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INTRODUCTION

SEAMU S DEANE

 he three essays presented

here have in common with one another and with the Field
Day enterprise the conviction that we need a new discourse
for a new relationship between our idea of the human sub-
ject and our idea of human communities. What is now hap-
pening in Ireland, most especially in Northern Ireland (con-
stitutionally an integral part of the United Kingdom), is only
one of the many crises that have made the need for such a
discourse peremptory. In Africa, South America, the Middle
East, the Soviet Union, and Eastern Europe, the nature of
the crisis is more glaringly exposed and its consequences
seem both more ominous and far-reaching in their effects.
Nevertheless, the Irish-English collision has its own impor-
tance. Ireland is the only Western European country that has
had both an early and a late colonial experience. Out of
that, Ireland produced, in the first three decades of this cen-
tury, a remarkable literature in which the attempt to over-
come and replace the colonial experience by something
other, something that would be "native" and yet not provin-
cial, was a dynamic and central energy. The ultimate failure
of that attempt to imagine a truly liberating cultural alterna-
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tive is as well known as the brilliance of the initial effort.
Now that the established system has again been called into
question, even to the point where it must seriously alter or
collapse, Irish writing, operating in the shadow or in the
wake of the earlier attempt, has once more raised the ques-
tion of how the individual subject can be envisaged in rela-
tion to its community, its past history, and a possible future.

Terry Eagleton's analysis of nationalism identifies the rad-
ical contradictions that necessarily beset it. The opposi-
tional terms it deploys are the very terms it must ultimately
abolish. Yet such abolition is not an easy, peremptory ges-
ture. The divisions of English and Irish, Protestant and Cath-
olic, must be lived through in the present. It is, therefore,
necessary to sustain commitment to them under the aegis
of irony. Otherwise the oppressive conditions they bespeak
will merely be reproduced. In Europe the category of the
aesthetic has as its project the reconciliation of the specific
and the universal. This has no application in Ireland, where
the radical and abstract Enlightenment view of the individ-
ual and the regionalist particularity of nineteenth-century
Irish nationalism remain discrete, with no totalizing vision
that can contain or conciliate them. This is true even when
we consider Joyce's writings where the totalizing process fi-
nally homogenizes difference, erases rather than lives
through oppositions like those of the cosmopolitan versus
the national community. Any politics that has a transforma-
tive power has to envisage, if in a negative way, the freedom
and self-autonomy that would make such politics unneces-
sary. This is not merely a theoretical paradox. It is a condi-
tion that has to be passionately lived.

Fredric Jameson's essay pursues the contradiction, ex-
plored in his other works, between the limited experience
of the individual and the dispersed conditions that govern
it. In any imperial system, the subject, living in the home
country, does not have any living access to the far-flung sys-
tem that makes his or her subjective existence possible.
Jameson argues that the attempt to achieve some coordina-
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tion between private existence and the global, institutional
apparatus of imperialism has been the stimulus behind
many of the experimental forms assumed by modern litera-
ture. Joyce's experiments in representation and his disman-
tling of its traditional forms and assumptions are, for Jame-
son, a particularly telling example of the way in which a
closed society, like Dublin, still available to the individual
consciousness as an autonomous culture, has had to envis-
age its relationship with a metropolitan and imperial center
like London as a paralyzed, even catatonic condition. It has
no motor force of its own. It is subject to agencies beyond
its control and therefore imperfectly known or realized —
the British and Roman Catholic imperial world systems.
Reading Joyce against an English writer like Forster, Jameson
discloses the reasons for Joyce's disintegration of the
monadic subject of the bourgeois novel. Forster's failure to
do so is not merely a formal failure; it bespeaks the failure
of the political creed of liberalism, with its peculiarly intense
valorization of the autonomous human subject and its con-
sequent failure either to apprehend or to comprehend the
operations of the system that initially gave birth to it and
that ultimately undermines it.

