'IN PIECES' (BYO 249), is alluded to by Mai's own realisation. The text 

suggests that he comprehends he might not be able to divest himself of the collective's 

influence com pletely, yet that does not stop him trying to  achieve his subjectivity. Such

A willing participation in one's own subjugation, Annin M aa louf maintains, is actually quite a com mon  

phenom enon. See, On identity. This phenom enon then echoes w hat G.W .F, Hegel describes as defining  

conditions of the M aster/S lave dialectic. See, Phenomenology o f Spirit.
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efforts are invaluable and necessary as 'nothing's ever settled, just let drop for a w/hile' (BYO 

136); the  battle betw een stasis and change, monologism and heterogeneousness is an 

ongoing one.

Power of influence, influence of power

In Burning Your Own, Patterson depicts the impact growing up in an oppressive 

environm ent has on the protagonists' identity form ation process. Black Night a t Big Thunder 

M ountain  (1995) elaborates this them e. It documents the legacy of the past governed by 

hierarchical dualism. Despite its rather short length. Black Night a t Big Thunder M ountain  is 

considered to be Patterson's most conceptual, as well as most complex, novel. Its genesis, 

says Patterson, was to look at Northern Ireland through 'the prism of international events' 

(Patterson quoted in Hicks 115). However, the unfinished Euro Disney Resort in France, 

where the  story takes place, and the ideology behind it, the following analysis argues, serve 

as an overall allegory of the impact monologic, m anipulative discourse has on our everyday  

lives. The novel provides a fictionalised (re)evaluation of the exercise of power. It 

documents how cultural landscape can become a fram ew ork that enables ideologies to be 

constructed.

Indeed, Black N ight a t Big Thunder M ountain  contrasts Disney corporation's

ideological principles with actual cities infamous for extrem e m anifestations of oppressive
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hierarchical dualism -  Belfast, Berlin and Vukovar"*^ -  to dem onstrate that the concept is not

only highly damaging but universal too.''* Such an observation is also made by the main 

protagonist Sam, who works as an 'imagineer''*^ on the construction of the park. Formerly a 

model of the Disney corporation orthodoxy w ith an allegedly 'perfect understanding of the  

relationship betw een the Disney worlds and the world that lay beyond the gates,'^° Sam is 

shocked when he finds out the discrepancies betw een the Disney corporation's discourse 

and reality. Convinced that the park was, at least in its conception, flawless, Sam becomes 

disillusioned, when he discovers tha t the contrary is true^^ and how horrendous the impact 

of hierarchical dualism can actually be. To resolve his internal conflict, he kidnaps tw o Euro 

Disney Resort employees to convince the corporation to carry out necessary changes to  

correct its conduct. The following paragraphs will docum ent Sam's uncanny feeling and the  

effect of the strategy he chooses to resolve his cognitive dissonance. Doing so will provide 

greater insight into Patterson's social critique and the possible solutions to the issues the  

text scrutinises.

W hen Sam was a child, his counter-cultural parents were against his wish to go to 

the Disneyland park in Anaheim because they considered it a pretentious consumerist place. 

Sam, however, visited the park and, captivated by its 'magic,' consequently adopted a

At the  same tim e as Euro Disney was being built, Yugoslavia broke apart. In the w ar for ethnic Serb 

independence from  the Socialist Republic of Croatia, the  Croatian city of Vukovar was besieged by the Yugoslav 

People's Army and various Serbian param ilitary forces. On Novem ber 18th, the  city fell to  the Serb forces after 

an 87-day siege. Two days later, the  siege was followed by another ethnic cleansing at Ovcara, near the city of 
Vukovar, w here 264 people, mainly m ale prisoners from  the  Vukovar hospital, w ere massacred. For the  details 

on these events, see Tanner, Croatia: A N ation Forged in W ar.
The im perative tha t drives W alt Disney and the  corporation, is not far from  the  im perative th a t drove the  

Serbs to  occupy Vukovar -  tha t is the  need for power and control.
An expression allegedly coined by W a lt Disney himself. It stands for 'an imaginative designer o f futurist 

solutions to  theatrical and infrastructural problems' (Fjellman 319).
(London; M inerva, 1996): 41. Further references to  the  novel will hereafter be stated parenthetically within  

the text.
Sam's shock echoes M ai M artin 's crisis Burning Your Own depicts. See the previous section.
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stance in opposition to his parents' o p in io n .S e rio u s ly  and unceasingly com m itted to  the  

legitimacy of the Disney corporation's ideology, Sam joins the company. His experience of 

working for the Disney corporation infiltrates every aspect of his em otional and intellectual 

being. Patterson cautions against the influence of monologism the corporation pursues 

claiming that part of the curriculum at the University of Disneyland, a place w here the  

Disney employees learn the principles of the Disney corporation ideology (Schickel 318), are 

rose-coloured glasses that make Sam blind to its drawbacks. Indeed, Sam thinks tha t the  

corporation functions outside dualism in still evolving reality, tha t it embodies possibility: 'If 

you can dream it, they can anim ate it' (TBN 149). Therefore, he is thrilled when the 'Disney 

Experience' is to be reinvented in France. He believes the new park will become a place 

w here things seemingly impossible come true, not a mere am usem ent resort but a 

m iniature model of society. The city of the cities, 'the living and breathing thing Founder 

W alt had always intended it to be' (TBN 74). Nevertheless, w hat Sam is to gradually 

acknowledge as the story progresses, is the fact that neither the Euro Disney Resort nor any 

other of the Disney parks are not the archetypal cities of tom orrow . The Euro Disney Resort 

escapes the urban predicam ent by avoiding it. In other words, the corporation manages to  

generate an urban feeling w ithout actually creating a real city. Invitation and challenge of 

real life are abandoned as it is essential that the 'unbroken seamlessness' of the park and its 

'to ta lity  as a consumable artefact' w ere preserved. The Disney corporation cannot allow  

that the real work that produces such com m odity was revealed. Therefore, all factors that 

might 'put the "lie" to its uniform social fabric', 'all the everyday functions of the  city have 

been hidden, or banished' (Willis S., 'Disney World: Public Use/Private State' 135-136).

As a m atter of fact, Sam grew  into an ardent defender of Disney's im aginative ideology: w hile a senior in 

college, he w rote an essay to prove that W a lt Disney was the true champion of 'the art of the  seemingly 

impossible' (rS/V 68, 70).
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Sam's insider experience of the park com pletely differs from  the one with which he had 

been subject to as a visitor. His disillusion worsens after he observes how a forem an fires a 

w orker m erely for trailing a prop in the mud. Unable to grasp tha t a piece of wood is 

actually valued above the man's safety, Sam charges at the forem an, leaving the park 

determ ined never to return (TBN 77-79). He considers the  situation solved, however, his 

escape does not elim inate the cognitive dissonance he experienced.

Patterson considers the authenticity of the Disney corporation's promise of 

imaginative freedom  within the magic kingdoms and through Sam's observations appeals to  

the reader to do the same. Away from  the site, Sam ponders the relationship betw een the  

Disney worlds and the real world tha t exists beyond their gates. Gradually, he comes to  

realize that he must have been mistaken to  think it was possible to cross betw een the tw o  

'in conversation w ithout a trace of confusion or lag' as he had previously thought (TBN  71). 

Sam realizes that the visitors are inducted into the parks' program: their dreams are 

visualised for them , their every need is predefined and presented as a packaged set of 

choices,^^ their imagination is extinguished rather than vice versa. His adm iration of Disney 

corporation's politics thus begins to change. In fact, his crisis deepens as he realizes that he 

himself partook in creating the pre-program m ed enterta inm ent. Therefore, Sam decides 

that to redress the balance, it is necessary that the corporation purges itself: it needs to get 

rid of M ickey and reinstate M ortim er Mouse, Mickey's predecessor.^'* W hen M ortim er  

shows up, Sam believes, everything is going to be fine (TBN 27, 65). To secure the  

corporation's attention , he kidnaps tw o  of his form er co-workers from  the site -  Use (a cook

For a discussion of the effects of the pre-program m ed control mechanisms, see V\/illis S., 'Disney W orld:
Public Use/Private State'.

However, M o rtim er is supposedly the original name for Mickey M ouse and not his forerunner. For a 

discussion of this issue, see Schickel 116.
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from  the canteen) and Raymond (a builder) -  holds them  hostage in the Big Thunder 

M ountain complex and threatens to  detonate a bomb if it fails to  m eet his demands (TBN 

2).^^

W aiting for M ort to show up, Sam and his hostages pass tim e by reminiscing about 

their past only to  discover significant parallels betw een their otherwise seemingly unrelated  

lives. Apart from  their physical bond -  Sam ties all of them  together -  the experience that 

binds them  is that they were all socialized in places where oppressive hierarchical dualism 

was a constant. W hether it was in Belfast during the Troubles (Raymond), in post-w ar Berlin 

(Use) or in the American counter-cultural com mune (Sam), the com m unities in which the  

three protagonists grew up defined each in strict opposition to  the other side of their 

respective binaries. M oreover, as is rendered clear from  the protagonists' recollections, the  

collective identity of those com m unities depended upon preserving such an oppositional 

relationship.^® Although the protagonists have left their original com munities to free  

themselves from  their past and to disengage from  its form ative forces, Patterson argues 

against such an approach, claiming it proves ineffective. People seem continuously to read 

them  through the ir form er signifiers. Raymond, who involuntarily took part in an attem pted  

murder, finds it especially difficult to  escape his past. Even a fter he is released from  prison, 

Raymond feels as if constantly, indirectly 'imprisoned' (TBN 139). Therefore, in order to  

escape such a feeling, he becomes a 'drifter':

From Belfast to Glasgow by Larne-Stranraer, through Edinburgh to Aberdeen then

Sunderland via Gateshead. Shopping centres and superstores. Stockton Darlington

^^This, in fa c t, is an e m p ty  t l i re a t .  Th e bag th a t  is supposed to  co nta in  th e  bo m b  is ac tu a lly  on ly  filled  w ith  

cables.

