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“[W]e were outsiders using someone else’s
language, fighting our way through someone
else’s history, finding ourselves in the space
between exclusion and possession, [...] women
have been outsiders within an outsider’s

culture.” (Interview with Allen-Randolph

1999b: 304)
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1. Introduction

This study was born out of my initial contact with Ireland back in 1998. My interest in Eavan
Boland’s poetry started when I had the possibility of spending an academic year in the National
University of Ireland (NUI), Galway, as an Erasmus student. There, I attended a seminar on
contemporary Irish poetry, a seminar which focused almost exclusively on male poetry. Out of
twenty lessons, only three of them were devoted to women’s poetry, and one of those lessons
concentrated on that by Eavan Boland. This imbalance did not surprise me. For years, I was
accustomed to hearing about English literature with writers such as William Shakespeare, John
Milton, Samuel Johnson, William Blake, William Wordsworth, John Keats, Charles Dickens, Walt
Whitman, some of them of Irish origin, such as W. B. Yeats, James Joyce, and Samuel Beckett.
With some exceptions (Mary Wollstonecraft, Elizabeth Barret Browing, Emily Bronté, Virginia
Woolf, Emily Dickinson, and Sylvia Plath), my knowledge of English and American literature
(there is not a single subject dedicated exclusively to Irish literature in the degree of English
Philology at Granada University) was mainly based on the well-known andocentric literary canon
of prominent poets, playwrights, and novelists. When I first read Eavan Boland’s poetry at NUI, |
discovered that women’s poetry was an exciting field of studies which was waiting to be explored.
Boland’s poetry had awakened my interest in poetry in general. There is something about her
poems, her anxieties as a woman, her ‘unliterary’ concerns (which I was not used to reading in
literary texts) and her reaction towards the exclusion of women from historical and literary fields,
that increased my curiosity to read more about her poetry and find out the source of her anguish, or
the extent to which that reaction was justified. Needless to say, my love for Boland’s country of
birth, Ireland, for its people and the few pieces of literature I had read until then, also increased my
interest to know more about the culture and literature of this nation. Thus, during my stay in
Galway, I bought one of Boland’s volumes of poetry, Night Feed (1982), a book which I read and
reread several times before coming back to Spain.

Once I finished my degree, and with the unconditional help and constant encouragement of Dr.
Encarnacion Hidalgo Tenorio, I started to investigate an area I find fascinating. In September
2001, I was awarded a grant by the University of Granada, which allowed me to start my research
into Boland’s poetry. Five months later, I received an FPU (beca predoctoral de Formacion de
Profesorado Universitario) by the Spanish Ministry of Education. These two scholarships
increased my motivation and secured me the necessary funding for more profound investigation.
During the summers of 2001 and 2002, I went back to Ireland to do research in the most
outstanding libraries of the country, University College Cork and University College Dublin.
Furthermore, I attended two summer courses (“Turning Points in Irish Identity” at University

College Cork and “Myth and Reality” at University College Dublin), where I had the possibility of
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meeting writers such as Nuala Ni Dhomhnaill, Theo Dorgan, and Gerry Murphy, and discussing
Irish poetry with prominent scholars such as Declan Kiberd, Anne Fogarty, and Eibhear Walshe.
By then, I had already defended my MA Thesis, entitled “New Territory for the Irish Woman in
Eavan Boland’s Poetry: Feminine, Feminist, and Female Phases in the Evolution of an Irish
Woman Writer”. In this preliminary study of Boland’s work, my intention was to analyze her
poetic career from a feminist perspective exclusively. But it was during my stay at King Alfred’s
College, Winchester, from February to June, 2003, that the germ of my work started to flourish.
Under the invaluable supervision of Prof. Andrew Blake, and after attending the master’s course
“Postcolonial Fiction and Theory”, conducted by Dr. Mick Jardine, I redirected the course of my
investigation, and I confirmed my decision to approach Boland’s work from a postcolonial, and
not merely feminist, perspective. Therefore, my decision to entitle my thesis “New Territory for
the Irish Woman in Eavan Boland’s poetry: a Feminist and Postcolonial Approach” is not
whimsical, as the perspective I am adopting to analyze the formation of a more confident female
voice in Boland’s literary production is dual. In June 2004, and during my attendance at the 19"
International James Joyce Symposium celebrated in the National College of Ireland, Dublin,
between the 12™ and 19" June 2004, I had the privileged opportunity of arranging a meeting with
Eavan Boland, with the prospect of talking to her just for a few minutes. What was initially
conceived as a rather informal coffee-time meeting turned out to be a captivating and exciting two-
hour conversation. Her overpowering charisma, as well as her essential comments, have not only
strengthened my relationship with her poetry, but infused me with the necessary courage and
energy to finish the course of my thesis and to believe in what I was doing. During the summer of
2004, I went back to Ireland, to do research at the University of Limerick, under the generous
supervision of Dr. Carolina Amador, where I finished compiling the biographical material
necessary for my work.

As a Spanish researcher distant both geographically and culturally from Ireland, I began
my study on the Irish woman poet Eavan Boland with some limitations.' I am an outsider dealing
with a subject which is still very controversial. The conflict for women writers in establishing their
own literary tradition, and their exclusion from the literary history, seem to have been more
problematic in Ireland than in other countries (Fogarty 1994: 92). The country’s particular cultural

and political conditions have reinforced the hostility of Irish society towards women writers even

" In this study, I will employ the category ‘woman writer/poet’ to refer to Eavan Boland. I acknowledge, nevertheless,
that some Irish women, such as Katie Donovan and Ruth Hooley, have seen this nomenclature as dangerous and
problematic, because it aggravates the problem of marginalization, by concentrating on an “isolating spotlight”
(Haberstroh 1996: 7, 12). Eavan Boland herself has no problem with the compound ‘woman writer’: “historically I
knew I would have to pick up the tab as a woman writer [...], to be effective and useful as an Irish woman poet you
have to be able to pick up the tab” (interview with O’Malley 1999: 255). Therefore, and relying on Boland’s words,
from here on I will use this label.
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as late as in the last decades of the twentieth century. In his preface to Heathcliff and the Great
Hunger, Eagleton (1995: ix) claims: “For an Irish writer to intervene these days in debates over
Irish culture and history is always a risky business; for an outsider it is well-nigh suicidal”.

Accepting the risk, I intend in the present study to deal with some issues which have not
been treated as they deserved, probably because the Irish literary tradition has been regarded as the
‘untouchable’ foundation on which this nation is built. I will focus my study on the work of Eavan
Boland, who is considered the most important contemporary woman poet in Ireland (Gelpi 1999:
210). Boland has influenced a whole generation of women writers who recognize women as active
authors of their own texts, and not merely decorative emblems or passive objects, as some
traditional national canons have advocated. It is my hope that my foreign perspective will open
new insights into a field of study that has not been sufficiently explored, and that it will enrich
some excellent research on this subject now being done in Ireland, the United States, and Spain as
well (Haberstroh 1996; Praga 1996; Gonzalez Arias 2000b; Garcia Garcia 2002; Hagen & Zelman
2004).

I am particularly disposed towards a reading of Boland’s poetry as determined by Ireland’s
status as a postcolonial country. The assumption upon which this study is based is similar to that
which underlines Gerry Smyth’s Decolonization and Criticism (1998: 9): due to the colonial
relationship between Ireland and England, much of contemporary Irish literature can be usefully
read as a strategic cultural activity of decolonization. It is difficult to postulate when Ireland
became postcolonial. What is clear is that there are three significant moments when the country
enters a new stage of political independence: the Anglo-Irish Treaty accepted by the Dail in
January 1922, which created an Irish Free State of twenty-six counties; Eamon de Valera’s
constitution of 1937, which more explicitly declared Ireland’s sovereignty; and the declaration of
the Republic of Ireland and its disaffiliation from the British Commonwealth in April 1949.
Probably because of the recent history of these events, Irish writers such as Eavan Boland are still
concerned with the colonial legacy. The general belief held by postcolonial critics is that
colonialism does not finish with the withdrawal of the foreign rulers from Ireland. For many
Irishmen and women, the post-independence period did not bring liberation, but reinforced
encoded forms of imperialism (Lloyd 1987: x; Lloyd 1993: 113; Deane 1994: 84; Kiberd 1996:
32; Smyth 1998: 92-93). The reasons put forward to justify this are the following: (1) the national
bourgeoisie has perpetuated many power structures of the colonial government; (2) the
postcolonial subject has found difficulty in imagining new modes of thought beyond those which
structured the dominant discourses of imperialism and nationalism; (3) the persistence of British

rule over six counties of Northern Ireland makes the decolonizing programme even more difficult,
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mostly for those writers of Northern descent. In this sense, some Irish (postcolonial) critics widely
believe that the effects of cultural dependency are still palpable long after the departure of the
British military power from the Republic of Ireland, and that this is observed in contemporary Irish
literature. As Smyth (1998: 94) argues, Irish identity in the “‘postcolonial’ epoch still depend[s] on
its colonial history for a sense of its own reality”; or as Kiberd (1996: 6) puts it, it is “less easy to
decolonize the mind than the territory”.

As we will see, the postcolonial debate has awoken the interest of more than one literary
critic in Ireland. With their reading of Fanon (1990, 1991), Said (1994, 1995), Bhabha (1995),
Spivak (1988a; 1990b; 1993; 1994; 1999), and other postcolonial voices, they have attempted to
arrive at an understanding of Irish literature as a postcolonial cultural production. In this thesis, I
intend to follow this trend in the Irish academia, embracing postcolonial theories and critiques,
inside and outside the Irish academic debate. A reading of such texts is clearly helpful for a
comprehensive approach to the work by Eavan Boland. It is my intention to reveal the persistence
of decolonialist modes of thought in a poetry which I consider to be effectively postcolonial.
Eavan Boland’s poetry takes on another perspective if read in the light of postcolonial discussions.
The work (its language, subject matter, and address) of this woman poet is infused with an
awareness of the historic impact of her own specific kind of colonial- and hence postcolonial-
inheritance.

Nevertheless, the postcolonial approach is not sufficient for a comprehensive analysis of a
poetry that is certainly shaped by gender issues. As Wilson (1990a: xii) has noted, women in
Ireland represent a special complexity, a complexity which is “twofold”, for it encompasses both
“their female and national identities”. In fact, women in Ireland have been doubly colonized, both
by imperialism and also by a restrictive nationalism which has been fused to Catholicism. As
Praga (1996: 243) notes, this colonialism becomes more apparent if we bear in mind the fusion of
the feminine and the national in the Irish literary tradition. Irish women’s simplification by
colonialist and nationalist texts is a constant preoccupation for Boland. In one of her interviews,
the woman poet addresses this issue: “[w]e are a postcolonial country. We now have a further
postcolonial problem in the way women are perceived” (Consalvo 1992: 98). In a later interview,
Eavan Boland defines the reality of Irish women as follows: “we were outsiders using someone
else’s language, fighting our way through someone else’s history, finding ourselves in the space
between exclusion and possession, [...] women have been outsiders within an outsider’s culture”
(Allen-Randolph 1999b: 304). Boland’s poetry clearly exposes the consequences of the dual
colonialism she sharply criticizes. By virtue of determinant factors such as gender, nationality, and

ethnicity, Boland finds that she has been excluded, both as an Irish citizen and also as a woman,
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from the subject position available in the dominant culture. In this sense, the construction and
reconstruction of categories such as ‘Irishness’ and ‘womanhood’ become a pressing issue
throughout a career as prolific as hers. That is why a postcolonial reading of Boland’s poetry
necessarily needs to be complemented by a feminist approach.