Edward Said concentrates on Yeats, seeing his work as an
exemplary and early instance of the process of decoloniza-
tion, the liberation of the poet's community from its inbred
and oppressive servility to a new, potentially revolutionary
condition. The Yeats that other colonial countries experi-
ence is not necessarily the Yeats Ireland experiences now.
For, although he did perhaps fall in the end into a blind pro-
vincialism, his attempt to escape from the thrall of Ireland's
mutilating nineteenth-century experience has been repro-
duced and developed in other countries and cultures since.
The asphyxiating aspects of a regional nativism, although
they persist in his work and become more pronounced in its
later phases, do not obliterate its radically liberating ele-
ments. These have been imitated and transcended in the
writings of African, Palestinian, and South American writers
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who have read Yeats as a poet whose re-creation of himself
and his community provides a model for their own pro-
jects—the giving of a voice and a history to those who have
been deprived of the consciousness of both.

These essays were originally published as pamphlets by
Field Day Theatre Company, which was founded in 1980
when the present political crisis in Northern Ireland was al-
ready twelve years old. That crisis continues and shows ev-
ery sign of prolonging itself for a considerable length of
time. Field Day is a response to that situation. It is based in
Derry (or Londonderry), the second city in Northern Ire-
land; six of its seven directors are from the North and all of
its enterprises, in theater, in pamphlets, and in the Field Day
Anthology of Irish Writing (1990) have a bearing upon the
nature and genesis of the present impasse. Although North-
ern Ireland is the site of the conflict, the whole island, in-
cluding the Republic of Ireland, is involved as is the United
Kingdom.

Field Day's analysis of the situation derives from the con-
viction that it is, above all, a colonial crisis. This is not a pop-
ular view in the political and academic establishment in Ire-
land. Historians in particular have been engaged for more
than twenty years in what is referred to as a revision of Irish
history, the chief aim of which was to demolish the nation-
alist mythology that had been in place for over fifty years,
roughly from 1916 to 1966. This polemical ambition has been
in large part realized. The nationalist narrative, which told
the story of seven hundred years of English misrule (finally
brought to a conclusion by the heroic rebellion of 1916 and
the violence of the following six years, and now culminating
in the unfinished business of the North), has lost much of its
appeal and legitimacy save for those who are committed to
the IRA and the armed struggle. Revisionism defends itself
against those who describe it as simply another orthodoxy,
created in accord with the political circumstances of the mo-
ment, by claiming to have revealed such a degree of com-
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plexity in Irish and Anglo-Irish affairs that no systematic ex-
planation is possible. It has effectively localized interpre-
tation, confining it within groups, interests, classes, and
periods; any attempt to see these issues as variations on a
ghostly paradigm, like colonialism, is characterized as
"ideological" and, on that account, is doomed. Ultimately,
there may have been no such thing as colonialism. It is, ac-
cording to many historians, one of the phantoms created by
nationalism, which is itself phantasmal enough.

Field Day regards this new orthodoxy with disfavor be-
cause it shows little or no capacity for self-analysis. Its own
demolition of nationalism rebounds on itself. Moreover, it
has paid no serious attention to the realm of culture, regard-
ing it as in some sense separate from politics. In this it has
been supported by many who still believe in the autonomy
of cultural artifacts, and who, as a consequence, subscribe
to the Arnoldian notion that the work of art that most suc-
cessfully disengages itself from the particularities of its ori-
gin and production is, by virtue of that "disengagement,"
most fully and purely itself. It is "universal," the proper
thing for art to be. Contrastingly, Field Day sees art as a spe-
cific activity indeed, but one in which the whole history of a
culture is deeply inscribed. The interpretation of culture is
not predicated on the notion that there is some universal
quality or essence that culture alone can successfully pur-
sue and capture. That is itself a political idea that has played
a crucial role in Irish experience. One of Field Day's partic-
ular aims has been to expose the history and function of that
idea and to characterize its disfiguring effects.