This echoes th e  cla im s co ncern ing  a u th o rita r ia n  b e h av io u r P atterson raises in Burning Your O w n .

258



Bradford Leeds ... He built a home out of this system and into everyone else's. A 

brick here, a brick there ... almost seven years after he left Belfast he found himself 

standing alone one morning before the w/onderful world of Euro Disney. {TBN 53)

It seems appropriate that Raymond finds himself at Euro Disney because, as Sorkin argues, 

'in the Disney utopia, w/e all become involuntary ... global drifters' ('See You in Disneyland' 

352) How/ever, constant change of the locale does not help him to  get the peace he seeks: 

w hile Raymond keeps his head down, so that he almost develops a 'perm anent stoop,' his 

past finds him even in the Euro Disney Resort {TBN 12,133-134).^^

On the basis of the inform ation the three protagonists share, Patterson, through  

Sam, makes a series of connections between 'local incidents and global cultural and 

economic processes' (Brouillette, 'On Not Safeguarding the Cultural Heritage' 317-331). He 

ponders about tendencies to distort or obscure accounts of past events through 

representation of lim ited aspects. Also, he wonders w hether it is ever going to  be possible 

to step out of the cycle of repetitive violence. He concludes tha t the coerciveness of Disney 

corporation's discourse is not typical of the com pany only but that suppressive hierarchical 

dualism affects people all around the world. Given the pervasiveness of the issue, Sam 

gradually makes himself believe that his act could actually contribute to the greater 

com m on good:

”  Similar is true  of Use w ho though is caught up by her past simply because she used to  shoot pornographic 

movies under her real nam e and even though she had quit the  job a long tim e ago, people still recognize her 

and substitute her real self for Use from  the  movies.



he cannot simply leave again w ithout fulfilling the task which was set him. It is much 

too serious for that. The world cannot just be left to  drift along as it is, tearing itself 

apart, wasting people's lives. (TBN 189)

However, Sam's act is one of desperation: waiting for M ort to show up is as if he was  

waiting for Samuel Beckett's Godot. Eventually, Sam begins to realize the unattainability of 

his demands, which the corporation actually never m eant to  m eet. In fact, Patterson implies 

that they could not satisfy them , as they did not really com prehend what Sam's objective  

was and goes on to explain it.

W hat Sam demands of Raymond and Use, and Patterson of the readers, is to 'turn  

some of the righteous anger that w e usually direct outwards inwards, to look at ourselves a 

little bit more critically and put ourselves into our sustaining myths' (Patterson, 'W riting the  

Troubles' 16). Such a dem and becomes urgent if one considers the impact of the  atrocities 

to which Patterson alludes as the background for the story, the conflict in Lebanon and the  

siege of Vukovar, among others. These violent events are extrem e m anifestations of what 

happens exactly when the interests of one com m unity are given precedence over another, 

supposedly hostile, one. The possibility that the other com m unity might have interests of 

the ir own, and potentially identical, is e ither ignored or suppressed. Consequently, 

m em bers of such a com m unity are oppressed, negatively stereotyped and, in the worst 

cases, elim inated. Even though the novel predom inantly concerns the afterm aths of 

atrocities, and as such it echoes the  state of Northern Ireland at the tim e it was w ritten; it is 

possible to  view its message as an appeal to the people of Northern Ireland to consider the  

region's past atrocities while planning their future so that the potential of the lasting peace 

would not be thw arted. Furtherm ore, Patterson's criticism of the Disney corporation's
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ideology also stands as a message to those who consider w hat of Northern Irish heritage is 

m arketable as a means of encouraging tourism.^® Even though some of the investors and 

developers might w ant to highlight rather than avoid divisions 'construing them  as 

som ething of primarily historical im portance' (Brouillette, 'On Not Safeguarding the  Cultural 

Heritage' 318). However, they have to  be aware of the fact that their potential 'tourist 

attractions' are likely to be 'clearly expressive of specific political biases and are in that 

sense both com m em orative and constitutive of social divisions', aestheticising the props to 

local violence rather challenging them  (Ibid. 319).

In The Black Night a t Big Thunder M ountain, the repetitiveness of violence is set in 

contrast w ith the multiplicity of lives and stories in the cities. Given the m ultiple versions of 

history, the novel questions how the Disney corporation (and other agents alluded to  within  

the narrative), can justify its explanation of history or its approach to heritage 

reconstruction in the  parks; alternative versions of history are obscured by illusions told in 

the carefully (and commercially) re-mythologized manner. Instead of the Disney 

corporation's restrictive monologic narrative, the novel encourages one that allows for 

variety and change. The viable alternative the novel offers is the border-crossing narrative  

Sam, Use and Raymond share, which is as complex as the novel itself. The message such a 

narrative conveys, about the quintessential characteristic of life, is tha t anything can be 

anything; anyone can be anyone. Everything is in a state of flux and the old verities, which 

our parents grew up w ith -  when a fam ily was a family, and a job was a job -  these have 

gone (Gebler 33).

This issue is addressed in the follow ing tw o  sections of this Chapter.
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The Disney corporation argues that they depict the world as it is, in its multiplicity, 

however, examining the workings of the park, it is becomes apparent that it functions rather 

on an autocratic basis. Such a domineering approach is most obvious in Walt Disney's plans 

fo r EPCOT. The 'community of tom orrow ,' which was meant to fix the problems of the cities, 

was allegedly planned the same way as an organic city -  constantly changing, never to  be 

completed. It was meant to be 'a showcase to the world fo r the ingenuity and imagination 

of American free enterprise' (Disney quoted in Fjellman 114). However, Disney's plan was 

simply to sidestep the problems that actually trouble the ordinary cities: EPCOT was to  be 

built on a greenfield site, it was designed as an ideal city.^® Such an imposition of order upon 

a model o f a city ensures its true essence is going to be suppressed.O nce the principles of 

the real city are abandoned, so 'too are the rich possibilities of a diverse and eclectic human 

settlement' (Wilson A., 'Technological Utopias' 163-164). Nevertheless, the question o f who 

can occupy a public space, and so define an image of the city, is open-ended' (Zukin 330).

III.

'Insoluble, perplexing and palindromic'

The previous section examined the ways in which hierarchical dualism can affect identity 

form ation and socio-political affairs, local as well as international. Looking now to 

Patterson's second novel. Fat Lad (1992), the following section will examine the strategies 

the main protagonist. Drew Linden, uses to overcome the burden of his Troubles related

For the discussion of Disney's actual plan for the city, see Fjellman's Vinyl leaves 

“  Donn Tatum , the form er president of W alt Disney Productions, once pointed out to  W alt Disney tha t it 
appeared as if w hat he really w anted was 'an experim ental absolute m onarchy’ to  which Disney allegedly 

replied puckishly; 'Can I have one?' (Thomas 279).
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past. In fact, Drew loathes the place. His loathing becomes so strong that it almost amounts 

to a presence; he leaves Northern Ireland, vowing never to return. This is partly because he 

is no longer able to put up with the surrounding atrocities, partly because of his own 

personal issues. Although Drew originally seems to feel comfortable in his new locale, his 

pose of ironic detachment, Patterson argues, only 'masks an obsession with his past'. The 

Expats with whom he meets regularly 'had become just a name to gather under to drink 

Guinness and feel the tragedy of their b ir th '.In d e e d , the exile in England Drew self- 

imposes on himself does not help him to get rid of the problems associated with his past. In 

order to be able to resolve its legacy, Patterson argues -  in line with Gabrielle Schwab's 

trauma theory -  that Drew needs to confront the related issues and possibly so in s itu  of 

their origin.®^ The following paragraphs will document the issues that led Drew to leave the 

country, what they say about the socio-political conditions, why exactly Drew's initial 

strategic behaviour is considered ineffective, and what might be a more appropriate 

solution, for him. The outcomes of the analysis will be applied to the predicament.