In adopting such a joint perspective, it is important to bear in mind that Boland perceives
both forms of colonialism (imperialist and patriarchal) as analogous movements. The woman poet
has explained her belief that the oppression of women under the powerful impact of nationalism
and Catholicism in Ireland is very similar to the oppression the Irish themselves experienced under
British rule: “Womanhood and Irishness are metaphors for one another. There are resonances of
humiliations, oppression, and silence in both of them and I think you can understand one better by
experiencing the other” (interview with Wilson 1990b: 84). This quotation serves to illustrate how
Boland unites under the same descriptive procedures both sorts of colonialisms, patriarchal
victimization and colonial subordination. In fact, her poetry shows how colonialism is, and can
only be, one. The union Boland establishes between women’s and Irish people’s oppression can
only be understood if one bears in mind her definition of colonialism. Boland views colonialism as
a cultural movement whose damaging effects can be clearly traced through art: firstly, Irish culture
has been negatively affected and reshaped by British imperialism; and secondly, Irish poetry has
functioned, in its reliance on feminine iconography, as another form of colonialism for women. In
an interview with Allen-Randolph (1993b: 125), Boland has argued that “power has just as much
to do with a poetic sphere of operation as any other [...], power has operated in the making of
canons, the making of taste, the nominating of what poems should represent the age and so on”. In
this sense, and as Atfield (1997: 173) notes, colonialism for Boland is defined as “the
establishment of ruling power systems by imposition” and how this is reflected in the cultural
terrain. Consequently, Boland’s concern with colonialism is with how it has affected artistic
representation. By the same token, decolonization for Boland is going to be carried out through the
artistic medium: to find freedom as a speaking voice in poetry is the ultimate decolonization she
looks for.

With the exception of Meaney (1993a), Atfield (1997), and Fulford (2002a; 2002b), there
are no studies which focus on Boland’s poetry from a feminist postcolonial approach. Here and
there we find comments such as Reizbaum’s, who notes “the attempts to marginalize Boland’s
poetry within an arguably marginalized literature” (1989: 472). Apart from these brief remarks,
Boland’s work is never considered within a dual feminist and postcolonial framework. Her work,
in this sense, still needs to be regarded as a result of the different amalgams of colonialisms

(patriarchal, imperialist, and nationalist) that have affected and still affect contemporary Irish
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women. In her essay “Daughters of Colony”, Boland (1997e: 18) calls for a “gender-conscious
postcolonial critique”, a critique that takes into account how Irish women have been colonized in
two different ways, by distorting and simplifying images in imperialist and nationalist discourses.
It is this form of gender-oriented postcolonial critique that I intend to adopt in my study of
Boland’s poetry.

In order to assess the configuration of an Irish female identity in her work, I will look into
the theorization of identity-formation in the fields of postcolonial and feminist studies. In this
sense, in analyzing Boland’s work, I will oscillate between theory and its application to her poetry.
On the one hand, I will apply the postcolonial postulates by prominent voices such as Albert
Memmi (1990), Frantz Fanon (1990, 1991), Edward Said (1994, 1995), Homi Bhabha (1995),
Gayatri Spivak (1988a, 1988b, 1990a, 1990b, 1993, 1994, 1996, 1999), and Stuart Hall (1990,
1996a, 1996b, 1997), as well as by other outstanding figures within the Irish academia (e.g.
Richard Kearney 1985a, 1985b, 1988a, 1988b, 1997; David Lloyd 1987, 1993, 2003; Colin
Graham 1994a, 1994b, 1995/6, 1997, 1999; Gerry Smyth 1995, 1998, 1999, 2000; Luke Gibbons
1996; Declan Kiberd 1996; Sarah Fulford 2000b). On the other hand, I will use the theories
proposed by American feminist Elaine Showalter (1999), and also by Héléne Cixous (1981, 1994),
Luce Irigaray (1985, 1991), and Julia Kristeva (1981, 1986a, 1986b, 1986¢, 1986d), whose work is
representative of the main trend in French feminism. Whereas American feminism is more
formalist, as it is more concerned with literary discourse and literary analysis, French feminism
pays more attention to language as such (with its manifold discursive manifestations), and it is
highly influenced by psychoanalysis. In different ways, these postcolonial and feminist theorists
advocate hybridity, boundary crossing, and fluidity as the best option to adopt for the
postcolonial/gendered subject. Their theoretical perspectives and their interest in questions such as
marginalization, resistance, power, nationality, language, culture, place, and identity, can provide
useful insight into the political and aesthetic concerns of Boland’s poetry.

The first section of this thesis provides an introduction to postcolonial studies. I offer a
comprehensive overview of the development of postcolonialism throughout the twentieth century,
and I focus on the possibility of approaching Ireland’s history and its literature from a postcolonial
theoretical perspective.

The second section offers an exhaustive account of the feminist movement as perceived
internationally. Focusing on the specific case of Ireland, I also address the social and cultural
conditions which have affected women in the twentieth century, and how feminism has evolved at
intervals in this country. Understanding Irish women’s relegation is essential for gaining insight

into Eavan Boland’s difficulty in carving an established niche for herself as a poet.
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The third section aims to analyze in broad terms the points of contact between feminist and
postcolonial studies. There are strong parallels between both fields of criticism, mainly because
they are concerned with how subjects have been marginalized and defined as subordinated
‘Others’ by colonialism and/or patriarchy.

The fourth section deals with Irish women’s position as authors of poems. First of all, I
explain how literature, in particular poetry, has been an expression denied to women, an
andocentric field that has discouraged some women from expressing themselves through the
artistic medium. Secondly, I offer a systematic account of the images of women as developed in
the literary tradition, particularly focusing on the Irish national tradition. This section is essential
for understanding Boland’s revision of the stereotypes of women she views as oppressive and
damaging. Last, I also focus on Eavan Boland in relation to other Irish women poets in the
twentieth century, and I discuss the difficulties they have encountered in winning acceptance in the
national literary panorama, by mentioning some publishing companies and anthologies which have
closed their doors to work done by women.

In the fifth section, the scope of my analysis narrows. After introducing the different
theoretical formulations as regards those defining features that constitute a text as ‘minority’ and
‘postcolonial’, T will explain the different ways in which Boland’s work can be labelled ‘minor’
and ‘postcolonial’ within the Irish literary tradition.

Finally, 1 develop what is at the heart of my study: a comprehensive analysis (from a
feminist and postcolonial perspective) of Boland’s poetry from her initial collections of poetry to
her latest ones. I intend to demonstrate that her poetic career follows a certain evolution, from an
initial imitation of the main tenets that have shaped the (Irish) literary tradition, to a gradual
rejection and subversion of them. Accordingly, I will try to see the extent to which the critical
mode developed by Showalter as regards women writers can be applied to Boland’s poetry.
Showalter (1999: 11-13) defends the existence of three phases in the literary work of a woman
artist whose aim is to achieve self-assertion. These three phases, she explains, are applicable to all
kinds of subcultures: the ‘Feminine’ phase, the ‘Feminist’ phase, and the ‘Female’ phase.
Surprisingly enough, the evolution Showalter traces in the feminine literary tradition is almost
identical to that analyzed by Franzt Fanon (1990: 31-149) and Albert Memmi (1990: 168-205) in
their study of the colonial subject affected by race. Both anti-colonial intellectuals coincide in
identifying three phases in the colonial subject’s journey towards a satisfactory (cultural)
decolonization: a phase of ‘Occupation’, a phase of a constraining ‘Cultural Nationalism’, and a
final phase of ‘Liberation’. I will show that the similarities of these theoretical models indicate that

the gendered subject and the colonial subject share in many ways not only the nature of their
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oppression but also the methods employed to overcome their marginalized status. Showalter,
Memmi, and Fanon’s theoretical premises are crucial for an understanding of Boland’s
decolonization process both as a woman poet, and as an Irish citizen. Even so, I am not proposing
here any notional easy fit between their models of decolonization and Boland’s poetry. As we will
see, Memmi and Fanon neglected salient issues like feminism and, as the example of Eavan
Boland immediately demonstrates, their work needs to be viewed critically from a feminist
perspective.

Eavan Boland’s poetic career is an exemplary illustration of the hesitations and difficulties
that haunt and have haunted women poets in Ireland. At the beginning, Boland produces a
‘masculine’ poetry, hiding her womanhood out of fear of being rejected by Ireland’s poetic
community. Her initial work takes for granted notions such as ‘Irishness’ and ‘Irish poet’. Boland
writes within well-defined parameters that dictate what and how the Irish poem has to
communicate. In her intermediate phase, Boland becomes a radical feminist. The main focus at
this stage of her literary career is to protest with energy against her own oppression as a woman in
a patriarchal and sexist culture, and to defend her own distinctive reality as a gendered subject,
previously ignored in her initial poems. Now, Boland takes for granted notions such as
‘womanhood’, and engages in a revolutionary project according to which this category is defended
as a whole and unitary concept. It is not until her mature phase where ‘Irishness’ and
‘womanhood’ will be understood as social constructs and not as transcendental and universal
notions. As Showalter, Memmi, and Fanon imply in different ways, moving beyond ‘gender’ and
‘race’ impositions are the ultimate means how the individual can find (artistic) decolonization.
Similarly, Boland’s career gradually undermines the (presumably authentic) representations of
‘woman’ and ‘nation’ she has inherited. In this sense, the woman poet will scrutinize the
foundations upon which imperialist, nationalist, and feminist ideologies have been based in order
to justify their claims. Her mature poetry dismantles the belief that the poet has to become a public
political figure, a spokesperson who speaks on behalf of an oppressed community. In this sense,
and in contrast to her previous two phases, Boland subjects all forms of knowledge and privilege
to a process of unravelling: notions such as ‘place’, ‘nation’, ‘home’, and ‘womanhood’ cannot be
defended in essentialist terms, for these notions are not only largely human fictions, but also
changeable, relative, and heterogeneous categories. By bringing together Showalter, Memmi, and
Fanon’s premises with other postcolonial and feminist theorizations of identity, I will demonstrate
how gendered and national identities are represented in Boland’s mature poetry in terms of fluidity
and hybridity. Boland achieves ultimate artistic liberation by crossing gender and national

boundaries.
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I do not claim to have a definite reading of Boland’s poetry. For me, understanding her
poetry in all its complexity is a lifelong work in progress. The effort to probe deeply into its
meaning is rewarding, because once we penetrate beneath the superficial level of her poems we
can discover the different ways by which an Irish woman poet moves subversively among
authoritarian discourses that, in their different ways, have attempted to define the two constituent
aspects of Boland’s identity: her ‘Irishness’ and her ‘womanhood’.

The more I have studied, the more encouraged I have felt and the fewer limitations I have
encountered as an outsider. As Boland (1997e: 10) has claimed, “[t]he attempt to define a colony
and its aftermath is as much the property of those who experience it as those who analyze it”.