To do so, it has been necessary to engage again with the
concept of nationalism. It is not, in the Irish context, an ex-
clusively Irish phenomenon, for the island has now, partic-
ularly in the North, and has had for at least two hundred
years, British nationalism as a predominant political and cul-
tural influence. In fact, Irish nationalism is, in its founda-
tional moments, a derivative of its British counterpart. Al-
most all nationalist movements have been derided as
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provincial, actually or potentially racist, given to exclusivist
and doctrinaire positions and rhetoric. These descriptions
fit British nationalism perfectly, as the contemporaries of
any of its exponents on Ireland —Edmund Spenser, Sir John
Davies, Sir William Temple, Coleridge, Carlyle, Arnold,
Enoch Powell, Ian Paisley—will prove. The point about Irish
nationalism, the features within it that have prevented it
from being a movement toward liberation, is that it is, mu-
tatis mutandis, a copy of that by which it felt itself to be op-
pressed. The collusion of Irish with British nationalism has
produced contrasting stereotypes whose most destructive
effect has been the laying of the cultural basis for religious
sectarianism. It is perhaps stating the obvious to say that the
competing nationalisms have always defined themselves in
relation to either Protestantism or Catholicism. Every at-
tempt to refuse that definition —by the United Irishmen in
the late eighteenth century, by the trades union movement
in the early twentieth century—has been defeated by ruth-
less and concerted efforts. We are not witnessing in North-
ern Ireland some outmoded battle between religious sects
that properly belong to the seventeenth century. We are wit-
nessing rather the effects of a contemporary colonialism
that has retained and developed an ideology of dominance
and subservience within the readily available idiom of reli-
gious division. Constitutionally, as Northern Ireland re-
minds us, Britain is a specifically Protestant country. That
constitutional "anachronism"—with its roots in London and
its rank flowering in Belfast—is a political reality when the
constitution is challenged.

All nationalisms have a metaphysical dimension, for they
are all driven by an ambition to realize their intrinsic es-
sence in some specific and tangible form. The form may be
a political structure or a literary tradition. Although the
problems created by such an ambition are sufficiently in-
tractable in themselves, they are intensified to the point of
absurdity when a nationalist self-conception imagines itself
to be the ideal model to which all others should conform.
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That is a characteristic of colonial and imperial nations. Be-
cause they universalize themselves, they regard any insur-
gency against them as necessarily provincial. In response,
insurgent nationalisms attempt to create a version of history
for themselves in which their intrinsic essence has always
manifested itself, thereby producing readings of the past
that are as monolithic as that which they are trying to sup-
plant. They are usually, as in Ireland, under the additional
disadvantage that much of their past has been destroyed,
silenced, erased. Therefore, the amalgam they produce
is susceptible to attack and derision.

Nevertheless, nationalism of both kinds has been partic-
ularly effective in the modern period precisely because it
contains within itself this metaphysical essentialism. It has
been able, on that account, to tell a characteristically mod-
ern (or modernist) story, with a power and persuasiveness
that even yet have appeal. The story is, in effect, the story of
the fall of modern humankind from a state of bliss into the
peculiarly modern condition of alienation. The imperial
nationalism of Britain told this tale over and over in a series
of brilliant and ingenious parables that sought to identify
that originary moment of decline. In literary history, from
Coleridge to Arnold to Eliot and Leavis, the new narrative re-
discovered a seventeenth-century Eden with a subsequent
decline that had come to a culmination in the present. In
the novel, Conrad, Kipling, Ford, Forster, and Lawrence
brooded upon the failure of Englishness in imperial and
other foreign territories. Imperial nativism sought solace in
time past for the problems of the present and often came up
with the notion that present failure was the consequence of
the decline of "national character," perhaps the most en-
during and insubstantial creation of all nationalist mytholo-
gies. In Ireland, just at this time undergoing its literary
revival, the Edenic moment was displaced back into the pre-
Christian (and therefore presectarian) past, and the model
figures that emerged as types of Irish identity were, of ne-
cessity, legendary—like Cuchalain—and, by nature, suscep-
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tible to almost any reformulation. The central point here is,
that it was in the late years of the nineteenth and early years
of the twentieth century that the political situations in Brit-
ain and in Ireland demanded a reconstituted version of both
the national characters and the literary traditions of each.
This is one —but a crucial—example of the interaction be-
tween the political and cultural zones and of the interaction
between the British and the Irish that has done so much to
produce the present complex and stymied situation in
which we find ourselves.