From the beginning of the story, it is clear that Drew's relationships with the rest of 

his family are rather problematic. The narrative attests that Drew considers his relatives 

strangers and actively seeks to minimalise his involvement with them. This is especially the 

case with his father. Jack, who wants to 'think of himself as a normal father with a father's 

normal concern for the well-being of his son'. What he really wants. Drew argues, is actually 

'the creeping absolution of the everyday' {FL 77). Jack seeks Drew's forgiveness for the 

childhood beatings he inflicted upon him. Patterson uses the issue of domestic violence to

[Belfast: Blackstaff, 1992): 237. Further references to  the novel will hereafter be given parenthetically w ithin  

the  text.
Schwab, similarly to  o ther contem porary traum a theory scholars, argues tha t people need to  attend to  their 

traum atic  experience if they hope to  come to  term s w ith  it. See, Haunting Legacies.
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illustrate the impact the socio-political conditions in Northern Ireland had on people before 

as well as during the Troubles, conflating violence in the public and private spheres' 

(Alexander, 'The Carceral City and the City of Refuge' 34). Although Drew had done nothing 

to deserve such beatings, he came to consider his father's anger his own fault and 

subsequently accepted the beatings as an active form of retribution:

Drew was in no doubt that he had brought this on himself, for if the family had to 

come back here in order for him to be born, then, balancing the scales, it stood to 

reason that had it not been for him they would never have come back at all and 

exposed themselves to such repeated danger. (FL  133)

Drew had to be born in Northern Ireland, 'the only place the names count,' because his

grandfather was afraid that Northern Irish Protestants would become outnumbered by

Catholics (FL  169,177). Thus, Patterson, yet again, alludes to the lingering existential fear

that has been claimed to inform Northern Irish Protestant cultural identity, the siege

mentality in particular. He emphasises it is widespread and persistent. Furthermore, the text

attests that since Drew considered his very life interconnected with Belfast in this way, he

became convinced that the Troubles themselves were his fault. Contrary to those

responsible, though, he blamed himself 'for the deaths of upwards of one thousand people

in indiscriminate bombings and random shootings in all the corners of the country' ( FL  134).

As Drew arrives at the conclusion that his father's punishment was 'somehow just,' the text

sarcastically implies a question concerning the actual reasoning behind the Troubles

atrocities committed in the name of the Northern Irish Protestant cultural identity. The

explanation often given to justify these atrocities suggested the defensive stance

Protestants claimed necessary due to their adversaries' alleged nature. However, through its
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reference to the unfounded existential fears and consequent manipulation of the Troubles  

discourse, the narrative implies tha t this justification is rather problematic.

Since Drew's guilt com pounded with every subsequent casualty as the conflict 

progressed, he left Belfast, thinking his escape would make his feeling of guilt disappear. In 

England, Drew  worked for a company called Bookstore, which owns a chain of bookshops.®^ 

He chose the job because writing has played an im portant role in his life: 'He was going to  

write  then, of course, everybody said so' (FL 235). This mention echoes Helene Cixous' 

argum ent concerning one's need to  w rite their experience in order to  achieve subjectivity.®^ 

However, as the tim e passed, it became obvious that rather than a means of realising his 

subjectivity, writing turned into a safety valve manifesting Drew's need to deal w ith  the  

internal tensions he experienced. Nevertheless, Drew, fearful of having to attend to  his 

traum a, refused to acknowledge this need. In fact, his failed artistic efforts sundered him 

from  reality. He found it too difficult to get rid of the 'sentence of self-reproach' his father 

handed down to him. Patterson confirms that to do so is, indeed, an uneasy task. The more 

so as the text points to the fact that the beatings Drew was given w ere actually Jack's way of 

alleviating his own fear in the face of the escalating conflict. However, as the traum a theory  

suggests, realising the need to deal with one's traum atic experience is a precondition for 

coming to term s w ith this experience.®^ A realisation for which Patterson has Drew return to  

Belfast.

Patterson admits that Boolcstore is based on the real book retailer, W aterstones. This is a reference that 
serves Patterson to  com m ent on the economic aspect o f Belfast redevelopm ent a fte r the  Troubles.
^  A lthough Cixous' theory concerns fem ininity, its principles can be applied to subjectivity as such, when  

considered generally. The process of realizing one's subjectivity through the creative means is discussed in 

greater detail in the previous chapter o f this dissertation. For Cixous' theory, see. The Laugh o f the M edusa.
See, for exam ple, Abraham  and Torok's The Shell and the Kernel, Caruth's Unclaim ed Experience or Schwab's 

H aunting  Legacies.

265



Upon Drew's return to the city to work as an assistant manager in a newly open 

branch of Bookstore, his feeling of guilt returns too. Drew says he comes back to the place 

not to his past, however, Belfast forces him to submit to its 'metaphysical mugging,' to 

question his identity (FL 52). Indeed, although Drew was originally determined to retain his 

fixed self-perception, fluidity of the urban environment forces him to reconsider it. Contrary 

to the blight claimed typical of Belfast in the early Troubles, Drew finds out that the city he 

left has changed significantly:

The Belfast he left, the Belfast the Expats forswore, was a city dying on its feet: 

cratered sites and hunger strikes; atrophied, self-abased. But the Belfast he had 

heard reports of this past while, the Belfast he had seen with his own eyes last 

month, was a city in the process of recasting itself entirely. ( FL  4-5)

Richard Kirkland objects that the novel, even though it is a bourgeois text, is rather 

ambivalent about the status of capital-as-change ('Bourgeois Redemptions' 213-31). 

However, Patterson's treatment of the topic does not undermine his critique of the socio

political conditions nor the approach he suggests people should adopt to better their 

situation. The text purposely focuses on the positive multiplicity of the urban rather than on 

the class aspect of such.®® This is to manifest that some of the efforts to impose regulatory 

structures on this multiplicity are manipulative, informed by power politics rather than the 

greater good of the citizens. To substantiate this claim, the novel, the same as Patterson's 

other fictional works, demonstrates that the centripetal and centrifugal socio-political and 

cultural forces are in a constant battle and hence the urban, as well as identity, is

This phenom enon encompasses anyone w ho encounters the  urban, even though the alleged prosperity of 
the city in the  afterm ath  of the Troubles might have been difficult for some to enjoy.
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perpetually in flux. Consequently, Drew experiences the uncanny feeling of his hometown 

that causes his cognitive dissonance.®^ According to the theory of cognitive dissonance, and 

with respect to trauma theory, people always have the motivational drive -  even if 

subconscious -  to reduce or eliminate their inner conflict. They do so by changing their 

attitudes or by adapting their behaviour, which might be done either to a positive or a 

negative outcome. It means that people either suppress the symptoms of their crisis, or try 

to resolve the p ro b lem .S in ce  Drew returned to Belfast, in spite of his original resolution, it 

is to be expected that he will attem pt to resolve his situation. This, when read in parallel to 

the impasse, then indicates what Patterson's perspective about the predicament is.

With respect to the abovementioned claim concerning the clash between the 

centripetal and centrifugal forces, it is unsurprising that Drew should resolve his identity 

crisis through the three relationships he has and the negotiations and reconciliations he 

undergoes within these. The first relationship is between Drew and Melanie, his British 

girlfriend. It offers itself as a parallel to the connection between Northern Irish 

Protestantism and B r ita in .I t ,  too, is rather problematic and in a need of change. When 

together, the couple seems to be fine: 'Everything fitted. Their routines, their tastes, their 

faces when they kissed, each other's shirts and jeans' (FL 235). However, when Drew leaves 

for Belfast, Melanie realizes that they have reached a dead end. Drew, although he does not 

openly admit it, probably subconsciously acknowledges the same, since soon after he 

arrives to Belfast, he enters another relationship with a Belfast Protestant, Kay Morris.

His state resembles th a t of M ai M artin  in Burning Your Own  as he also feels uncom fortab le due to  

discrepancies arising from  holding conflicting ideas simultaneously -  in his case, not recognising a place Drew  

thought he knew only too  well. For a detailed discussion of cognitive dissonance, see Leon Festinger's A Theory 

o f Cognitive Dissonance.
See, Festinger.

®^Taken as such, the  relationship subverts the  com m on colonisation stereotype: England, Ireland's historical 
coloniser, is represented as fem inine and is 'colonised' by a (Northern) Irishman.
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The Belfast to which Drew returns is trying to cope with the consequences of the 

sectarian strife. Therefore, Drew does not recognise the city as his perspective of it is still 

the one which drove him away. He needs to find a person who knows the city he now 

observes with mistrust, who could introduce him to its new landscapes. His new lover Kay 

works as an architect whose professional goal is to (re)imagine the city, re-establish its 

former grandeur and recover its reputation. She thus seems to be the right guide. 

Consequently, when one of the Bookstore owners visiting Belfast demands to see a few of 

the sights. Drew, conscious to prove to the boss, as well as to himself, that there is more to 

Belfast than the 'ghoulish fairground ride up the Shankill and down the Falls' (FL  224), asks 

Kay to show them around the city. Instead of being defined by destruction as many would 

have expected of the city, the Belfast Kay shows them attests that:

the congenital predisposition of various of its inhabitants for periodically dismantling 

the city had been matched at every turn by the efforts of those who, against this and 

other, even more elemental enemies, had struggled throughout its history to build it 

up. {FL  225)

In her informed presentation, Kay zealously recounts the achievements of her architect

ancestors, 'Dargan, Dunbar, Workman, Wolff, Harland' (FL  225). Although their struggle to

fashion the city has been negatively understood by some as an occupation of land, Kay

argues that the land was not 'stolen' from people but 'from the sea' (FL  226). However, she

also admits that there are people whose claims to Belfast might be different and claimed as

relevant as hers. Altogether, Kay demonstrates to Drew that prolonged exposure to Belfast

does not necessarily have to make a person feel smothered, quite the contrary. This

realisation then plays a significant part in Drew's crisis resolution as it manifests that change
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is possible, even though there are people who still claim their belonging to Belfast in a 

violent w a y /°

It is the realisation that not only the city but even people are changeable that 

convinces Drew to 'free the spirit' as the dream wherein Anna, Kay's half-sister, appears 

urges him to do. Through his relationship with her, Drew's awakening to the possibilities of 

the future finalises. Anna is 'perpetually insoluble, perplexing and palindromic' (FL  195). 