More recently, Boland has asserted in an interview the following:

I don’t accept that Irish critics are entitled to the final say on an Irish poet, or British critics on a British poet
and so on. If they were, if they were the custodians of the final meaning of their own writers, then we
wouldn’t have Ellman’s biography of Joyce, to start with. That’s just one example where the outside
perspective became a benchmark. There’s no way that a local critic can comment definitively on anything but
the Irishness or the Britishness, and that may actually obscure the work. [...] Sometimes the critic who
doesn’t read the local exactly is able to extract some of the essentials more quickly. (Allen-Randolph 1999b:

301-302)

In this dissertation, it is my intention to “extract [...] the essentials” of Boland’s poetry,

though by no means omitting “the local” element of it.
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2.1. Introduction

This section aims to offer a general overview of the development of postcolonial theory and
criticism, and how they have become increasingly popular but, at the same time, controversial
within the Irish academic field. Firstly, I will start by defining what the term ‘postcolonial’ has
come to signify in current debates. Secondly, I will offer a brief account of the emergence and
development of postcolonial debates in the international arena. Thirdly, I will focus on the general
objections to postcolonial theory made by critics who view its application to Third World contexts
with suspicious eyes. The fourth section aims to analyze the possibility of approaching Ireland’s
history from a postcolonial theoretical perspective. Finally, in order to specify what kind of
postcolonial approach I am applying in my study of Eavan Boland’s poetry, it is my intention to
summarize the main postcolonial strategies of decolonization proposed by different postcolonial

theorists and critics.

2.2. Emergence and development of the term

The term ‘postcolonial’ emerged after World War II, when historians and political scientists
employed it to identify the post-independence period of former colonies (Ashcroft, Griffiths &
Tiffin 2002a: 197). The first use of this term is recorded in 1959 when a British newspaper
referred to the independence of India (Walder 1998: 3). In the last decades of the twentieth
century, it started to be used by academics to investigate the various cultural effects of
colonization. Therefore, its original meaning has been expanded to include a wide variety of
heterogeneous colonial and postcolonial experiences. The reason why the term maintains its
relevance nowadays is due to the critics’ generalized acknowledgement that the colonial
experience continues despite the withdrawal of the imperial power (Walder 1998: 3).

The word ‘postcolonial’ has been applied to so many different kinds of historical
experiences and geographical regions that it is not surprising that critics like Shohat (1992: 101)
and Ahmad (1992: 17) complain that the universal tendencies of postcolonial theory override the
heterogeneity of the Third World. A definition of a concept such as ‘Third World’ might be useful
here. Boehmer (1995: 9) explains how this term is of European coinage, initially used analogously
with ‘third estate’, which meant the dispossessed. The ‘Third World’ came to designate those
states distinct from the West (the First World) and the Second World (the Soviet bloc), in the
context of the Cold War (ibid). From a strictly geographical point of view, the Third world is
constituted by the nation-states of Latin America, the Caribbean, Sub-Saharan Africa, South and
Southeast Asia, China, South Africa, and Oceania (Mohanty 1991a: 5). In addition, Latino, Asian,

black, and indigenous peoples in the United Sates, Europe and Australia, also define themselves as
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“Third World’ people (ibid). Therefore, this collective term, sometimes used interchangeably with
‘postcolonial’, is often employed without considering geographical parameters. Unsurprisingly,
then, critics such as Shohat (1992: 101) and Ahmad (1992: 17) have argued that it is misguided to
speak of the ‘Third World’ and/or the ‘postcolonial’ world as unified, due to the heterogeneous
realities that these terms refer to. As the example of Ireland will suggest, colonialism has been a
multifaceted movement, acquiring throughout history many different degrees and forms and,
therefore, postcolonialism cannot be perceived homogeneously. Because the term ‘postcolonial” as
such embraces so many different stories, it is difficult to find a definition that encompasses all its
heterogeneity.

Moore-Gilbert (2000: 203) offers a generalizing definition of ‘postcolonial’ as that field
engaged with “the cultural legacy of imperialism”. In fact, most critics employ the term to refer to
all cultures affected by imperialism from the moment of colonization to the present day. This is the
case of Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin (2002a: 195), who assert that postcolonialism “is a process in
which colonized societies participate over a long period, through different phases and modes of
engagement, with the colonizing power, during and after the actual period of direct colonial rule”.
I find this definition helpful because, even though Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin (2002a) do not
include Ireland in their analysis, their employment of this term encompasses diverse cultural
productions by colonized people rather than a single and unifying response to colonization. One
drawback in their definition, nevertheless, is the fact that they do not analyze those literatures
which are not written in English or which are written in indigenous languages. Walder’s work
(1998) presents a similar deficiency, defining postcolonial as “recent writings in English which
have come into being as part of the processes of decolonization” (1998: xii).

Another problem that we can find in current definitions of the term lies in the prefix “post”.
The problem with this prefix is that it seems to imply that the aftermaths of colonialism in the
present context can no longer be perceived (Walder 1998: 189). Smyth (1998: 1), for instance,
argues that the appellation of ‘post’ is inopportune in the Irish context because, even after 1922,
Ireland remained locked within imperialist discursive practices and modes of thought. While the
proposed new ‘Free State’ would be self-governing, the retention of a British Governor-General,
the requirement for the new body to take an oath of loyalty to the Crown, and the recognition of
the existence of Northern Ireland as a separate state make the application of ‘post’ to Ireland’s
political independence from the UK problematical. In a desire to avoid these objections, some
postcolonial theorists and critics emphasize that this prefix does not have historical connotations
that would involve a beginning and an end to the colonial process. This is the case of Bhabha

(1995: 4), who asserts that, “if the jargon of our times [...] has any meaning at all, it does not lie in
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the popular use of the ‘post’ to indicate sequentiality — after-feminism; or polarity — anti-
modernism”. Hall (1996b: 253-254) expands the argument by asserting that the ‘post-’ in the
‘postcolonial’ does not merely mean ‘after’ but ‘going beyond’ the colonial, and that it does not
refer to the fact that “the ‘after-effects’ of the colonial rule have somehow been suspended”.
Nevertheless, due to the obvious connotations of this prefix, the term ‘postcolonial’ is
always haunted by the very chronological development that it seeks to dismantle (McClintock
1995: 10-11). Metaphorically, postcolonialism highlights the historical stages from ‘the pre-
colonial’, through ‘the colonial’, to ‘the postcolonial’. In order to overcome this historical
imposition, critics have tended to distinguish between ‘postcolonial’ and ‘post-colonial’. The use
of the hyphen is intended to emphasize the historical experience of colonialism, to focus on a
lineal development that can be perceived diachronically (Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin 2002a: 198).
In this sense, the hyphenated term means after the colonial period, indicating something that
happened after the end of formal colonization. On the other hand, the omission of the hyphen
intends to treat this phenomenon more synchronically, and not only focusing on material historical
facts. As I am concerned with colonialism in so far as it is still perceived and resisted by certain
kinds of Irish subjects (in particular Eavan Boland), I will employ the term without the hyphen.
The hyphenated form puts too much emphasis on the notion of historical development, and runs
the risk of suggesting that colonialism is over and that the postcolonial individual cannot

experience its effects anymore with the same intensity as in the imperial epoch.

2.3. Brief overview of the development of postcolonial studies

Postcolonial theory and criticism, as Walder (1998: 58-59) explains, were part of the decentring
movement of post-1960s thought in the West, marked by a general suspicion of familiar liberal
humanist conceptions of the individual and society. In this sense, one of the most important
features of postcolonial studies is its critique of the Western dominant ideology of humanism and
its consequent deconstruction of core concepts like ‘subject” and ‘identity’ (Moore-Gilbert 2000:
172, Hall 1996b: 248). This deconstruction is prompted by an initial questioning of the pattern of
binaries (West/East; Europe/Third World; colonizer/colonized) that has been identified as
fundamental to Western thought. Therefore, in its critique of essentialism, postcolonial studies
intersect with postmodernism and poststructuralism. Whether in linguistics, literary theory, or
philosophy, postcolonial theories seek to dismantle received assumptions in European theories.
Slemon (1994: 15) identifies this subversion of Western traditional humanities as the most

important academic objective of postcolonial studies.
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Although postcolonial studies as an academic field is generally thought to have begun in
the second half of the twentieth century, some anti-colonial intellectuals in the beginning of the
century attempted to postulate the way for the ‘colonized’ to evade the cognitive patterns by which
their world has been structured. As Hooper (2002: 4) explains, postcolonial theory and writing
begins as early as 1939, with the West Indian Aim¢é Césaire’s Cahiers d’un retour au pays natal.
Césaire’s study on the negritude movement of the 1930s and 1940s served as a prelude to later
works such as Albert Memmi’s The Colonizer and the Colonized (1957), and Frantz Fanon’s
Black Skin, White Masks (1952) and The Wretched of the Earth (1961).

Franzt Fanon was born in the French Caribbean island of Martinique in 1925, and studied
medicine and psychiatry in France (Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin 2002b: 99; Moore-Gilbert 2000:
5). He is well known as a liberationist of the Third World, in particular the Algerian cause. Fanon
is such a relevant figure within postcolonial studies because he is one of the first intellectuals to
criticize the dual categories of colonizer and colonized, showing their artificial and destructive
construction. In Black Skins, White Masks, Fanon used his personal experience to explain the
feelings of dependency and helplessness of black people in a white world. In analyzing the
different ways in which racial discrimination was practiced in the heart of imperial France, Fanon
revealed how black people came to share the myths of inferiority created by their white
oppressors. His main thesis revolves around the fact that the construction of identity is built on the
figure of the ‘Other’. He describes the relation between the black and white races, undertaking a
psychological analysis very much influenced by Césaire, Adler, Hegel, Freud, Lacan, Jean-Paul
Sastre, and Karl Marx (Young 1992: 156). Fanon’s theoretical premise is that the category ‘white’
depends for its stability on its negation ‘black’ (1991: 231).! He characterizes the colonial
dichotomy colonizer-colonized as the product of a “manichaeism delerium”, which results in the
radical division into dual oppositions such as good-evil, true-false, white-black. Fanon shows that
this system of binaries is intrinsic to Western (and imperialist) thought. As he explains, ‘blackness’
is an artificial category created by the white man, and therefore, oppositions such as colonizer and
colonized must be deconstructed in order to achieve decolonization. Breaking race boundaries
means the ultimate freedom and liberation for the individual. As Fanon (1991: 138) believes,
assertion of negritude is not sufficient in itself. When quoting Sartre (1948: x1), who asserts that
“negritude is the root of its own destruction, it is a transition and not a conclusion, a means and not
an ultimate end” (p. 113), Fanon confesses that Sartre reminded him that his blackness was only “a

minor term” (p. 138). In this sense, Fanon starts advocating a new form of politics that moves

! My source is the 1991 edition of Fanon’s Black Skins, White Masks.

16



2. Postcolonialism and Irish studies

beyond national boundaries and nativist claims of a pure and authentic race that must be preserved
at all costs.