In previous pamphlets, Field Day has attempted to come
to terms with this inherited situation by demonstrating that
the interweave of political and cultural (largely literary)
forces is now subject to a fresh analysis, stimulated by the
pressure of the existing political crisis. It is a truism to say
that no language is innocent. It is more difficult to trace,
within the rhetorics of political and literary discourses, the
forms and varieties of incrimination, subjection, insurgency,
evasion, and stereotyping that determine or are determined
by our past and present interpretations. It seemed to us
that, by doing so, we could begin to reverse the effects of
the colonialism that has wrought such devastating as well as
subtle effects in Ireland and in the consciousness of its
people.

At its most powerful, colonialism is a process of radical
dispossession. A colonized people is without a specific his-
tory and even, as in Ireland and other cases, without a spe-
cific language. The recovery from the lost Irish language has
taken the form of an almost vengeful virtuosity in the
English language, an attempt to make Irish English a lan-
guage in its own right rather than an adjunct to English it-
self. The virtuosity of early modern Irish writing and its hes-
itant relationship to the language revival movement
exemplify this queasy condition. Yeats, Joyce, and Synge
present its characteristic features most fully, but others do
so in only slightly less complete array—Wilde, George
Moore, Shaw, and Beckett. But the linguistic question, al-
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though important, seemed secondary to the question of
repossession—that is to say, the repossession of these (and
other) authors for an interpretation that was governed by a
reading of the conditions in which their work was produced
and in the Irish conditions in which it was read. It was inev-
itable that Yeats and Joyce would initially take most of our
attention, since it was they, more than anyone else, who had
been (mis)read in the light of what was understood to be En-
glish or British literature, international modernism, the
plight of humankind in the twentieth century. Our reading
of them was designed to restore them to the culture in
which they were still alive as presences, to interpret the in-
terpretations that mediated them for us, to repossess their
revolutionary and authoritative force for the here and now
of the present in Ireland.

There is an inevitable monotony involved here, inescap-
able in colonial conditions. What seems like an endless
search for a lost communal or even personal identity is dou-
bly futile. Just naming it indicates that it is lost; once named,
it can never be unnamed. In the second place, such an iden-
tity is wholly unreal. It can be made manifest only by pre-
tending that it is the conclusion to a search of which it was
the origin. When Yeats invented an Irish literary tradition in
the English language, he did not discover in Swift, Burke,
and others the Protestant Irish essence for which he sought;
he sought in them the essence that he then discovered. The
same is true of versions of English literature that find in
Shakespeare and in Keats a native English genius that is
somehow deflected in Milton or Pope. The pursuit of such
questions leads to notions of national character, questions
of the language appropriate to its proper expression and, by
extension, to the stereotyping of groups, classes, races in
relation to the kinds of writing (or music, architecture,
whatever it may be) that they produce. Still, monotonous as
it may be, it is inescapable. Otherwise we may never see the
colonial forest for the nativist trees.

Introduction I 1



In the attempted discovery of its "true" identity, a com-
munity often begins with the demolition of the false stereo-
types within which it has been entrapped. This is an intricate
process, since the stereotypes are successful precisely be-
cause they have been interiorized. They are not merely im-
positions from the colonizer on the colonized. It is a matter
of common knowledge that stereotypes are mutually gener-
ative of each other, as in the case of the English and the
Irish. Although the stereotyping initiative, so to speak, is
taken by the community that exercises power, it has to cre-
ate a stereotype of itself as much as it does of others. In-
deed, this is one of the ways by which otherness is defined.
The definition of otherness, the degree to which others can
be persuasively shown to be discordant with the putative
norm, provides a rationale for conquest. The Irish reluc-
tance to yield to the caricature of themselves as barbarous
or uncivilized exposed the nullity of the English rationale al-
though it also aggravated the ferocity of the process of sub-
jugation. But within the last one hundred years the terms of
the exchange altered. In all kinds of places —in Renan, in
Arnold, in Havelock Ellis, in the career of George Bernard
Shaw—it was quite suddenly revealed that the English na-
tional character was defective and in need of the Irish, or
Celtic, character in order to supplement it and enable it to
survive. All the theorists of racial degeneration—Galton,
Nordau, Lombroso, Spengler—shared with literary critics
and poets and novelists the conviction that the decline of
the West must be halted by some infusion or transfusion of
energy from an "unspoiled" source. The Irish seemed to
qualify for English purposes. They were white, rural, and
neither decadent nor intellectual. In fact, they were not
Irish; they were Celts. Their homeland was what Europe had
been before the Romans conquered it—a place innocent of
complex political, economic, and military structures, inhab-
ited by a fierce, imaginative, poetic tribe. At this point,
faced with this precipitous revision of white European his-
tory, the Irish, who had shown a marked inclination toward
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this view of themselves, finally took possession of the ste-
reotype, modified the Celt into the Gael, and began that
new interpretation of themselves known as the Irish literary
revival. The revival, like the rebellion and the War of Inde-
pendence, the treaty of 1922 (which partitioned Ireland into
its present form), and the subsequent civil war, were simul-
taneously causes and consequences of the concerted effort
to renovate the idea of the national character and of the na-
tional destiny. It was only when the Celt was seen by the En-
glish as a necessary supplement to their national character
that the Irish were able to extend the idea of supplementa-
rity to that of radical difference. This is a classic case of how
nationalism can be produced by the forces that suppress
it and can, at that juncture, mobilize itself into a form of
liberation.