Emphasising the fact that Anna's identity is as indefinite as the article her name resembles, 

the novel approximates Julia Kristeva's theory of the subject-in-process.^^ Kristeva asserts 

that 'all identities are unstable: the identity of linguistic signs, the identity of meaning, and, 

as a result, the identity of the speaker' ('A Question of Subjectivity' 19). Alterity of the 

subject she refers to 'undermines any notion of a unified subject' (Oliver 13) as 'the subject 

is committed to trial because our identities in life are constantly called into question, 

brought to trial, over-ruled' (Kristeva, 'A Question of Subjectivity' 19). The text attests that 

Anna has internalised the dictum stemming from Kristeva's theory which says

We must learn to live within the flexible, always precarious borders of our 

subjectivity in order to learn to live within the flexible, always precarious borders of 

human society. We must unravel the double-bind between completely inhabiting the 

Symbolic -  and thereby taking up a unified subject position -  and refusing the 

symbolic -  and thereby inhabiting psychosis. (Oliver 13)

Drew's boss' tour o f the  city is interrupted by a shooting {FL 228-9).
For Kristeva's detailed discussion of the subject as a transcendental entity, see. Revolution in Poetic 

Language.
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when they meet, Anna confides in Drew her affliction: her boyfriend had been accidentally 

killed by an army vehicle and her claim fo r compensation subsequently contested. A fter the 

accident, Anna fe lt that she had been the involuntary instrument of her boyfriend's 

misfortune because, as her stepmother once told her, 'no good could ever befall a child 

born, as she had been, on Friday the th irteenth ' (FL 262, 271). Yet she soon realized, 

regarding the number of people who had 'combined' in the accident, that it could not have 

been only her fault. Subsequently, Anna broadens her perspective to encompass the conflict 

as such. She says that however hard she had tried to identify the heart of the matter, she 

could not identify the moment at which she could point and say 'there, that's where it  all 

started to go wrong' because:

there was always at least one more factor to be taken into account and the heart of 

the matter, she came to see, was that there was no heart of the matter; or else 

(which amounted to  the same thing) many millions of hearts. (FL 271)

This undermines the determinist views to  which Drew was exposed on which the 

explanations of the Troubles have been based. Drew takes Anna's revelation as a 'lifeline,' 

an offer to partake in the unburdening process and they make love.^^

Through the ir sexual encounter, suggests Richard Kearney, Drew and Anna 

'transcend the tribal factionalism in the name of universal solidarity' (Transitions 188). He 

follows saying that only through this 'reconciliation of partitioned geographies' can Drew 

achieve a closure. Although Anna reminds Drew of Maeve (FL 203-4), the sovereignty 

goddess, Kearney's observation is problematic since Anna is a Protestant and only lives in

According to the legend, a king-to-be has to undergo the secret m arriage cerem ony w ith  M aeve in order to  

form  a bond to his land.
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Dublin, where she escaped from Belfast after her boyfriend was killed. Instead, through 

their lovemaking. Drew cleanses himself of guilt as he realizes he is not accountable for the  

atrocities for which he blamed himself. Consequently, his feeling of self-reproach begins to 

'ebb away'. Afterwards, Drew admits that coming back to Belfast is not as dreadful as it used 

to be. In fact, the city he is able to see the city 'redeemed by colour, unfolding like [a] 

flower' (FL 273). Indeed, although his initial enthusiasm eases off a little bit. Drew is able to 

acknowledge the complexity of Belfast. For him, it is no longer a place of 'excluded middles' 

where a person is 'either one thing or the other, one of us or one of them, for or against, 

inside or out' (FL 247). However, the novel does not offer any neat resolution. Rather, it 

suggests that coming to terms with the legacy of the past is a long, arduous process as,

the dead continued to leave their traces wherever you looked. They were in the 

lilacs left annually on the platform of a suburban railway station, they were there in 

the small bunch of freesias tied to a bus-shelter on a quiet country road; they were 

there in the wreaths laid at the sides of disused barns ... They were every nowhere, 

not to be sidestepped, no matter how far to the side you tried to step. {FL 304)

Accepting the fact that he cannot 'sidestep' his past and ignore the complexity of his place

of origin as he did previously. Drew is able to reconcile himself to leave Belfast as he feels it

is safe to come back, if he chooses to. In fact. Drew admits that the more he had originally

tried to make himself forget where he came from, the more difficult it was not to think

about it. Although previously convinced that his escape from Belfast had helped him to

detach himself from his past. Drew now realizes how naive that belief had been. He

acknowledges the potential of Belfast as a place constantly being 'revised' and gradually

comes to realize that even his identity is far from being preordained and unchangeable. It is
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his recognition of the flux, of the changed that recontextualises that which is perceived as 

old, the result of which is that the rigid certainties of both are undercut. The novel thus 

argues that past and present, as well as continuity and disruption exist in a more 

complicated relation than has sometimes been claimed in the Northern Irish context.

IV.

Decommissioning of mindsets

In his non-fiction commentary on the legacy of the Troubles, Glenn Patterson asserts that 

'we are on the verge o f a full-blown epidemic' as the past has become the new frontline 

('Borges Back in Town' 170). Since the 'parties [that] get to w rite  the ir own histories, paint 

them on walls, carve them in stone' tend to  embody a monologic perspective of the past, a 

true dialogue is disabled and the relations between the involved parties thus cannot but 

remain antagonistic. That Which Was (2004) issues a similar warning. It explores the 

interaction between memory and history to point out the issues that impede the transition 

process, the 'decommissioning of mindsets'^^ in particular. The following analysis builds on 

the claims concerning heterogeneity and flux made in Patterson's other Troubles novels. It 

w ill document how That Which Was argues that people cannot refer to the Troubles legacy 

w ith the 'pastness of the past'^'* in mind as the presumption that it is possible to  pronounce 

the present as bereft of the past is wrong. Moreover, the past cannot survive as 'the vestige 

of ... tradition only as it consists of elements o f d ifferent histories that are continually

The change o f attitudes related to  the  underlying reasons for the conflict was recom m ended as one of the  

essential steps to  be undertaken if a transform ation was to  be achieved. See, The M itchell Report (1996).
This phrase was coined by T.S. Eliot in his essay T radition  and the Individual Talent'.
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reconfigured' (Kennedy-Andrews, W riting Home  213). Such diversity unignorably challenges 

the  monologic narratives of the Troubles, real as well as fictional. It also implies tha t people 

need to attend to the unresolved issues and traumas, especially if the feeling of the impasse 

is to  be overcome. To use Patterson's own words, it is necessary for people to  come to  

term s with that which was, to  deal w ith the Troubles legacy, if they are to achieve 'that 

which is to be' (Patterson, Lapsed Protestant 92).

That Which Was follows the story of Ken Avery, a Presbyterian m inister from  East 

Belfast, who is approached by a m em ber of his congregation that seeks to  share a rather 

disturbing Troubles anecdote w ith him. The anecdote concerns one of the atrocities  

com m itted during the  conflict. To be told confidentially by the members of the congregation 

that they have 'blood' on their h a n d s , A v e r y  concedes, is not an unusual occurrence for 

the clergy in Belfast. However, this particular incident is rather peculiar as its alleged 

perpetrator declares the establishment and the security forces wanted to keep the details of 

it secret and thus 'did something' to  his brain (TW W  21). As Avery tries to help this man who  

confided in him, the narrative explores the issues of history, m em ory and rem em bering, 

drawing a parallel to the transition process and impasse. The accusation against the officials 

of possible collusion and the perpetrator's subsequent reluctance to ask for assistance other 

than Avery's point to the questionable practices some of the officials w ere involved in 

during the Troubles.^® Rather than expanding the issue of collusion, however, Patterson 

deals with the persistant reluctance to  address the Troubles legacy.

Patterson, That Which Was  12. This analysis refers to  the 2005 Penguin edition of the  novel. Further 
references will hereafter be stated parenthetically in the  text.

The issue of collusion is discussed in a greater detail in Chapter Two of this dissertation.
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The novel identifies several causes fo r this disinclination, such as the fact that to 

question the past undermines the concerned people's identity, personal as well as cultural. 

Having been familiarised w ith Avery's investigation into the matter, his parishioners 

maintain tha t the reverend should not have intervened, that the past is past. It might seem 

that the ir claim is brought about by the painfulness of having to deal w ith past traumas. 