Fanon’s desire to move beyond ideologies such as imperialism and nationalism is made
more explicit in his following work, The Wretched of the Earth, where he continues describing the
situation of the oppressed, the struggle for decolonization, and how this process has to be premised
on new identities. When Fanon moved to Algeria in 1956 in order to work in a hospital, he
passionately identified with Algeria’s armed struggle for independence. This led him to write this
second study, which became a political manifesto for the Third World. It has had so huge an
impact that contemporary postcolonial critics such as Walder (1998: 73) have praised Fanon’s
work as follows: “Various anti-colonial critical theories have been influential among the oppressed
people in the world, but The Wretched of the Earth has spoken more directly, profoundly and
lastingly than any other anti-colonial work on behalf of the colonized”. In fact, Fanon has become
a key figure for much current postcolonial debate and he is considered by some postcolonial
scholars, such as Young (1995: 161), to be “the founding father of modern colonial critique”. The
importance of Fanon within later postcolonial studies mainly results from the fact that he showed
that the impact of colonization is not only perceived externally, but also psychologically by the
colonized subjects, who internally collude with the objectification of the self produced by the
colonizer. His interest in showing the internal traumas of identity associated with colonization
unites his theories with Albert Memmi’s.

Five years after the publication of Black Skin, White Masks, Memmi publishes The
Colonizer and the Colonized (1957). The landmark theme of this work is to develop the
destructive and artificial nature of those categories imposed by colonization. His description of the
relationship which bonds colonizer and colonized complements Fanon’s in many ways. Like
Fanon in White Skin, Black Masks, Memmi (1990: 152) implies that the construction of the ‘Other’
is an indispensable part for the colonizer.” Writing in the context of the 1950s anti-colonial
movements, he explains colonial forms of oppression and domination in the twentieth century by
analyzing real human and personal experiences. As a Tunisian Jew, Memmi (1990: 14) describes
himself as “a sort of half-breed of colonization, understanding everyone because I belonged
completely to no one”. Educated in Europe, he is neither Arab nor French, neither colonizer nor
colonized. Because he is a Jew, he has more privileges than the Moslems, but he is nonetheless

still a “native” at the basis in the hierarchical pyramid of the colonial society (Memmi 1990: 12).°

* My source is the 1990 edition of Memmi’s The Colonizer and the Colonized.

? “Native’, as Boehmer (1995: 8) explains, is a collective term designating the indigenous inhabitants of colonized
lands. During the imperial conquests, the term ‘native’ was loaded with pejorative connotations. Brah (2003: 623)
notes how in the British Empire, the word ‘native’ became synonymous with subordination and ‘Otherness’ in contrast
to the term ‘British’, which immediately indicated a position of superiority. Although it was once a diminishing label
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As Sartre (1990a: 20) observes in his introduction to Memmi’s study, this theorist is “the best of
witnesses”, because his ambivalent situation as both colonizer and colonized allowed him to
understand “everyone at once”. Memmi’s (1990: 130) main argument is that economic privilege
lies at the heart of the colonial relationship. He describes the bond between colonizer and
colonized as one of economic, moral, and social interdependence, or as Sartre (1990a: 26) puts it,
one of “relentless reciprocity”. Both subjects are joined in a reciprocal but mutually destructive
relationship. In his analysis of this interdependence, Memmi (1990: 155) shows how colonization
has a harmful effect not only on the colonized, but also on the colonizer. First of all, the colonizer
is transformed into an oppressor, worrying only about ‘his’ privileges.* Simultaneously, the
colonized becomes an oppressed and defeated creature, whose social and human development is
broken. It is the figure of the colonizer that attracts Memmi’s highest attention, a figure constantly
confused by multiple contradictions. The colonizer realizes that his privilege is based on an

2

imminent “usurpation”. In other words, that his status is illegitimate (p. 75). In the face of this
discovery, the colonizer attempts to compensate his blame by finding justifications that transform
his oppressive image. In order to do so, he dehumanizes and devalues the figure of the colonized
(p. 119). Racism symbolizes the fundamental union between colonizer and colonized. The
colonized is always degraded as lazy, weak, evil and backward so that the colonizer finds
justification for rejecting and dominating his subjects. Furthermore, the colonizer finds the need to
annihilate the colonized in order to cease becoming his oppressor, but he realizes that this is
ultimately impossible, for then he would cease to enjoy his privileged status (p. 132). Memmy
(1990: 123) explains that neither racism nor the desire to destroy the ‘Other’ are sufficient in
themselves for compensating the colonizer’s sense of guilt and usurpation. In this sense, Memmi
presents us with a figure of a colonizer which is mutually created and destroyed by the process of
colonization.

By showing the constructed nature of categories such as ‘colonizer’ and ‘colonized’ which
lie at the heart of Western humanism, both Fanon and Memmi advance later deconstructions of
ideologies such as imperialism and nationalism and their defence of pre-established identities.
Both anti-colonial intellectuals advocate a form of decolonization that moves away from a nativist
activism, and offer a very similar tripartite pattern of decolonization that will be helpful for an

approach to Eavan Boland’s poetry. Their theories were launched in a period of great international

for colonized people, the word ‘native’ has in recent years been reclaimed by postcolonial critics to refer to those who
“belong to a particular place by birth” (Boehmer 1995: 8). This term should not be misidentified with ‘nativist’, which
refers specifically to an early form of nationalist writing (p. 9).

* 1 use the masculine pronoun in order to refer to Memmi’s and Fanon’s writings because both anti-colonial
intellectuals addressed almost exclusively the male colonized subject in their discussions of the colonial process. As
we will see in section 4.3., their omission of the female colonized subject will prompt a wide controversy.
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tumult. The astounding number of almost 100 newly independent states emerging throughout the
1960s consequently initiated a great amount of critical work concerned with the history of the
expansion of the British empire overseas (Hooper 2002: 5). With the creation of the
Commonwealth, the category of Commonwealth literary studies became institutionalized in the
1960s. Some of its representative pieces are John Press’s Commonwealth Literature: Unity and
Diversity in a Common Culture (Hooper 2002: 5) and William Walsh’s 4 Manifold Voice: Studies
in Commonweath Literature (Walder 1998: 62).

The 1970s brought about important developments within the field of postcolonial theory
and criticism (Moore-Gilbert 2000: 31-32). First, there was a broad reassessment of the history of
colonialism and a questioning of the supposed benefits of imperialism to the former colonies.
Secondly, there was a revaluation of the early formulations of Commonwealth literary studies,
now interpreted as “a neo-colonial attempt” to reintroduce Western cultural authority.” There was
a subsequent decline in prestige of the academic field of Commonwealth literary studies, and a
concern to include a wider range of texts within the term “Literatures of the World in English”
(Walder 1998: 63). Whereas previously postcolonial critics tended to approach mostly subjects
such as anthropology, history, linguistics, and art history, this period witnessed a greater
proliferation of postcolonial works approaching more explicitly literary studies. It is in this period
when Edward Said’s Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient (1978) appears. Said’s
ambitious study on imperialist cultural productions becomes a landmark text which prompted
literary critics to consider postcolonial issues and incorporate non-canonical writings in their
discussions. Although Said has later contributed to the postcolonial field mainly with Culture and
Imperialism (1993), it is his seminal work on imperialist and Orientalist discourse that has been
the most influential. Its importance is recognized by well known postcolonial critics such as
Young (1995: 159), who argue that, although the study of colonialism was initiated well before the
publication of Orientalism, this book prompted scholars to consider the discursive operations of
colonialism. A large debt is also acknowledged by Homi Bhabha and Gayatri Spivak (Moore-
Gilbert 2000: 35), and even by Ahmad (1992: 13), one of Said’s most fierce critics, who considers
Orientalism “the grandest of all narratives between Western knowledge and Western power”.

Like Fanon and Memmi, Edward Said has also explained how the hierarchical relationship
between colonizer and colonized is established. In Orientalism, Said develops Fanon’s theoretical

premise in Black Skin, White Masks that the category ‘race’ is a social construct by arguing that

> The term ‘neo-colonial’ was originally coined, as Bochmer (1995: 9) explains, by economic theorists in order to
signify the continuing economic control by the West of once-colonized nations. This term has been expanded by
contemporary critics in order to criticize postcolonial theorists, and by extension postcolonial writers, of perpetuating
Western hegemonic power.
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the two categories, ‘West’ (colonizer) and ‘East’ (colonized), are deeply artificial and that they
come into being at the very moment of imperial conquest. In order to do so, he develops a whole
theory around the concept ‘Orientalism’. If we want to understand how Said dismantles this binary
division, it is essential to bear in mind his indebtedness to poststructuralism. Said’s work can be
categorized within the anti-humanist shift led by French philosophers, who reject that the
traditionally liberal humanistic knowledge is ‘pure’ and ‘disinterested’. As Said (1995: 3) admits,
he is influenced by Gramsci, and his ideas on hegemony; and in particular by Foucault and the
French poststructuralist model of the interdependence of discourse, knowledge, and power.
Foucault (1980: 196) showed that the establishment of knowledge and disciplines is never
innocent, because it is impossible for knowledge not to engender power.

In Orientalism, under Foucault’s influence, Said shows how language, the academic forms
of knowledge, and the institutions of power of colonialism and imperialism are intrinsically
connected. In this sense, he is one of the first to show how imperial ideology depended on
apparently apolitical cultural disciplines in order to justify its colonial practice. Said’s main thesis
is that colonialism operated not only as a form of military rule, but simultaneously as a discourse
of domination (Said 1995: 23).° In order to justify this point, in his ambitious analysis, he
examines not only scholarly works but also works of literature, political tracts, journalistic texts,
travel books, and religious and philosophical studies. Said is fully conscious of the importance of
institutions and culture in colonization. Out of this interdependence, Said coins the term
‘Orientalism’, in order to signify several things, all of them interrelated. Firstly, Orientalism is an
academic designation for “anyone who teaches, writes about, or researches the Orient”, and it
especially connotes “the high-minded attitude of nineteenth century and early twentieth century
European colonialism” (p. 2). Secondly, Orientalism is also “a style of thought”, based upon the
epistemological and ontological distinction between the East and the West, the “Orient” and the
“Occident” (p. 12). The relationship between Orient and Occident, colonizer and colonized, is
hierarchically established; theirs is a relationship of power, of domination. Thirdly, Orientalism is
examined as a discourse, “an enormously systematic discipline with its own style, figures of
speech, setting, narrative devices and historical and social circumstances” (p. 3). Finally, Said
defines Orientalism as a historical category (he takes the eighteenth century as the starting point),
in order to designate the discourse of power used by the West in order to advance confidently upon
the Orient (p. 73).

This explanation about how Orientalism is established and gains hegemony helps Said

(1995: 332) conclude that the development of every culture requires the existence of another

® My source is the 1995 edition of Said’s Orientalism.
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different and “competing alter ego”. Cultural formation “involves establishing opposites and
‘others’ whose actuality is always subject to the continuous interpretation and re-interpretation of

299

their difference from “us’” (ibid). Thus, the Orient becomes “a European invention”, an ideological
representation which finds no correspondence in reality. It is “a place of romance, exotic beings,
haunting memories and landscapes, remarkable experiences” (p. 1). The Orient helps to define
Europe, as its opposed image. Thus, it is only in contrast to an undervalued Orient, described as
being irrational, “different”, depraved, childlike, eccentric and dangerous, that the rational,
virtuous, mature and “normal” Occident can emerge (p. 40). Although at times, Said continues,
some Orientalist texts overvalued the Orient for its “pantheism, spirituality, stability, longevity,
and primitivism”, those qualities were immediately followed by a counter-response: “the Orient
suddenly appeared lamentably underhumanized, antidemocratic, backward, barbaric” (p. 150). In
this sense, Said dismantles the dual notion of “Oneself” vs. “the Other” intrinsic to all identity-
formation. As he asserts at one point in Culture and Imperialism, “while identity is crucial, just to
assert a different identity is never enough” (1994: 257).