Such liberation as was achieved —and it was consid-
erable—necessarily had its limits. It was a liberation into a
specifically Irish, not a specifically human, identity. Since
1922, the developments in the South (now the Republic of
Ireland) have emphasized this aspect of things. The Catholic
church has successfully emphasized the uniqueness of the
Irish Catholic tradition, seeing its role as the defender of a
pious and chaste race in a degenerate and promiscuous
world. Yeats too, especially in his later poetry, also wished
to bestow upon his culture a unique role in helping human-
kind to survive the onslaught of the "filthy modern tide." In
other words, Irish freedom declined into the freedom to be-
come Irish in predestined ways. In that deep sense, the rev-
olutionary impulse of the early part of the century was
aborted. Now we have begun to come full circle again, re-
pudiating that nationalist revolution, wishing—in some
quarters—that 1916 had never happened and rewriting our
history to cast doubt on the reality and the scandal of colo-
nialism. Weary of the misconstrued Irish identity and under-
standably skeptical or derisive of the notion of Ireland's
unique destiny, the Republic has surrendered the notion of
identity altogether as a monotonous and barren anachro-
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nism and rushed to embrace all of those corporate, "inter-
national" opportunities offered by the European Economic
Community and the tax-free visitations of international
cartels.

It was then, in the midst of this process, that the North
began its internecine conflict. This restored to center stage
all those issues of communal identity, colonial interference,
sectarianism, and racial stereotyping that had apparently
been sidelined. It is at this juncture that Field Day positions
itself.

The enterprise is threefold. It comprises theater, the Field
Day pamphlets, and The Field Day Anthology. By 1990, Field
Day will have completed the first phase of its operations. In
the pamphlets, the general trend has been to analyze the
various rhetorics of coercion and liberation that are so evi-
dent in modern Irish literature (particularly in Yeats and
Joyce), in modern Irish political and legal discourse and
practice, as well as in the systems of interpretation that have
mediated these. As pamphlets, their nature and purpose re-
quire that they address these topics with some force and
brevity in relation to the present northern or Anglo-Irish sit-
uation. In the theater, the central preoccupation has been
with a particular experience of what we may call translation.
By this I mean the adaptations, readjustments, and reorien-
tations that are required of individuals and groups who have
undergone a traumatic cultural and political crisis so funda-
mental that they must forge for themselves a new speech, a
new history or life story that would give it some rational or
coherent form. Brian Friels's plays, Translations (1980) and
Making History (1988), Thomas Kilroy's Double Cross (1987),
and Tom Paulin's adaptation of Antigone under the title The
Riot Act (1985) are some of the most effective examples of
the explorations characteristic of Field Day's theater. In all of
them, a political crisis produces a clash of loyalties that is
analyzable but irresolvable. In all three cases, the dramatic
analysis centers on anxieties of naming, speaking, and voice
and the relation of these to place, identity, and self-realiza-
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tion. The plays and the pamphlets are intimately related as
parts of a single project although they of course employ en-
tirely different cadences in their development of the central
discourse. The Field Day Anthology of Irish Writing, cover-
ing a span of 1,500 years, derives from these other activities.
It is an act of repossession, resuming into the space of three
massive volumes a selection of Irish literary, political, eco-
nomic, philosophical, and other writings and presenting it,
with a degree of ironic self-consciousness, as an integral
and unitary "tradition" or amalgam of traditions. The point
is not to establish a canon as such; it is to engage in the ac-
tion of establishing a system that has an enabling, a mobi-
lizing energy, the energy of assertion and difference, while
remaining aware that all such systems —like anthologies of
other national literatures—are fictions that have inscribed
within them principles of hierarchy and of exclusion, as well
as inclusion, that become evident only when the mass of
material is organized into a particular form. It is not merely
an exercise in regaining Swift, Berkeley, Goldsmith, Burke,
Shaw, Yeats, Joyce, Beckett, and so forth from the neighbor-
ing fiction of English or British literature or literary tradition.
It is a recuperation of these writers into the so-called other
context, the inside reading of them in relation to other Irish
writing, in order to modify and perhaps even distress other
"outside" readings that have been unaware of that context
and its force.