However, the text documents that they actually feel offended Avery dared to incriminate 

the forces, a manifestation of which presents itself during a Sunday service when they walk 

out:

Shame! Please. Both Avery's hands were extended, as though he had been tricked by 

the perspective into thinking he could still bring pressure to bear on them. And then 

tw o more people ... got to the ir feet in the second last pew ... They were standing 

now, too, in the gallery. The shouts had become a chant. Shame, shame, shame ... 

Hands were being clapped, feet were being stomped. (TWW  240, emphasis in 

original)

Avery's favourite quote from the Bible which he preaches to  his congregation appeals to

one to adopt a nonjudgmental attitude towards those whose beliefs might differ. The

congregation's reaction to Avery's act, however, indicates that they are not as accepting as

Avery pleads w ith them. During the conflict, the establishment as well as the forces asserted

they played a defensive role. Moreover, since the forces have been claimed to have actually

discriminated against Catholics in favour of Protestants, it is not altogether surprising that

Avery's congregation refuse to believe that his charge against the forces might be true. Their

deprecatory behaviour towards Avery is informed by the shame his accusation implies

which, however, is different from that Giorgio Agamben or Dominick LaCapra talk about in
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relation to traumatic events/^ It does not concern people feeling guilty for having survived 

the atrocities of the Troubles. Rather, the shame relates to having to accept responsibility 

for them, even if not direct, which the congregation refuse as it would undermine the 

cultural identity they turn to for their self-definition. The past has served as a continuing 

source of their identitarian sustenance. Hence, they do not want for such to change.^® 

Instead, they try to shame Avery. Moreover, as Avery's action threatened their cultural 

identity, they attempt to prohibit him from carrying out anything similar. Since they have 

already to negate the great battle between the centripetal and centrifugal forces to sustain 

their perception of the past, they turn to the same principle to subdue Avery: rather than 

approaching him to discuss the matter, they complain to his superiors and demand he be 

disciplined.^® While 'the recognition of a certain moral equality' is required to embody 

ethical relationship to the past, the congregation deny there is 'potential for evil in each one 

of us' (Verwoerd 14, emphasis in o rig ina l).H ow ever, the episode above creates a certain 

paradox as the congregation's behaviour actually manifests that which they refuse to 

acknowledge. Overall, it is the monologic perspective and self-righteous approach, the 

narrative documents, that prevents the transition process.

Although 'the cross-community ideal was' decades old, the narrative claims that 

'there were still people out there to whom it appeared to be not-very-good news' (TW W  

34). Indeed, reconciliatory efforts to bring the youth from the formerly warring sides

On Agamben's discussion of the concept, see The Remnants o f Auschwitz, for LaCapra's trea tm en t then  

History and M em ory a fte r Auschwitz.
This reluctance to  change is reflected by the Boys' Brigade m otto  th a t refers to steadfastness deem ed typical 

of several generations o f Protestant men from  Northern Ireland.
Scrutiny of the efforts to  overpow er a person w ho openly defies the body in pow er constitute a recurrent 

them e in Patterson's fiction.
On the principles for an approach to  dealing w ith  the  past, see, 'Core Values and Principles for Dealing with  

the Past'.
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together in a soccer tournam ent are nnet w ith distrust caused by the abovementioned 

attitude towards the past. The reasons given fo r some of the teenagers not being allowed to 

take part are that 'there were kids [from w ith in the community] around here would start 

trouble in an empty room' {TWW 38). Nevertheless, such is contested when an innocent 

accident happens during one of the matches, after which the children, as well as the ir 

parents, immediately fall back into the known behavioural patterns of sectarian hatred. The 

reason for such behaviour is the perceived persisting unresolvedness of the conflict. Despite 

the 1998 and 2006 peace-building agreements, the underlying reasons form erly used to 

justify the struggle endure. However, this is caused as people refuse to or struggle w ith a 

decommissioning of the ir mindsets. Being unable to consider the reality as changing, the 

protagonists have accepted the incentives the agreements only seem to embody. In fact, it 

seems tha t they voted for the 1998 Agreement 'the other year in the referendum' so that 

they could 'believe whatever' they wanted and to  compete 'them ones' [TWW  92).®  ̂

Therefore, as the following implies, Avery's congregation feel disconcerted as they feel the 

Agreement brought increased agency to the ir adversaries:

Sheila was not prepared to be impressed ... Plenty said but nothing done. If it had 

been one of ours done it to one of them they'd have an inquiry and all set up by now 

... Look at Derry, she said. Them ones only have to ask and they g e t ... it's all right, is 

it, for them ones to bomb and shoot us fo r th irty  years, but not fo r anyone to do a 

thing back? ( m u / 91-2)

Chris G illigan m ain ta in s  th a t m any insurgents tu rn e d  po litic ians and ag reed  to  su p p o rt th e  p eace in itia tive  

only because do ing  so prov ided  th e m  w ith  a ro le  in th e  n e w ly  estab lished N o rth e rn  Irish a d m in is tra tio n . See, 

'P eace o r P acification  Process?',
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The feeling of being wronged and desire for revenge are often a portent of unfailing 

antagonism and violence. They prevent new ways of acting and reacting from being 

discovered. Indeed, although Avery appeals that 'the other way of looking' at the inquiries 

brought up in the conversation above is that they are meant for all the citizens, such 

reasoning is ignored (TWW  92). This reaction reflects on the moral character of people who 

adopt the unforgiving attitude, challenging their determination to better future.

Consequently, Patterson scrutinises the assuredness on which this identitarian 

politics is based. Considering the epistemological issue, he asks: 'what can we say with 

confidence that we know about the society we live in?' ('Borges Back in Town' 170). The 

doubts these questions seek to raise then undermine 'something more fundamental than a 

political process'. Patterson points to the value of human life and morality of those who do 

or do not acknowledge it (Ibid. 170). The resultant claim at the necessity or desirability of a 

more open attitude and respect towards the other is then substantiated in the text in the 

episode when 'in the third week of October the Dalai Lama came to Belfast' (TW W  115). The 

Buddhist leader's stance towards peace and multicultural diversity is contrasted to the issue 

that impedes the transformation process of Northern Irish society: decommissioning of 

mindsets. Unafraid of possibly being misinterpreted, an option Northern Irish society fights 

shy of, the Dalai Lama appeals in his broken English to the audience to consider 'basic 

human value' (TWW  118, emphasis in original). Patterson, yet again, refers to Giorgio 

Agamben's Homo Sacer concept to warn against the negative impact of hegemonic 

hierarchical dualism, against people's lives being reduced to 'bare life' and thus deprived of 

any rights.*^ He appeals, through the figure of the Dalai Lama, that 'justice ... is all

On Agamben's discussion of the issue, see, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life.
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individuals looking after others' rights'. The ancient wisdom avers that 'if you wish peace, 

care fo r justice'. Patterson's appeal thus embodies what the answer to  the Northern Irish 

issue the novel puts forward is:

a simple formula that cut through the reams of cant and equivocation. Justice was a 

thing you did, not demanded. QED. It should have stopped mouths; it should have 

stopped hands; it should have stopped buses and cars. It should have reset clocks. 

(TW W 118)

Northern Irish society might still seem to be far from being capable of reconciliatory 

gestures such as the one embodied in Michael Longley's poem 'Ceasefire' (1994), which is 

read out prior to the Dalai Lama's talk. However, the qualities -  o f parley, empathy, respect 

and concession -  the poem epitomises are necessary fo r people to try  to aspire to, even if 

they might not seek to  perceive the ir alleged adversaries 'as lovers might' (Longley M. 39). 

The past related problems need to be addressed, otherwise they will persist and render the 

future impossible. Some might not perceive the moral obligation to recognise the other to 

be a demand on them. Nevertheless, through the claims o f heterogeneity and flux. That 

Which Was asserts that respect fo r the other is at least a practical necessity, given 'the liquid 

times'®^ we live in.

A phrase co ined by Z ygm un t B aum an w h o  argues th a t 'social fo rm s  and in s titu tio n s  no lo nger have en ou gh  

t im e  to  so lid ify  and ca n n o t serve as fram es  o f re fe re n c e  fo r h u m an  actions and lo n g - te rm  life plans, so 

indiv iduals have to  fin d  o th e r  w ays to  organise th e ir  lives' (n p ). See, Liquid Times: Living in an  A ge  o f  

U n c erta in ty .
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'Healing the Hurts'

The Third Party  (2007), the analysis of which follows, elaborates the issues concerning 

reconciliation of the contested past raised in the previous section. In particular. The Third 

Party  raises the poignant question of how to rem em ber a conflict and still be able to find 

the way to move beyond the contentious past. The interaction betw een history and 

people's m em ory of the conflict it focuses on then serves as the main means to docum ent 

w hat Patterson perceives as the answer to the question. 'Less than three weeks a fter the  

signing of the Good Friday Agreem ent,' 'a report was published on possible options for 

recognizing the needs of the victims and for com m em orating the dead' from  the Troubles 

(Sloan, "EACH NEIGHBOURLY MURDER" 49). Subsequent attem pts at creating a suitable 

m em orial or museum, Barry Sloan notes, have proven how very challenging the process of 

com m em orating losses in Northern Irish context actually is and will be (Ibid. 49-51). 