Although  Said obviously criticizes the binary system (Occident/Orient;
colonizer/colonized) which is at the base of the Western discourse of Orientalism, his work has
been widely criticized on the grounds that he exclusively focuses on the colonizer’s culture. While
Fanon and Memmi provided a model of revolutionary change for the colonized, Said’s is a voice
which does not seem to offer a suitable position of resistance. At the beginning of Orientalism,
Said (1995: 12) makes the following controversial remark: “The scientist, the scholar, the
missionary, the trader, or the soldier was in, or thought about, the Orient because he could be
there, or could think about it, with very little resistance on the Orient’s part”. Said here implies
that all power resides in the colonizer, and consequently, he offers no place for counter-discourse.
Orientalist discourse seems to be so powerful that the voice of the native lacks the power of speech
and resistance. Unsurprisingly, his position has been widely attacked by Young (2001: 391), who

argues the following:

If Orientalism has been a misrepresentation, as Said asks at the end of the book, how does one represent
other cultures?’ [...] This perhaps also explains why, if the representations of Orientalism were so false, as
Said continually insists, he does not offer a method that enables a counter-representation that allowed the

[colonized] to speak [...] — a task which he admits his study leaves ‘embarransingly incomplete’.
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Walder (1998: 71) similarly criticizes Said for his disregard of the many possibilities of resistance
that “oppositional” writings of the colonized exemplified.” It will not be until Culture and
Imperialism that Said will make room for the colonized.

After Said’s Orientalism, and throughout much of the 1980s, the field of postcolonial
studies became more specialized. It is in this decade when Homi Bhabha became an authoritative
voice, complicating colonial discourse and bringing a broader range of theoretical options. His
essays “The Other Question” (1983), “Of Mimicry and Man” (1984a), “Representation and the
Colonial Text” (1984b), “Sly Civility” (1985a) and “Signs taken for Wonders” (1985b) (later
edited in The Location of Culture, 1995), as well as his contributions in Nation and Narration
(1994a, 1994b), have exerted great influence on literary critics, especially in Ireland. Whereas Said
focuses almost exclusively on the colonizer (i.e. the construction of empire) and colonial
discourse, Bhabha emphasizes the interactions between colonizer and colonized (Moore-Gilbert
2000: 116). This theorist revises Said’s implicit assertion that colonial discourse is fixed,
homogenous, and successful. In this sense, Bhabha changes Said’s model of domination to one of
negotiation. Although in Culture and Imperialism, Said (1994: xxii) recognizes the “overlapping
experience of Westerners and Orientals, the interdependence of cultural terrains in which colonizer
and colonized co-existed and battled each other”, this is done in response to criticisms like
Bhabha’s and, therefore, it was Bhabha who initiates the discussion on the ambivalence of colonial
discourse.

Part of Bhabha’s concern has been to indicate the ways in which the hierarchical division
between ‘self’ and ‘Other’, colonizer and colonized, is dismantled by the colonized people
themselves. His argument is that Orientalist discourse did not always obtain its intended effects
when put into practice. Colonial power relations produce hybridization and, as a consequence,
authority can never be absolute. Like Memmi, who offered a complex vision of the colonizer,
Bhabha also describes the troubling contradictions involved in any discourse of power. Drawing
on psychoanalytical theory, he constructs a theory of colonial discourse based on conflicting
emotions such as ‘desire for’, as well as ‘fear of’, the ‘Other’. This ambivalence is described by
means of concepts which denote the instability of power relations between the colonizer and the
colonized.

One of these concepts is “mimicry”, a distorting mirror that fractures the identity of the
colonizing subject. Bhabha (1995: 87) explains how the production of mimic (Indian) Englishmen

is disorienting for the colonizer. The mimic man appears to be an ‘inappropriate’ colonial subject,

7 As regards this point, Moore-Gilbert (2000: 49) argues that the main reason why Said overlooks colonized resistance
is because he abandons “the materialist method [of Gramsci]”, and embraces a “Foucauldian pessimism” on the
question of resistance to power.
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“almost the same, but not quite” (p. 86). The partial and incomplete resemblance of the colonizer
disrupts the authority of colonial discourse. As the identity of colonizer and colonized becomes
suddenly blurred, so do colonial authority and power. As Young (1990: 147) explains, “[t]he
imitation subverts the identity of that which is being represented and the relation of power [...]
certainly begins to vacillate”.

Another concept that Bhabha (1995: 66) employs to explore the instability of colonial
relations is that of the “stereotype”. He believes that stereotyping is a complex and paradoxical
mode of representation. In its ideological construction of ‘Otherness’, the stereotype is based on
the need to repeat what is already known and fixed. In this sense, as a discursive strategy, the
stereotype is ambivalent, for it connotes “rigidity”, “an unchanging order”, as well as “disorder,
degeneracy and daemonic repetition” (ibid). The ambivalent nature of the stereotype is observed in
the image of the native as always “both mysterious and known”, both savage and noble (p. 79).
This ambivalence at the heart of stereotypes has already been analyzed by Memmi (1990: 149),
who has argued that the attributes ascribed to the colonized are at times incongruous with one
another. According to Bhabha (1995: 79), stereotyping, although initially a form of assuring
authority, eventually becomes potentially subversive and disruptive.

Another strategy which illustrates the ambivalence of colonial discourse is “translation”,
which Bhabha illustrates with the native’s reception of the Bible in India. This “English book”
read by the Indians, Bhabha (1995: 113) explains, is a mixed and split text. The natives, in their
resistance to accept the miraculous equivalent of God and the English, transformed the Bible into
an Indianized Gospel (p. 118). In this sense, translation is used by the colonized as a form of
resistance to the colonizer’s authority.

Mimicry, stereotype, and translation are strategies which involve a “productive
ambivalence” that threatens the basis of power and discrimination. In this sense, Bhabha highlights
the native’s ability to subvert the system. According to Young (1990: 145), it was precisely the
unsteadiness of the colonial discourse’s power Bhabha analyzes that made anti-colonialist
resistance possible.®

Together with Said and Bhabha, the 1980s witness the arrival of another outstanding voice
in postcolonial studies: Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. Spivak is perhaps the postcolonial theorist
who was to carry out the fiercest deconstruction of identity-categories such as colonizer/colonized.

True to the spirit of deconstruction, Spivak believes that traditional assumptions about identity

¥ For the Irish critic Carroll (2003a: 7), there is a danger in stressing the ambivalence and mutual interactions when
talking about the history of colonialism, for this might obliterate the power relationships involved in imperialism. On
the other hand, Young (1992: 152) and Moore-Gilbert (2000: 132-133) argue that it is difficult to work out if modes of
resistance such as mimicry and translation are used by the colonized subject unconsciously or intentionally.
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(‘self” vs. ‘Other’) must be called into question (interview with Rooney 1993: 5). Spivak’s
theoretical formulations are founded on Derrida’s concept of the decentred subject (Moore-Gilbert
2000: 85). Spivak rejects all definitions of identity which are based on essentialist notions of
‘origins’ and ‘belonging’.

Spivak’s interests are various and, thus, her work is heterogeneous. She deals with a wide
range of themes, such as the critique of imperialism, colonial discourse and nationality; the social
position of the immigrant; and the relation between feminist, deconstructive and Marxist
perspectives on capitalism and the international division of labour (Landry & Maclean 1996: 3).
Nevertheless, it is for her formulations as regards the position of the Third World subaltern that
Spivak is best known. The term ‘subaltern’ was first coined by Gramsci in the Prison Notebooks
(1996) [1947], in order to refer to those groups in society who are subjugated to the hegemony of
the ruling classes. This category is somewhat flexible, as it includes peasants, workers, and other
oppressed groups who are denied access to power (Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin 2002b: 215). The
term has become especially relevant in postcolonial studies mainly due to the work of the
Subaltern Studies Group. This group of South Asian historians, mostly Indian and Pakistan
scholars, aims to highlight the complicities between the postcolonial state and the intellectual
nationalist elite. The idea behind their work is that orthodox and authoritatively national
historiography tends to consolidate highly contestable versions of history into official identities
(pp. 216-217). Their project is therefore to recover omitted stories from official historical
accounts.” Some representative members within this group are Partha Chatterjee (1986) and
Ranajit Guha (1997). When in 1988, Spivak published her controversial essay “Can the Subaltern
Speak?”, the notion of the subaltern became a pressing issue in postcolonial theory. In this essay,
Spivak (1994: 80) criticizes the assumptions of the Subaltern Studies Group, by arguing that their
project is “essentialist” just for their attempt to grasp a category which is characterized by diversity
and heterogeneity.'’ On the other hand, she argues that these scholars cannot represent a culture
whose history has been so irreversibly damaged by the colonial encounter. Because of this, no
subaltern as such can be heard by the privileged of either the First or Third Worlds (p. 84).
Furthermore, Spivak (1994: 78) believes that the subaltern community cannot criticize what they
inhabit intimately, because if they ever managed to do so, they would move from the margins to
the centre and they would no longer occupy a subaltern status. In this sense, her main thesis is that

there is no possible way from which the subaltern can make themselves known to anyone and to

® This work has also been carried out by dissenting writers in Eastern Europe, and many Caribbean intellectuals and
artists whose heritage is traced to C.L.R. James (Wilson Harris, George Lamming, Eric Williams, Derek Walcott,
Edward Braithwaite, the early V.S. Naipaul) (Said 1994: 379).

1% My source is the 1994 edition of Spivak’s essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?”.
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themselves. Spivak justifies her argument by looking at the situation of Indian women, those
gendered subjects who have suffered more than others the consequences of colonialism and
patriarchy. The female subaltern, as this theorist argues, “cannot speak™ for herself, because she is
“more deeply in the shadow” (p. 83). In my analysis of Boland’s poetry, I intend to analyze more
deeply Spivak’s interesting assertions in “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (see section 7.4.5.3.1.).

It is difficult to express in a few words Spivak’s main theoretical formulations, because her
work offers no ideological position that can be quickly summarized. As Young (1992: 157)
explains, “in the most sustained deconstructive mode, she resists critical taxonomies, avoids
assuming master discourse”. This challenge is increased by Spivak’s constant reformulation of her
arguments. A Critique of Postcolonial Reason (1999), for instance, contains a revision of her
original essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?”. It is not by accident, then, that critics such as Moore-
Gilbert (2000: 97) complain that “[o]ne of the problems in assessing Spivak’s achievement as a
critic is that there are very considerable changes of position and direction in the course of a career
as long as hers”. The heterogeneity of her formulations, together with the difficulty of her
academic style, make Spivak a challenge for any critic approaching her work.

In an attempt to describe Spivak’s complex theoretical affiliations, MacCabe (1988: ix)
argues that she is best catalogued as a “feminist Marxist deconstructivist”. In fact, her work
embraces the fields of feminism, Marxism, and deconstruction, although in a series of multiple
contradictions. Spivak uses such theories in subversive ways, and her work is a constant
challenging rereading of Marx, Derrida, Foucault, and Freud (Landry & Maclean 1996: 8).!" What
is important to note is that her emphasis on deconstruction and poststructuralism has placed
postcolonial studies within the bounds of high theory (Moore-Gilbert 2000: 152-184).