These three enterprises clearly involve a number of gen-
eral questions, but they are addressed to a particular and
tragic situation. The major communities in the North, Prot-
estant and Catholic, unionist and nationalist, are compelled
by the force of circumstances, some of which I have already
mentioned, to rehearse positions from which there is no
exit. Both communities have felt in the past and now do feel
that the principles to which they are loyal are in grievous
danger of being betrayed (or have already been betrayed)
by those governments, in London and in Dublin, who were
ostensibly their custodians. Each community feels that it is
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obliged, in the isolation subsequent to that betrayal, to re-
tain the true faith, whether the faith of Irish republican na-
tionalism, or of Protestant and British liberty. Each commu-
nity sees the other as a threat to its existence. Each regards
itself as, at one and the same time, the preserver of basic
principle, caricatured by its erstwhile allies and friends into
a blind and benighted tribe. Both communities are trapped
within a tight geographic space, within a stifling set of ste-
reotypes, half-persuaded that they are an embarrassment to
the nation-states that cooperate to govern them. Even the
usual vocabulary of democratic discourse fails to operate
successfully. The Catholics are a minority in Northern Ire-
land but a majority in the island as a whole; they claim that
their minority status was designed by the drawing of the
border to perpetuate a Protestant majority. The Protestants
are a majority in Northern Ireland and a minority in the
whole island; they are also on occasion reminded that they
are a minority within the United Kingdom. The structural
similarities of their positions, their vacillation between feel-
ing themselves a threatened minority or a powerful major-
ity, their powerlessness in changing the situation and their
power to sustain it, their demonizing of one another as a
people natively given to violence, bigotry, and prejudice all
combine with economic frailty to produce the sectarian dy-
namic. The much-vaunted British legal system has shown it-
self, both in Britain (when Irish people are involved) and in
Ireland, to be nothing more than a system of political re-
pression, because it too cannot afford to distinguish be-
tween the idea of the person as such and the idea of the per-
son who can be understood to be such within the terms of
the prevailing British ideology. In a crisis like this, the pro-
cess of legitimation has a hard time of it; the scandalous
corruption of law in Northern Ireland has made it clear that
law is a matter of control, not of justice. This is in itself no
stunning revelation; no colony or ex-colony needs to be re-
minded of it. But, like the bitter heritage of sectarianism, it
shows that there is no basis for believing that the human be-

I O Seamus Deane



ing as such exists above and beyond the discriminations and
categorizations that politics produce. A sectarian society
kills people because they are Catholic or Protestant, repub-
lican, nationalist, unionist, terrorist, member of the security
forces, or whatever. These distinctions are themselves the
product of the very idea of society itself; they simply be-
come more emphatic and crucial when the society's legiti-
mation procedures are questioned.