Proceeding from  the studies on the difficulties concerning the Troubles legacy, the process 

is particularly complicated due to  the factors that are deem ed still to divide the Northern  

Irish society. These factors prevent building a relationship w ith 'the other'. However, 

following W ilhelm  Verwoerd's paper on reconciliation, the subsequent analysis will assert 

tha t the answer The Third Party  provides might help Northern Irish society overcom e the  

'm oral forgetfulness ... induced by a selective, ethnic rem em brance of past suffering' (3, 

6).®" This is in the novel alluded to via the comparison with the efforts of the Japanese 

people to come to term s with the afterm ath of the bombing of Hiroshima, w here the novel

This co ncept im p lic itly  ap pea ls  fo r co n c ilia to ry  w ays to  reso lve th e  issues un d erly in g  th e  N o rth e rn  Irish 

p re d ic a m e n t.
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takes place, and the ir own war crimes.®^ What the novel suggests is tha t com m itm ent to 

inclusive moral remembrance is necessary.®^ This includes acceptance of responsibility for 

one's acts, however justified they might seem. Indeed, it is through the discussion of the 

specificities of ethical remembering that Patterson appeals to bid farewell to the epistemic 

and ontological regimes that negate the ethics of the other.

During the business trip  to Japan that constitutes the narrative present of the novel, 

the main protagonist encounters a fellow countryman from  Belfast. The businessman's 

reaction to  when he finds out that his new acquaintance has published two novels on 

Northern Ireland and 'the inevitable fru it of the union' o f the tw o words, 'the Troubles,'^^ 

suggests he has a problem w ith the issues related to this topic. Indeed, it becomes apparent 

that he is reluctant to discuss it. The narrative does not state whether this reluctance was 

brought by direct experience or simply by general repulsion w ith the conflict. Rather, it 

implies tha t his refusal is willed, inspired by his assured perspective. Patterson explores this 

quality to  document its restrictiveness and hence undesirability when applied to issues such 

as the contested past. The situation he describes does not concern the Troubles, however; it 

is relevant to  the subject as it relates to ethical remembering. It claims the necessity to 

acknowledge the ethics of the other. In particular, it discusses the denial o f responsibility 

the businessman's company has fo r knowingly selling faulty goods to customers who are 

unaware and whose children consequently become physically disabled. Although the 

company might think the problem is over for them, the narrative argues tha t they will have

The un iversa l ap p licab ility , as w e ll as im p o rta n c e , o f th e  m erits  o f e th ica l re m e m b e rin g  is im p lie d  also by th e  

fa c t th a t th e  m ain  p ro tag o n is t rem ains n am eless th ro u g h o u t th e  n a rra tiv e  co n s titu tin g  an ev e ry m a n  o f sorts.

H o w e v e r, Inclusive m o ra l re m e m b ra n c e , cla im s V e rw o e rd , is n o t th e  on ly fa c to r  th a t secures susta inab le  

peace. 'A d d itio n a l re q u ire m e n ts , such as m o re  ta n g ib le , practical rep a ra tio n s  and c rea tive  so c io -eco no m ic  

re d is tr ib u tio n ' are  necessary (17 ).

The Th ird  P a rty  (B elfast: B lackstaff): 19. F u rth er re fe ren ces  to  th e  novel w ill h e re a fte r  be s ta ted  

p a re n th e tic a lly  in th e  te x t.



to acknowledge their guilt. This provides an interesting parallel to the rebuilding of

Hiroshima after the atomic bombing as well as to  the post-conflict transform ation of 

Northern Irish society which will both be discussed below.

An im portant subject the narrative references, suggesting it is possible to m eet the  

demands of ethical rem em bering, is the Peace M em orial Park in Hiroshima. The art piece 

exhibited in the Park museum to which Patterson draws the reader's attention is a painting  

by one of the  hibakusha^^ a famous Japanese painter Ikuo Hirayama.^® It is entitled 'The 

Holocaust of Hiroshima' and it captures the sea of flames devouring the city after the  

explosion. Although it might seem that the painting depicts the destruction and the sorrow  

only, Hirayama claimed that it offers a message of hope too.^° It is a message that 

epitomises the post-war efforts at re-establishing the city, to which, ironically, the  

businessman is blind. However perceptive he is in relation to the other artefacts, he does 

not notice the face of the Buddhist god of wrath w ithin the painting. He does not see that 

the god exhorts the survivors 'to raise like a Phoenix, to stand up and live' (Hirayam a quoted  

in Rand np). Instead, he is susceptible to the grievances only, imagining himself as a victim.®^ 

His is 'a virtual experience of victimage, an unjust appropriation of another's suffering' 

(LaCapra, W riting History, W riting Traum a  47) incurred by his need to avoid the guilt for an 

incident that could shame him. Patterson focuses on the implications of the main

** This is the  Japanese term  for the surviving victims of the atom ic bombing officially recognised by the  

Japanese governm ent which offers financial and medical assistance to  those people.
That the museum and the  painting are im portant to  the  narrative is confirmed by the fact that Patterson has 

the businessman visit the  place th ree  tim es during his short stay in Hiroshima,
Despite his personal experience, Hirayam a believed tha t interaction betw een cultures can be constructive.

He adopted a perspective of hope owing to  his observation of the Silk Road that stands for m utually beneficial 
cultural and economic exchange. On Hirayam a perspective, see his article, 'M y Personal Experience of E ast- 
W est Cultural Exchange'.

This is an attitude claimed typical o f the  Irish, North and South. On the criticism of the conscious self- 
stylisation of the  Irish in the victimised position, see, for example, Liam Kennedy's Colonialism, Nationalism  

and Religion in Ireland.
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protagonist's stance to illustrate its undesirability, which is probably also why the  

businessman does not also take note of the cenotaph in front of the museum. Its inscription, 

however, aptly summarises the claims Patterson's novel raises. It pledges for people to  

transcend hatred, and to pursue harmony and prosperity for all, saying: 'please rest in 

peace, for [w e/they] shall not repeat the e r r o r ' . T h e  inscription is to m em orialize the  

victims of Hiroshima w ithout politicizing the issue as it strives for peace, solidarity and 

international cooperation. Such a balanced, ethical perspective can then be taken as an 

exam ple that might help Northern Irish society to adopt:

critical and unsettling rem em brance that does not comply w ith the conventionalised 

acceptation of loss and the containm ent of anxiety or suppression of problem atic  

memories in society. (Agostinho et al. 2)

Patterson uncovers more issues that impede the transition process in post-conflict 

societies, one of which relates specifically to  the Northern Irish predicam ent. It concerns the  

subject of Troubles (hi)stories alluded to in the novel through the main protagonist's new  

companion, the w riter, who is in Hiroshima for a conference entitled 'W riting Out of 

Conflict' (8). Although storytelling has been suggested to be the way to rem em ber the  

conflict, the narrative implies that specific rules need to  be observed in order for the  

storytelling practice to  allow healing. For the story to  be told, is not enough. Follow up 

discussions are necessary. Indeed,

all sides need to be encouraged and facilitated to listen and hear each other's 

stories. This listening must then lead to  honest assessment of w hat the  other is

In Japanese, the  subject Is om itted , so the  Inscription can be interpreted  as e ither '[we] shall not repeat the  

error' or as '[they] shall not repeat the error'.
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saying and to recognition of truth  within their story. In such a process it m ight be 

possible to  construct a rem em brance of our past which is more humane, 

comprehensive and rounded. (Bradley and Eames 1)

As these conditions are not m et, the narrative confirms that the w riter does not w rite  

himself out of the conflict, he is stuck.^^ His efforts are further complicated as the past 

follows him to Hiroshima: he is being threatened via graffiti that says he 'will be sorry' for 

w hat he 'w rote ' (73-4). This emphasises the need that he engages in a dialogue w ith the  

people his story considers, since where there is no dialogue, there might be no peaceful 

future. Indeed, the novel emphasises the need for new opportunities for com m unication, 

mutual understanding and reconciliation to be created so that differences could be resolved 

and alternative political ideologies accom modated. Only such an approach might prevent 

the past from  being appropriated and capitalised on either by the victims or the  

perpetrators. Indeed, by embodying the varied (hi)stories the maintenance of oversimplified  

and ideologically driven views might be undermined and, consequently, the ethics of the  

other pursued.

Conclusion

Despite the predom inant collective discourses that have restrictively defined N orthern Irish 

society in binary term s and despite the sterile and unimaginative portrayal of Northern  

Ireland in the early Troubles fiction, the place and its people have always been quite  

heterogeneous. However, it has also been as contested as some of the citizens' senses of

This is alluded to  by the fact tha t at all the  d ifferent conferences he goes to, he reads the same excerpt.



belonging to  it have been. Consequently, it was only a m atter of tim e that these claims at 

belonging to  this contested place should clash. Differences in perspective, on the other 

hand, do not automatically imply that there needs to  be a conflict that would last over th irty  

years and during which over three thousand people would be killed. The underlying causes 

and incentives fo r such atrocities are often brought about by ideologies that inform  the 

antagonisms between the disputing sides. Antagonisms that can, however, be resolved to 

prevent a conflict. Indeed, as Patterson's novels The International (1999), Num bers  (2003) 

and That Which Was (2004) confirm, 'the slide towards the troubles' could have possibly 

been averted, had certain people had more will to do so. The issues that could have been 

dealt w ith more efficiently to avoid conflict include unemployment and the dire housing 

situation. Nevertheless, some people fe lt threatened that resolving these issues would have 

undermined their position. Hence, they thwarted any attem pt at conciliation or 

improvement in the conditions which then worsened the socio-political climate. It was not 

only the politicians' cold calculation, however, that contributed to the deterioration of 

socio-political relations.