Throughout the 1980s, the theoretical assumptions of theorists like Said, Bhabha, and
Spivak were applied to the reading of particular texts or cultures. Walder (1998: 66) dates the
arrival of proper postcolonial literary theory with Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin’s The Empire
Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures (2000a) [1989], a study which
covers the literatures of Africa, the Caribbean, India, and other postcolonial countries. As Hooper
(2002: 8) reminds us, there were also other important contributions, such as Abdul JanMohamed’s
Manichean Aesthetics: The Politics of Literature in Colonial Africa (1983), which interpreted
African texts; Peter Hulme’s Colonial Encounters (1986), an assessment of Caribbean
representations; and Patrick Brantlinger’s Rule of Darkness (1988), dedicated to the Oriental and

African colonial case.

' See, for instance, Spivak’s critique of Freud in her essay “Echo” (Spivak 1996).

25



New Territory for the Irish Woman in Eavan Boland’s Poetry

As we can see, postcolonial studies have come to mean many things and to embrace
multiple critical practices. Hooper (2002: 8) has affirmed that studies on postcolonialism are as
“multiple as the very experience of colonialism itself”. The proliferation of voices, with their many
forms of engagement and ideological positions, has not only enriched the postcolonial debate, but
it has also created heightened tensions as to what can be considered ‘postcolonial’ and how it
should be addressed. Moore-Gilbert (2000: 11) has argued that postcolonial studies monopolize so
many heterogeneous topics that they threaten to disrupt it “as a coherent field of practice”. It is in
this context that Slemon (1994: 30-32) advocates a more tolerant attitude towards methodological
difference, asserting that he remains ‘“‘suspicious of ahistorical and [...] intolerant calls for
homogeneity in a field of study which embraces radically different forms and functions of
colonialist oppression and radically different notions of anti-colonialist agency” (p. 31). It is this
controversial debate about the term ‘postcolonial’ which I intend to address in the following

section.

2.4. Problems with postcolonial theory: postcolonial theory vs. postcolonial
criticism

Moore-Gilbert (2000: 152-184) has highlighted the distinction between postcolonial theory and a
growing postcolonial criticism. Postcolonial theory is mainly represented by Said, Bhabha, and
Spivak. Their importance is of such relevance that critics like Walder (1998: x) and Young (1995:
163) consider them to be “the Holy Trinity” of the field. Their work is characterized by a
methodological reliance on French ‘high’ theory, mainly Derrida, Lacan, and Foucault (Moore-
Gilbert 2000: 1)."

The theoretical parameters set up by these theorists pose significant problems in their
articulation of colonial and postcolonial issues. This has led Moore-Gilbert (2000: 17) to
distinguish the sub-field of postcolonial criticism, which emerged in the 1980s with
JanMohamed’s “The Economy of Manichean Allegory” (1986) in order to launch objections to
some of the assumptions made by postcolonial theorists. JanMohamed’s essay was later followed
by the work of Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka and Wilson Harris, Stephen Slemon, Anne
McClintock, Arif Dirlik and Helen Tiffin, among others (Moore-Gilbert 2000: 17, 188). Ahmad,
Parry, Shohat, and Walder are also representative figures within this trend. Although Moore-

Gilbert (2000: 2) asserts that postcolonial theory and postcolonial criticism are not so divorced

"2 In his preoccupation with contemporary continental European cultural theories, Young (1990, 1995) would be
included within this field. The editors of The Empire Writes Back are also considered by critics such as Walder (1998:
60) as theorists within the postcolonial field.
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from each other (as they share some concerns and issues), it is possible to summarize the
numerous challenges posed to the theories of “the Holy Trinity” and its followers.

One of the objections postcolonial critics usually make about postcolonial theory is that it
is complicit with the neo-colonial order because it is located within Western institutions and is
mainly consumed by the metropolitan elite (Moore-Gilbert 2000: 153). Slemon (1994: 16), for
instance, has highlighted that, because most postcolonial theorists are exiled intellectuals from
former colonized countries now living in the West, postcolonial studies stand nowadays “as a
cultural marker of non-residency for a Third World intellectual cadre”. In fact, Edward Said (1995:
25) has described himself as an “Oriental”, born and educated in two former British colonies
(Palestine and Egypt) and living in New York until his death in 2003. Like Said, both Bhabha and
Spivak are exiled intellectuals who were born in India and are now living in the United Sates. By
residing in the West and being educated within Western universities, these postcolonial theorists
have faced the charge of unconscious neo-colonialism. Dirlik (1994: 109) attacks the “ubiquitous
academic marketability” of the term postcolonial, and asserts that postcolonial critics are
“unwitting spokespersons for the new global capitalist order”. Walder (1998: 80) expands this
argument by suggesting that Said and his colleagues are “a group of well-paid, literary high-flying
academics”, whose celebration of “their own multiple pasts and identities too easily becomes a
self-regarding expression of their own, rather than others’ lives”. Similarly, Ahmad (1992: 13)
understands that Said and his colleagues’ location within the Western academy betray their
contemporaries in their native nations. This Marxist critic suggests that postcolonial theory is
simply a medium through which the authority of the West over the formerly imperialized parts of
the world is currently being presented. For Ahmad (1992: 298), real decolonization must take

place in those countries actually imperialized, and not abroad, because

[i]n this sort of formulation, the ‘contest over decolonization’ becomes mainly a literary and literary-critical
affair, and the elite academic intelligentsia claims for itself, in an amazing gap between fact and self-image,

the role of the world’s revolutionary vanguard.

Ahmad’s main argument is that, by leaving the country, one loses the anger necessary for
revolution and change. As postcolonial theorists belong to a privileged class accommodated within
the Western academy, they are cut off from the material realities of their native nations and,
therefore, cannot offer suitable theoretical parameters for decolonization (Ahmad 1992: 13-15).

All the above postcolonial critics question Said, Bhabha, and Spivak’s right to act as
spokespersons for the Third World. Nevertheless, and despite these strong accusations, they seem

to ignore the fact that they are, to some extent, Western-based as well. Walder (1998: ix) for
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instance, is another exiled intellectual, “an ex-colonial (South African) long based in the UK, with
particular links in Southern Africa, India and South East Asia”. On the other hand, Moore (2000:
155) reminds Ahmad that he has taught in the West himself (at Rutgers University), that many of
his books were first presented as papers to Western audiences, and that he belongs to “an elite
fraction of the same national bourgeoisie which he accuses of acting as the local agents of
contemporary international capitalism”. We should also note that /n Theory is published by the
London firm Verso. Therefore, Ahmad himself has had difficulties in avoiding the Western
‘contamination’ he accuses Said of having.

Another outstanding critique made of postcolonial theorists such as Bhabha, Said, and
Spivak is based on the belief that by privileging discourse as a form of resistance, they seem to
ignore more active forms of resistance (Moore-Gilbert 2000: 156). The modes of cultural analysis
on which their theories are based are deeply postmodern and, by extension, Eurocentric. Their use
of French ‘high’ theory prevents them from offering any reactionary politics. An exemplary
objection is Benita Parry’s attack on Bhabha and Spivak. Parry (1987: 29) exerts a fierce critique
of what she considers to be their lack of political commitment. Their methodological affiliation to
deconstructivist theory constrains the development of anti-imperialist critique and leaves no room
for active resistance outside the discursive level. Parry argues that Bhabha’s theories are apolitical,
or ineffective from a political point of view. This theorist locates native agency at the level of
discourse, textuality, or semiotics (i.e. mimicry and translation), at the expense of direct action.
Furthermore, Parry (1987: 29) asks what sorts of politics is that “which dissolve[s] the binary
opposition colonial self/colonized other, encoded in colonialist language as a dichotomy necessary
to domination, but also differently inscribed in the discourse of liberation as a dialectic of conflict
and a call to arms?”. Parry criticizes Bhabha on the grounds that his theories are intended to satisfy
more the needs of Western academy than those of actual decolonizing societies.'” This attack is
perhaps most clearly observed in Aijaz Ahmad’s In Theory. Ahmad (1992: 173) attacks Bhabha
for his “arcane” style. Nevertheless, his critique is particularly addressed to Said. Ahmad (1992:
173) roots Said’s work in his humanistic training, and criticizes him for taking a Western
perspective and ignoring varied forms of resistance to colonial/capitalist power. By addressing
postcolonial issues within the terms of the Western discourse, in particular Western
poststructuralism and postmodernism, Said is unable to theorize resistance to dominant discourse.

Ahmad (1992: 36) argues that his theories produce a world in which “everything becomes a text”,

B Parry (1987: 30) invokes Fanon as an alternative model for decolonization, for he stands “in unmitigated
antagonism to the oppressor”. Here, this critic seems to ignore that Fanon advocates the deconstruction of identity-
categories such as ‘colonizer’/‘colonized’, invoking, in a similar way as Bhabha has done, the dissolution of Western
binary oppositions.
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in which “the dismissal of class and nation as so many ‘essentialisms’ logically leads towards an
ethic of non-attachment”.

Both Ahmad and Parry disparage the whole discourse-oriented trend of postcolonial theory
as a Western imposition. Like them, Norris (1992: 119-120) and Shohat (1992: 101) are other
outstanding voices that accuse postcolonial theory of postmodern, theoretical, and political
ambiguity. For critics such as these, as Hall (1996b: 242) remarks, the postcolonial does not offer a
politics of resistance, as it “posits no clear domination and calls for no clear opposition”. Walder
(1998: 70) also criticizes postcolonial theorists, in particular the authors of The Empire Writes
Back, on the grounds that they treat power as a matter of discourse, under the ‘false’ assumption
that it is only through discourse that resistance can be carried out. Against these objections,
Moore-Gilbert (2000: 165) argues that these critics’ “hostility towards some postcolonial theory
for domesticating the material struggle against (neo-) colonialism is itself expressed at a discursive
level and depends on similar institutional outlets to those on which their opponents rely”. In this
sense, those critics who argue against the treatment of the ‘postcolonial” merely at the discursive
level ignore the extent to which they also participate in the same process. On the other hand, it is
important to bear in mind that Said, Spivak, and Bhabha do not simply absorb European critical
theory, but subject it to fierce criticism (Moore-Gilbert 2000: 161). Furthermore, as Fulford
(2002b: 208) notes, it is not “the postmodern formulations of Bhabha [and his colleagues] that are
imperialist and [EJurocentric, but modern assertions of a homogeneous national identity upon
which imperialism first depended”.

Another objection made by postcolonial criticism is that postcolonial theory exclusively
pays attention to a particular kind of postcolonial literature, mostly that produced by exiled writers,
rejecting other important and enriching forms of cultural productions. Ahmad (1992: 124), for
instance, has accused Said and Bhabha of assuming that writers like Salman Rushdie are
representative of the ‘authentic’ voice of their countries of origin. According to Ahmad, the failure
of Rushdie’s vision of the Third World is due to an “aesthetic despair that issues from his
overvalorization of unbelonging” (p. 127). He wonders “[h]Jow oppositional would these kinds of
texts, so celebrated in the counter-canonical trends of the [Anglo-American] academy, then turn
out to be?” (p. 12). The privileging of texts like The Satanic Verses, Ahmad argues, ignores and
neglects those literatures which are independent of metropolitan influences (i.e. postmodernism),
such as those texts written in regional Indian languages (p. 124).