Field Day, therefore, addresses this issue. A society needs
a system of legitimation and, in seeking for it, always looks
to a point of origin from which it can derive itself and its
practices. That origin may be a document like the 1916 Proc-
lamation of the Irish Republic, it may be Magna Carta, the
Scottish Covenant, the revolution of 1688,1789, or 1917. The
Irish Revival and its predecessors had the right idea in look-
ing to some legendary past for the legitimating origin of
Irish society as one distinct from the British, which had a dif-
ferent conception of origin. But the search for origin, like
that for identity, is self-contradictory. Once the origin is un-
derstood to be an invention, however necessary, it can
never again be thought of as something "natural." A culture
brings itself into being by an act of cultural invention that
itself depends on an anterior legitimating nature. This is not
merely a paradoxical game whereby the answer to "what
came first?" is uselessly answered by "whatever came sec-
ond." Nature may be a cultural invention, but it is nonethe-
less powerful for that. It is culture's most precious inven-
tion. In Northern Ireland that invention is not lost; it is in
dispute. The terms of the dispute can be crude. The "na-
tive" Irish can say they came first; the Protestant planters
can say that they were the first to create a civil society. These
are not nugatory distinctions, for it is from them that so
much of the later history of strife and disagreement evolves.
Priority is a claim to power.

That is the reason for Field Day's preoccupation with nam-
ing, evident in the first three pamphlets by Tom Paulin,
Seamus Heaney, and myself and evident too in the plays by
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Brian Friel, Thomas Kilroy, and Tom Paulin to which I re-
ferred earlier. The naming or renaming of a place, the nam-
ing or renaming of a race, a region, a person, is, like all acts
of primordial nomination, an act of possession. The Field
Day Anthology is also an exercise in renaming, the resitua-
tion of many tests, well known and scarcely known, in a ren-
ovated landscape or context. All the various names for Ire-
land and for the Irish connection with Great Britain are
themselves indications of the uncertainty, the failure of self-
possession, which has characterized the various relation-
ships and conditions to which the names refer. A selection
of them would include Ireland, Eire, the Free State, the Re-
public of Ireland, the Twenty-Six Counties, the Six Counties,
Ulster, Northern Ireland, the United Kingdom of Great Brit-
ain and Ireland, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and
Northern Ireland. In a similar manner, one can point to the
attempts to nominate literature in Ireland in its various
forms; it is Irish Literature, Gaelic literature, Anglo-Irish lit-
erature, Irish literature in English, and so on. There are also
Irish English, Hiberno-English, and Anglo-Irish as variations
on the English spoken in Ireland. The multiplicity of these
names is, of course, no bad thing in itself. They all refer to
distinct and important differences of emphasis, meaning,
interpretation. But their vigor conceals a corresponding
weakness. That for which there is no all-embracing name
cannot be comprehensively possessed. Instead of posses-
sion, we have various modes of sectarian appropriation.

In that respect, Northern Ireland enacts for us the more
general crisis in which that which is an integral part of our
history has become alien to us and known only to a sub-
group or groups within the polity. The bulk of the Irish
people are ignorant of and alien to the Irish language and its
ancient literature; northern Protestants are alien to both
that and to their own complex earlier history in Ireland. To
remove ourselves from that condition into one in which all
these lesions and occlusions are forgotten, in which the
postmodernist simulacrum of pluralism supplants the
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search for a legitimating mode of nomination and origin, is
surely to pass from one kind of colonizing experience into
another. For such pluralism refuses the idea of naming; it
plays with diversity and makes a mystique of it; it is the con-
cealed imperialism of the multinational, the infinite compat-
ibility of all cultures with one another envisaged in terms of
the ultimate capacity of all computers to read one another.

The three essays gathered here need only the briefest of
introductions, since they speak so eloquently for them-
selves. They are the fifth in the series (each series compris-
ing three essays), but they are the first in which the writers
are not Irish. In each case, they have extended the range of
Field Day's inquiry, giving it a purchase on issues—femi-
nism, decolonization, and modernism—that it has so far
lacked. It is part of our aim to continue this extension of our
project so that it may provide illumination for problems that
belong to other groups and regions and yet have a bearing
on the current Irish situation. It may be doubted that we will
find three more outstanding essayists than Terry Eagleton,
Fredric Jameson, and Edward W. Said to enlarge and enrich
our inquiry. I would like to register the gratitude of Field
Day to all three and to the University of Minnesota Press for
making this republication of the original pamphlets avail-
able to an American audience.
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