Patterson's works echo the non-fiction sources in claiming that some people 

believed it essential to maintain the principles of hierarchical dualism in order to sustain 

the ir supremacy. They became even more intolerant of any features that differentiated 

members o f the ir collectives from the ir alleged opponents. In other words, anything that 

seemed different to them was usually considered hostile. However, these differences were 

often fabricated in order fo r those concerned to purposely denigrate their potential 

opponents and to legitimise their consequent antagonism against them they then justified
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as defensive.®'* Indeed, dem onisation and subjugation of the other. Burning Your Own in 

particular attests, have been thought to  be the means to achieve cultural superiority. Hence, 

they w/ere applied against anyone who could be identified as 'the other' if that was 

perceived necessary. The novel then approximates the non-fiction book on the human cost 

of the Troubles, Lost Lives, which provides a 'testim ony to w hat happens to a com m unity  

which sets out to resolve difference through violence' (McKittrick et al. 15). However, 

Burning Your Own also claims that the defensive stance, typical of radical Protestant 

Loyalism, is to be challenged as it does not correspond to reality but serves identitarian  

needs. It is necessary that it should be scrutinised should the predicam ent be resolved and 

the atrocities prevented from  happening again.

One of the means to explain the abovem entioned necessity, is to parallel the

predicam ent to other conflicts, look at it through the prism of international events, their

underlying causes and resolutions. The idea that Northern Ireland is like other countries that

had experienced grave conflicts is explored in 6/oc/f Night a t Big Thunder M ountain. In it,

Patterson documents how the narrowly defined cultural and political traditions restrict

people. He also discusses the problems associated w ith marketing a tradition or an event to

people who have been victimised by it. Accordingly, the novel raises a very im portant

question; w hat of the troubled past should be preserved and how? In his non-fiction writing,

Patterson has pondered the fact that new  memorials to  the Troubles victims are becoming a

prom inent feature of the post-Troubles Belfast. He is critical of the new gardens of

rem em brance which include the names of those who lost their lives taking lives of others, a

view that is reflected in his work. Some representatives of the  sides to the conflict,

®^Sean Hom er says that in cases when 'the th rea t is not actually, empirically, present, then it will have to  be 

constituted' (88).
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Patterson charges, have refused to accept responsibility: no one seems to have done 

anything, things just happen, a view/ that he thinks prevents ethical rem em bering as well as 

the overall im provem ent of relations. Therefore, he attem pts in his works to substantiate  

the necessity to acknowledge the ethics of the other. The portrayal of scenes of different 

conflicts reverberating against in each other in Black Night a t Big Thunder M ountain, as well 

as in the other works, then resembles w hat Ciaran Carson achieves in his poetry in that it 

'open[sj up the  space of an encounter, a dialogue, in which neither history is reduced to the  

other' (Kennedy-Andrews, W riting Hom e  221).

Patterson's oeuvre proves that the author strives to provide an inclusive, even if 

critical, forum . The m ajor claim his works em body is that a vulnerability to the 

other/proxim ity  to them  defines w hat it means to be ethical. The necessity to  adopt this 

humanist perspective is further substantiated by the fact that w e live in what Zygmunt 

Bauman term s 'liquid times': in the world that is constantly in flux, constantly being revised; 

where the actions of people could revise the meaning of that world. This, in the case of 

Belfast, is docum ented by the juxtaposition of 'traditional socio-sectarian identity w ith the  

modern fagades and ambivalences of a Belfast redeveloped in line w ith the fetishes of most 

late-capitalist European cities' (Kirkland, Identity Parades 108-109). This juxtaposition  

enables Patterson to depict the tensions between the outm oded and modern versions of 

identity. The language he uses to  do so parodies popular misconceptions of the innocence 

of the past which is contrasted w ith  the m odern urban lives. It is the urban that disproves 

our expectations in ways that 'impel a fresh apprehension of its new forms and attributes' 

(Alexander, 'The Carceral City and the City of Refuge' 34). However, not everyone is ready or 

willing to accept this apprehension.
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In That Which Was, Patterson continues to explore Northern Irish consciousness to  

docum ent that some people's mindsets are still submerged in strife. The novel examines 

topics similar to  those dealt w ith in Black Night a t Big Thunder M ountain  -  m em ory, history 

and com m em oration. However, while Black Night explores these more on a conceptual 

level. That Which Was does so on an intim ate, personal one. It illustrates that feelings of 

hostility are now hidden behind the facade of tolerance brought about by the 1998  

Agreem ent. The need to  acknowledge the ethic of the other therefore remains an im portant 

issue for people to (re)consider. In fact, maybe ever more than ever. Determ ined to 

preserve their myth of self-righteousness, some people still manifest a lack of readiness to 

'hear out' (hi)stories that are not com pliant w ith their own. This then complicates the  

concern related to com m em orations of the Troubles: w hat the appropriate response to the  

legacy of the conflict is. Both That Which Was and The Third Party suggest that the right 

response is through the inclusive rem em brance. Nostalgic reflections articulated through 

selective, disjunctive rem em brance of things past will only increase the probability for the  

conflict to recur.

Overall, Patterson's Troubles fiction cautions the readers that when the  

heterogeneous possibilities of meaning are assembled into fixed dichotomies, the potential 

of difference is reduced while the  probability of conflict increases. Patterson exemplifies 

these heterogeneous possibilities of meaning primarily through the physical settings of his 

works. Belfast, the locale where the m ajority of Patterson's novels are set, is claimed by the 

author to  be a place w here identity becomes 'dynamic rather than birth-given and static'. 

The city 'resists the closure of traditional interpretations in which one unchanging territory  

is endlessly contested by tw o m utually exclusive tribes'. Patterson adopts 'concepts like flux
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and exchange' to  challenge the reductive language form erly utilised w/ithin the early 

Troubles narratives ('I Am a Northern Irish Novelist' 151). The reductiveness of the  

monologic perspective is also underm ined by the shift from  the quotidian, to the  local and 

the universal Patterson's works embody. Indeed, the portrayed events are often discussed 

in parallel -  literal or implicit -  w ith social affairs elsewhere. Through these analogues, 

Patterson hopes 'to find new  perspectives' from  which to view events that w ere happening  

in Northern Ireland (Ibid. 150). However, this approach also works the other way around 

since the issues that underlie the Northern Irish predicam ent are of w ider, international 

m om ent and their discussion might enable greater understanding of social affairs 

elsewhere.
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6 Conclusion

As has become evident from  my reading of the selected Troubles novels, although the  

authors have 'shown themselves to  be well ahead of their political counterparts [in] 

extraordinary acts of imagination, gestures of magnanimity, mutual respect and trust'

(Parker M ., Northern Irish Literature, 1975-2006  xvi), they have not brought resolution 

within reach. Indeed, even those novels published around the 1994 ceasefires that project 

the ir narratives into the future also provide either retrospective assessment to issue 

recommendations or warnings about the predicament's persisting nature. The texts 

discussed in Chapter One deal w ith the perpetrators' narratives. They question the image 

the perpetrators have tried to  establish of themselves and how such has been perceived by 

others. Because of the ir relationships to Republicanism, Morrison and even Bennett adopt 

oppositional strategies to challenge the official Troubles discourse and the British 

establishment's role in the conflict. Hence, their works are in danger of re-instating an 

authoritarian system. In fact, this dependence on oppositional logic is why these do not go 

as far as they could have in (re)imagining the situation. Simon Kerr and Stuart Neville then  

embody a more critical stance towards one's involvem ent in a param ilitary organisation. 

Indeed, the ir texts attest to the negative im pact of such involvem ent. Neville's novel, 

however, resembles a recent movie about the Troubles legacy, A Belfast Story (2013), in 

that it justifies a certain vindictiveness that undermines its argum ent. Although Kerr's work  

might seem to echo such too, it actually allows for greater complexity as it asks how one can 

justify the past in light of the present. Despite Morrison's and Bennett's favouritism , all the 

novels constitute an im portant contribution to the Troubles canon as they treat an under 

discussed issue, allowing thus the reader to  gain a greater insight into its specificities.
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Chapter Two discussed the carnivalesque treatments o f the Northern Irish 

predicament. It proved that this Bakhtinian concept serves as an apt symbolic means to 

depict the socio-political antagonisms and abuse of pow/er. Through the ir use of language 

the authors reflect various social and cultural positions that are typical of the ir regional and 

social communities of origin and that problematize attitudes and values towards the 

conflict. Pervasive irony, in particular, provides the authors w ith 'an enabling distance from 

which to survey and destabilize the configurations' o f the place (Patten, 'Fiction in Conflict' 

130). Their satirical a ttitude then constitutes a decentralizing force which undermines the 

authoritative voice of hegemonic hierarchical dualism. All the novels in Chapter Two adopt 

an aesthetic that is anti-authoritarian. Several authors use narrative strategies that are more 

unusual in Troubles fiction: Jason Johnson's fictional governmental report in dialect, for 

example, ridicules politically correct speech, while Ian McDonald's alien nation is used to 

highlight the Northern Irish Catholic-Protestant binary. Despite the anti-authoritarian 

energies, however, the works do not overthrow those who they criticise but expose the 

moral bankruptcy of the ir conduct.