Another important critique of postcolonial theory is that its obscure style and language
make it not easily accessible to the most subaltern of all, restricting it to the consumption of the

metropolitan elite (Moore-Gilbert 2000: 166). Walder (1998: 80), for instance, has argued that
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Spivak’s “greatest weakness is her obscurity”. Similarly, the Irish scholar Graham (1994b: 33) has
characterized Bhabha’s work as “opaque and tortuous”. Although there is some truth in these
assertions (both Spivak and Babha’s style are sometimes almost impenetrable), postcolonial
theorists are now recognizing this problem and they are trying to make their recent contributions
easier to read (Moore-Gilbert 2000: 167).

Finally, critics have accused postcolonial theory of not engaging sufficiently with issues of
gender and class (Moore-Gilbert 2000: 168). As I will show in due course, this is the contention of
many feminists who criticize postcolonial theory on the grounds that it omits the reality of Third

World women.

2. 5. Ireland in postcolonial studies

When dealing with the specific case of Ireland, the postcolonial debate becomes complicated. Bery
and Murray (2000: 1-4) and Innes (2000: 22) note the tendency, now in decline, to exclude Ireland
(together with the other two constituent parts of the British Isles, Scotland and Wales), from the
study of the postcolonial. The most outstanding theorists in the postcolonial arena have generally
ignored Ireland in their discussions. Nonetheless, as we will see, Edward Said is an important
exception, as his Culture and Imperialism includes a long section discussing Yeats as a nationalist
poet who can be understood in the same context as Aimé Césaire, Franzt Fanon, and Pablo Neruda
(Said 1994: 271-283)."" Postcolonial feminist critics such as Boyce (1994: 95) and Smith and
Watson (1992: xiii) have also included Ireland in their discussions, viewing the Troubles (the
violence emerging in Northern Ireland since 1969) as a colonizing operation still taking place,
comparable to all those continuing struggles that are going on in the Netherlands Antilles, Puerto
Rico, Palestine, and South Africa. The postcolonial critic Robert Young (1995: 70-113) also
mentions Ireland in his analysis of colonial racism, focusing on Matthew Arnold’s racist views on
the Celtic race. Nevertheless, the general tendency is to omit the Irish case from postcolonial
discussions. Whereas India, Africa, and the Caribbean have prompted extensive discussion, very
little attention has been paid to Ireland. Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin’s The Empire Writes Back
(2002a) (first published in 1989) is an illustrative example of the omission of the Irish case, a fact
that Kiberd (1996: 5) widely criticizes. Although the authors of The Empire Writes Back focus on
those peoples formerly colonized by England, they strictly mention the literatures of African
countries, Australia, Bangladesh, Canada, the Caribbean, India, Malaysia, Malta, New Zealand,

Pakistan, Singapore, South Pacific Island countries, Sri Lanka, and even Canada and the United

4 As Carroll (2003a: 187) explains in a footnote, it was Declan Kiberd who first stimulated Edward Said to write
about Ireland from a postcolonial point of view when he invited him to speak at the Yeats Summer School in Sligo.
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States. Their later edition of The Post-Colonial Studies Reader (2002c) contains only one essay on
Ireland by David Cairns and Shaun Richards. Boehmer’s Colonial and Postcolonial Literature:
Migrant Metaphors (1995) also exemplifies this omission of Ireland within postcolonial theory
and criticism. At the beginning of her work, this critic accepts the fact that Ireland (together with
the US) is generally excluded in studies of postcolonial writing, “because its history has been so
closely and so long linked to that of Britain” (Boehmer 1995: 4). The same silencing of Ireland
occurs in Walder’s Post-colonial Literatures in English (1998), which exclusively addresses
literary productions in India, the Carribean, and South Africa.

Innes (2000: 22-27) understands this lack of attention to Ireland as a consequence of the
academic origins of postcolonial studies in Commonwealth literature and Third World/ Black
Studies. In fact, the category ‘Commonwealth’ is problematic for a postcolonial approach to
Ireland. Although the Free State formed in 1921 was defined by its constitution as a dominion of
the British Commonwealth, in 1949, with the declaration of the Republic, the country left the
Commonwealth. The development of Commonwealth literary studies into the ‘postcolonial’,
marked most prominently by the publication of The Empire Writes Back in 1989, renamed
‘Commonwealth Literature’ as ‘postcolonial literature’, exclusively referring to that literature
written in English within the Commonwealth. This definition discriminated not only against
literature in indigenous or European languages other than English, but also those (Irish) cultural
productions produced outside the Commonwealth. To make matters worse, Commonwealth
literature, as Innes (2000: 22) explains, reintroduced white/black divisions, leaving no place in this
schema for the Irish colonized. This critic places Fredric Jameson’s 1986 essay as one of the most
influential examples that reinforce oppositions such as those between ‘First’ and ‘Third” Worlds.
The category of the ‘Third World’ makes the insertion of Ireland within postcolonial studies
problematic because it exclusively includes all non-white people, whether African or Asian. As
Innes (2000: 24) complains, “we might wonder where Irish men and women placed themselves
with regard to such dichotomies between the West and the Orient”.

In order to simplify the heated debate about the reasons for including/excluding Ireland
from postcolonial discussions, I need to start by describing the possible answers to the essential
question ‘Is Irish life/ politics/ culture and literature determined by its status as a postcolonial
country’?

The answer is not as simple as it may seem. On the one hand, the specific case of Ireland
differs from other former colonies. Unlike most other colonies, Ireland was located within close
proximity to England. Its geographical location in Western Europe, and, at the same time,

“marginal to it and historically of the decolonizing world” (Lloyd 1993: 2), complicates the
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adoption of a comparative postcolonial framework. On the other hand, there were affinities of
climate, temperament, and culture between Ireland and England. As Butler (2001: 14) explains,
“the Irish could not be distinguished from their imperial rulers by the colour of their skin. They
were ‘proximate’ rather than ‘absolute’ Others, a disturbing mixture of sameness and difference”.
Moreover, the history of English colonialism in Ireland is unique in the sense that it was
discontinuous, unstable, and partial (Smyth 1998: 10). In the nineteenth century, with the 1800 Act
of Union, Ireland became constitutionally integrated with the United Kingdom. This legislative
link between Ireland and the United Kingdom was an intentional imperial policy to achieve
cultural and political assimilation, in reaction to the rebellion by the United Irishmen in 1789
(Smyth 1998: 64). In this respect, Britain’s relations with Ireland became greatly different from
those the Empire maintained with Indian or African colonies (Butler 2001: 2-3). Ireland sent MPs
to Westminster, something that not even the British white colonies did. Furthermore, Irish citizens
were often implicated in the colonial enterprise, reinforcing the ideology and practice of
imperialism in their own ways: while some Irishmen enlisted in the British army, other Irishmen
and women emigrated to the British colonies, and to London, the very centre of the Empire
(Hooper 2002: 14). In British overseas territories, Irish became settlers, soldiers and, sometimes,
administrators. As O’Dowd (1990: 49) explains, through missionary activity, Irish Catholics even
attempted to create “an alternative ‘spiritual empire’ of their own”. Moreover, Ireland’s obsession
with the past is understood by some critics as one of its anomalies as a postcolonial nation, and not
“the logical condition” of any decolonizing country “whose history is yet to be made” (Lloyd
1993: 10). The argument may be that, whereas Ireland might have been once a colony, it ceased to
be so after gaining independence in 1921, and should have recovered by now from the cultural
effects caused by British imperialism.

This sceptic view of Ireland as a postcolonial country is upheld by the so-called
‘Revisionist historians’."” Roy Foster’s Modern Ireland 1600-1972 (1989a) is one of the most
influential studies within this school. His work has been followed by other scholars like Bartlett
(1988), Comerford (1988), Howe (2002), and Kennedy (1996). Bartlett (1988: 47), for instance,
argues that Ireland cannot be considered a colony because the Irish did not use the language of
colonialism. Instead, their opposition to British domination was articulated on constitutional

grounds, by claiming that the country had the rightful status as a separate kingdom. As this critic

1> Together with revisionist historiography, the advocators of “modernization theory”, as Cleary (2003: 19) explains,
also react against postcolonial explanations of Ireland’s history. Based on the dichotomy between ‘traditional’ and
‘modern’ societies, modernization discourse tends to locate Ireland alongside other Western European countries, as a
‘traditional’ society which has ultimately ‘caught up’ with the more modern capitalist economies. In adhering to the
notion of economic progress, modernization theorists, like revisionist historians, refute the claim that Ireland has
undergone the experience of colonialism and may therefore be considered a postcolonial nation.
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puts it, “few Irishmen — Protestant or Catholic — accepted that Ireland was a colony with the
attendant attributes of inferiority and subordination”.'® From a revisionist point of view,
Comerford (1988: 12) has argued that the Irish have participated in almost every phase of the
British colonial and imperial enterprise, and that, therefore, Irishmen and Irishwomen (both
Catholic and Protestant) have devoted “far more blood and sweat to empire-building than to
empire-breaking”. Kennedy (1996: 169) also writes against those postcolonial interpretations of
Ireland, arguing, from an economic point of view, that there is a discontinuity between the Irish
and other colonial experiences. The statistics show that Ireland was in a considerably better
position in relation to other underdeveloped Third World nations at the beginning of the twentieth
century. In this sense, Ireland should be compared with small European nations, rather than with
postcolonial countries like India, Congo, or Nigeria. Agreeing with Kennedy, Howe (2002: 33)
argues that Irish backwardness cannot be attributed to British colonialism. This scholar further
stresses from an economic and cultural point of view, the inconsistency, ambivalence and
complexity in British-Irish relations, rather than “the more traditional nationalist narratives of
‘8000 Years of Crime’ (p. 76). Generally speaking, the Revisionist school tends to attack
nationalism as fundamentally sectarian and even racist. They usually deny the British presence in
Ireland as colonial and imperial, reconsidering it instead as well-intentioned and rarely malevolent.
In this sense, Revisionists are, in general, uneasy with postcolonial theories which postulate that
the Irish past and its contemporary reality are adversely affected by British imperialism. As a
consequence, they refuse to countenance a postcolonial analysis of Ireland, or a comparison of
Irish people with other communities which sought to decolonize their minds or their territory.
Howe (2002: 153), for instance, prefers to analyze contemporary Ireland within the European
context, comparing Irish history with those stories of new European states emerging in the
aftermath of the First World War, such as Czechoslovakia, Finland, Poland, and the Baltic
Republics. Similarly, the Northern Irish critic Edna Longley (1994: 61), reflecting on the
difficulties involved when using the term ‘postcolonial’ in relation to Ireland, has compared
Ireland and its religious conflicts with Bosnia. Contesting postcolonial analyses of Ireland,
revisionists argue that Partition was not a British fault: it was Irish Unionists who insisted that the
Northern part had to remain a part of the United Kingdom. Some intellectual and moral arguments
have been put forward to deny the colonial dimension to the Northern Irish conflict. One of these

arguments is to consider the Troubles “an Irish tribal quarrel”, and not a postcolonial struggle

' The difficulty with this argument, as Lloyd (2003: 52) has pointed out, is that it takes for granted the existence of a
concept which only came into being gradually through the nineteenth and into the twentieth centuries. As this critic
maintains, “a concept [...] can only function [...] a posteriori, at the point when the phenomena it designates and
unifies have emerged in their full material reality”.
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(Butler 2001: 2). The surge in economic prosperity Ireland is currently experiencing, and which
has been labelled as the ‘Celtic Tiger’ period, evidences that the country is moving out of tradition
into modernity and globalization (ibid). On the other hand, revisionists contend that postcolonial
versions of Irish history might be used as propagandist fictions, in order to justify Anglophobia
and anti-Unionism. Comerford (1988: 12) and Longley (1994: 30), for example, warn that most
historians would embrace the postcolonial model for specific purposes, specifically to refer to the
contemporary political situation of Northern Ireland.'” Ireland’s oppression in the past, Comerford
(1988: 12) believes, is a “political myth” that serves to justify the political actions or postures of
Northern Irish nationalists. This denouncement is clearly made by Stephen Howe (2002: 1), who,
in Ireland and Empire: Colonial Legacies in Irish History and Culture, implicitly associates
supporters for postcolonial criticism in Ireland and IRA’s sympathizers. This revisionist scholar
analyzes how colonial models were employed in the Northern Ireland conflict since the 1920s,
especially since the outbreak of violence in 1969 (p. 4). According to Howe, their employment of
the colonial model is due to the fact that the Ulster crisis coincided with the high tide of Third
World ‘anti-imperialist’ armed insurrections.