Chapter Three discussed the portrayal o f the impact the Troubles had on women and 

the behaviour those women adopted to try  to come to terms w ith it. It attested to  the fact 

that irrespective of the persisting confinement to the private space of the home, it was 

impossible for women to ignore the political struggle that was going on in the public 

domain. The conflict concerned them too since, to use words from  Linda Anderson's To Stay 

Alive (1984), it was hard to  leave the Troubles 'at the door'. Their situation, Anna Burns' No 

Bones charges, was the more d ifficult as outside violence has frequently combined with 

domestic violence. Disturbing also is the fact Kate O'Riordan's Involved and Burns' No Bones
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refer to wom en's transgressions of patriarchal rules when wom en deviate from  these 

ordained rules out of their own will the ir acts are treated as treason (to the com m unity  

an d /o r the cause), however small tha t deviation might actually be.®  ̂W hen they com m it the  

same deed in the name of the community's political struggle, however, their behaviour is 

not condemned as utterly im m oral. Rather, it is understood as a necessary evil. Concerning 

the current socio-political climate, none of the fem ale protagonists is portrayed as an active 

agent in the peace process. This might seem quite surprising when we consider the efforts  

of wom en such as Betty Williams and M airead Maguire to find a peaceful resolution to the  

conflict.®® However, the means by which the protagonists achieve recognition of the  

anachronistic divisions is significant. The child the protagonists of the earlier novels conceive 

might be perceived as a symbol of a new beginning. Still, the m otherhood experience  

enables the protagonists to realise the discrepancies between the facts and the opinions 

about reality held by groups that represent the traditional divisions. Such realisation is 

equally valuable even when the heroines of the later novels come to it through anorexia 

nervosa. Despite such realisations, however, the fact remains that wom en are still being 

forced to  accept rules with which they do not agree and which restrict their subjectivity.

The case study of Glenn Patterson's Troubles novels examined the way the author 

approaches the Northern Irish predicam ent in his works. Patterson distils and focuses the  

range of strategies applied by the other authors analysed in the previous chapters. He does 

not depict the impact active involvem ent has on the perpetrators as his novels refuse to  

give prominence to the ir discourse. However, his works docum ent how the insurgents' acts

This claim is exem plified in o ther Northern Irish fiction works than those discussed in the  dissertation too. 
See, for example, Fionna Barr's T h e  W all-R eader’.

W illiam s and M aguire w ere  awarded the  1976 Nobel Peace Prize for their work in Com m unity of Peace 

People.



affect ordinary people. The novels argue against the gradual deprivation and 

disem powerm ent of people by the insurgents or their organisations as such has made it 

easier fo r people to be disposed of. In a way, Patterson's novels are close to the non-fiction  

book on the human cost of the conflict. Lost Lives, which has been claimed a 'testim ony to  

w hat happens to a com m unity which sets out to resolve difference through violence' 

(McKittrick et al. 15). Throughout his whole Troubles oeuvre, Patterson champions the  

concepts of heterogeneity and flux to underm ine the restrictive monologic discourse 

em bodied by those who use violence. His works are also relevant to the current debates 

concerning the legacy and rem em brance of the conflict as they ponder w hat the  

appropriate responses to such are.

Irrespective of the strategy or level of criticism in any of the discussed novels, the  

fact all them  point to, purposely or inadvertently, is that if the feeling of impasse is to be 

banished, interconnectedness and fluidity need to be accom m odated. This then attests to  

certain novelty they might bring. Indeed, as Homi Bhabha asserts, any text that explores 

'social antagonism and contradiction that have not yet been properly represented, political 

identities in the process of being form ed, cultural enunciations in the act of hybridity, in the  

process of translating and transvaluing cultural differences, they can be term ed 'narrative[s] 

of alterity' (The Location o f Culture 361). Nevertheless, rather than being term ed  

revolutionary or innovative, the works should be deem ed revisionist. They retrospectively  

scrutinise the Troubles to underline the issues that either provoked the conflict or 

contributed to its persistence. The aim of such a strategy is to identify these underlying 

issues and, manifesting the ir harmfulness, advise people to elim inate them  or to exercise 

caution should they encounter situations in which these issues could arise again.
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The revisioning of the past in the novels and the (re)inscription o f narratives to  the 

Troubles discourse they pursue profoundly signifies the authors' openness towards the 

other. This is another aspect that differentiates them from the lim ited as well as lim iting 

views embodied in some other examples of the Troubles fiction, predominantly in those 

from  the early periods of the conflict. It epitomises the social benefit the discussed works 

bring. The novels exemplify the view that Northern Irish society is a text that is to be read 

and when it is read or re-read it might be potentially redefined too. This view echoes 

Bakhtinian theory of overriding continuity that governs our lives. Mikhail Bakhtin's 'constant 

project' was to capture 'the great duel between centrifugal and centripetal forces' and how 

it 'affected the specific historical being of particular individuals' (Clark and Holquist 8-9). 

Given the antithetic qualities of the forces, the great duel does not bring permanent results. 

It creates an ongoing dialogue between stasis and change. The novels point to this process 

and illustrate that since it is unfinalised, it might be discomforting for some. However, its 

ongoing quality also means that its possibilities are endless and might even encompass 

differences. To acknowledge and embody it thus seems highly beneficial to the 

transformation process o f Northern Irish society. Indeed, it has been argued that the focus 

at this stage of the process should be on finding ways to enable people to find an 

appropriate balance between the past and the future. Specifically, the novels allude to  what 

these ways are. They imply that to  enable the prospects for future and thus to facilitate the 

reconciliatory and transformation processes, it is necessary to acknowledge that 'there are 

no authoritatively endorsed recipes which would allow errors to  be avoided' or 'which could 

be blamed in the case of failure' (Bauman 4).
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That the discussed novels explore the 'substance that structures the antagonism and 

division' is beneficial as it enables people to have a better understanding of the patterns of 

the ir historically determ ined relationships. The authors' revisioning of the past then  

profoundly signifies an openness to the other. Hence, the works em body 'the political task 

of hum anity,' which 'is to expose the innate potential in this zone of indistinguishability' (da 

Silva np). An understanding of such, according to Adrian M illar, might help people 'develop a 

more effective approach to  the m anagem ent of the conflict' (2-3).®^ In fact, 'a reader could 

gain no better insight into the human aspects of the Irish Troubles' than to read works 

which deal w ith that 'phenom enon' (Storey 1). It is true that although the novels reflect 

upon real events and overall conditions, they are works of fiction and hence the vision they  

put forward might be considered utopian. However, 'literature is perhaps especially suited 

to foreground the problem of alterity that troubles the ordinary capacity of language as 

representation' (Spargo 10). It constitutes the right means to undertake an imaginative risk 

on behalf of another that seems the very ground of ethics itself. M oreover,

w ithout the utopias of other times, men would still live in caves, miserable and 

naked. It was Utopians who traced the lines of the first city ... Out of generous 

dreams come beneficial realities. Utopia is the principle of all progress, and the essay 

into a better future. (Anatole France quoted in Bauman 97).

Indeed, the  novels challenge the views of the present in order to  enable the readers to  try  

to change them  for the future. They constitute a 'm alleable space' in which the hierarchies 

can be not only underlined but also questioned. This is more appropriate than if they would

C o m p arab ly , in his In tro d u c tio n  to  In S earch o f  Ire la n d , Brian G rah a m  argues th a t 'th e  d e co n stru c tio n s  o f 

m o n o lith ic  re p rese n ta tio n s ' o f various N o rth e rn  Irish id e n tities  a re  'a necessary precursor [ t o ] ... po litical 

change' (1 3 ).

294



have simply attem pted to overturn them . W hile the primary objective of those reflections  

might not be to subvert the discourses of the establishment and of the politically involved, 

that which they convey nevertheless undermines the monologism of those discourses. The 

view one reaches upon reading the novels is more consequential due to the universality of 

the issues the stories refer to as it can be applied to other conflicts or political affairs in 

general. It is certain that in the coming years, more works that deal w ith the Troubles legacy 

will appear. Given the conciliatory efforts of organisations such as Healing Through 

Remembering, it would be interesting to examine to what extent the new works will 

em body the claim that 'singularity, which wants to appropriate belonging itself, its own  

being-in-language, and thus rejects all identity and every condition of belonging' (Agamben, 

The Coming Community 86), negates reality. It is to be expected that the new works will 

approach identitarian politics from  a slightly different angle, in an effort to depart from  the  

lim ited/lim iting Northern Irish dualistic perspective. However, it is certain that the need for 

com munication, mutual understanding and resolve differences to accom modate narratives 

of difference will persist.
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