Contesting revisionists, the so-called ‘postcolonial theorists’ argue in favour of a
comparative model between Ireland and other former colonies. This school finds in Said a helpful
point of reference in its postcolonial analysis, for he was one of the first to write about Ireland in
relation to Franzt Fanon and Aimé Césaire’s writings on decolonization. In Culture and
Imperialism, Said (1994) includes Ireland when discussing the relationship between culture and
imperialism. This is very significant, for it means the recognition of the Irish case within
postcolonial studies by one of the most prominent voices. Said (1994: xvii) justifies this inclusion
by saying that in Ireland we find another kind of apartheid, apart from racial apartheid, which is
social discrimination. Though not geographically, Irish people “morally [...] inhabit the realm
beyond Europe” (p. 127). In this way, Said equates Ireland with the ‘Orient’, and this enables him
to establish a comparative postcolonial framework. Throughout this study, Said constantly
establishes a connection between Ireland and former colonies in the Caribbean islands and the Far
East, noting that Europe’s ways of representing these places bear important similarities. Although
Said recognizes that the geographical connections between England and Ireland are closer than
between England and other colonies, he argues that “the imperial relationship is there in all cases.
Irish people can never be English any more than Cambodians or Algerians can be French” (p.

275). Said even remarks that the colonial legacy is more present in Ireland than in any other

' In any case, even though Longley remains sceptical of postcolonial comparisons between Ireland and other cultures,
she proposes that if critics wish to undertake a postcolonial reading of Ireland, they must follow Bhabha’s
poststructuralist approach rather than Said’s Foucauldian method (Hooper 2002: 17).
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colony, for the problem of Irish liberation not only has continued longer than other anti-colonial
struggles, “but is so often not regarded as being an imperial or nationalist issue; instead it is
comprehended as an aberration within the British dominions” (p. 284)."" In his comparative
analysis, Said parallels, for instance, British views on Ireland and Australia, asserting that both
have been considered by scholars and scientists like Georges Cuvier, Charles Darwin, and Robert
Knox as ‘white’ colonies made up of inferior humans (p. 162).

Said’s comparative framework has been continued by a great number of Irish academic
critics. Hooper (2002: 14-15) explains that the postcolonial school began to be shaped with the
emergence of several critics who, although “not strictly postcolonial in outline”, sought in their
works affiliations between Irish and other postcolonial literatures. This is the case of Lee Perry
Curtis (1968) and Ned Lebow (1976). Nevertheless, it is not until the 1980s that postcolonial
criticism begins to be directly addressed by the work of the Field Day Theatre Company. The Field
Day Group was founded in Derry by Brian Friel and Stephen Rea in 1980 to launch Friel’s play
Translations. As Cleary (2003: 16) explains, it was the staging of Translations that prompted this
new interest in postcolonial issues, for the play dealt with important concerns such as the
replacement of Irish by English, the creation of colonial maps, and the imposition of a foreign
system of education. In the following years, the Field Day Company moved from its initial
theatrical role to a wider cultural intervention. An editorial board was founded by Seamus Deane,
Seamus Heaney, and Tom Paulin, publishing a series of pamphlets in the 1980s by internationally
celebrated cultural theorists such as Edward Said, Frederic Jameson, and Terry Eagleton,19 and a
three-volume anthology of Irish writing in 1991. These theorists, especially those from the Field
Day collective, argue that the colonial legacy retains an enormous cultural and psychological force
in Ireland. Their analyses derive from the conviction that, as Deane (1990: 6) puts it, the Northern
Irish conflict, is “above all, a colonial crisis”. Nevertheless, their task is not explicitly political, but
cultural. Their main intention is to analyze from a postcolonial point of view Ireland’s literary
productions, something to which Revisionist scholars have “paid no serious attention” (Deane
1990: 7). Hooper (2002: 14), a self-declared postcolonial theorist, summarizes Deane’s and his
colleagues’ main reasons for considering Ireland within a postcolonial framework as follows: (1)
Britain’s reluctance to allow Catholic emancipation; (2) the incompetence with which British
authorities responded to the Famine; (3) its unwillingness to grant a form of Home Rule; (4) the

brutality of the coercion applied against nationalist dissidents during the Easter Rising and

' In one of his latest essays, Said (2003: 177) studies the Northern Irish problem with reference to the persistent
struggle over Palestine, analyzing connections such as “prolonged military occupation, obdurate settlers, and a serious
asymmetry of power”.

' Whereas Jameson (1988) and Said (1990) particularly focus on two Irish writers, Joyce and Yeats, Eagleton (1990)
analyzes the radical contradictions of Irish nationalism as a decolonizing movement.
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especially throughout the War of Independence; (5) the wretched state in which many Irish
peasants lived throughout the nineteenth century; and (6) the way emigration was the only possible
choice to have access to employment.

The Field Day Group’s historical justifications have exerted such a tremendous influence
that many Irish critics have embraced a postcolonial approach nowadays. Innes (2000: 26), for
instance, argues that Ireland should be considered within a postcolonial framework because its
history prior to the twentieth century, and well into the twentieth, is a history of social, political
and economical discrimination, in which those who spoke Irish, clung to Irish culture or dress, or
married an Irish person “were driven ‘beyond the Pale’ or, at a later date, disenfranchised”. Kiberd
(1996: 135) expands the argument by asserting that Ireland has great analogies, especially as
regards culture, with the decolonizing world. Ireland suffered dislocations of culture, language,
and identity similar to those experienced by colonized people in India and Africa. The arguments
about language revival at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth, like
the debates about nationality and cosmopolitanism in literature, anticipated those which would
later occur in Africa and Asia (ibid). Kiberd (1996: 197) claims that the “Irish were, if anything,
ahead of their time” preparing the road for the political emancipation of India, Egypt, Nigeria, and
so on. This theorist establishes connections between Irish nationalism and Third World
decolonization, an endeavour continued by Innes (2000: 27), who asserts that Irish nationalism has
served as a model for African, Caribbean, and African-American cultural nationalists and activists.

Embracing this postcolonial standpoint, and mostly under Kiberd’s influence, Butler (2001:
4) emphasizes the colonial influence in the perpetuation of current struggles in Northern Ireland. In
this sense, this critic argues that literary critics cannot ignore history, the historical role of Ireland
as a colony and its consequences in the contemporary political situation of the country (ibid).
O’Dowd (1990: 30) expresses his belief that some elements of the relationship between colonizer
and colonized Memmi (1990) describes in North Africa survive in the Northern Irish conflict. The
Troubles are read as an instance of the colonial relationship Memmi analyzes. In Northern Ireland,
this critic proceeds to argue, religion rather than race is the insignia of difference (p. 46). In this
sense, the conflict is not read as a tribal quarrel, but as an instance of a “long and tortuous [...]
process of decolonization” (p. 47). Arguments such as these have led critics to situate Ireland on
the margins of post-imperial Europe, as a country, as suggested by Coulter (1990: 1), “between the
first and third world”, first world in geography and third world in history. Crotty (1986: 36-37) has
noticed that Ireland is “unique” as an European country in that it shares with all those

underdeveloped countries in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Caribbean colonization by
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metropolitan capitalist powers. In this sense, Ireland is paradoxically Britain’s oldest colony, but
Europe’s only capitalist colony.

In conclusion, and in order to clarify this heated debate, there are two main schools of
thought within the Irish academy which view England’s legacy over Ireland in different ways:

(1) The revisionist school of history, with figures such as Foster, Kennedy, Bartlett, Howe
and in some respects, Longley;

(2) The postcolonial school, with figures such as Deane, Kiberd, Hooper, and Butler. The
number of postcolonial scholars in Ireland has increased in the last decades of the twentieth
century. The 1980s and 1990s witnessed the advent of a growing school of Irish postcolonial
studies with David Cairns and Shaun Richards’s Writing Ireland: Colonialism, Nationalism and
Culture (1988) and Lyn Innes’s The Devil’s Own Mirror: The Irishman and the African in Modern
Literature (1990) (Hooper 2002: 15). David Lloyd’s (1993) intervention is worth mentioning here.
In Anomalous States: Irish Writing and the Post-Colonial Moment, Lloyd embraces Bhabha’s
notion of hybridity in order to locate four Irish canonical writers (Yeats, Joyce, Beckett, and
Heaney) in the context of (postcolonial) minorities’ discourse. More recent exchange on Ireland’s
place within postcolonial studies has been carried out by Carroll (2003a, 2003b), Cleary (2003),
Deane (2003), Graham (1994a, 1994b, 1995/6, 1997, 1999), Kirkland (1999), Maley (1996, 2000),
O’Dowd (1990), Smyth (1995, 1998, 1999, 2000), and Whelan (2003), to name some
representative scholars. All these critics have begun to invoke Memmi, Fanon, Said, Bhabha, and
Spivak as useful perspectives from which to view the relationship between Irish and British
cultural history. O’Dowd (1990: 29-66), for instance, relies on Memmi’s (1990) analysis of the
relationship between colonizer and colonized to describe the contemporary Northern Irish conflict.
Others such as Graham (1994b: 31-33) call on scholars of colonial and postcolonial culture in
Ireland to follow the example of the Indian Subaltern Studies Group and to employ Bhabha’s
theories by exploring “liminal” or “subaltern” positions of resistance or “ambivalence”.® The
work of these critics has been expanded by critics such as Bery and Murray (2000), Innes (2000),
and Harte and Pettit (2000), who defend a parallel reading of Irish literature and other postcolonial
literatures.

Before participating in this debate, I would like to stress the fact that the so-called
postcolonial school in Ireland does not escape the critiques postcolonial theorists have received in
the last decades. David Lloyd (1993), for instance, can be easily accused, following Ahmad’s
argument (1992: 13), of taking up temporary posts in the Western academy, and automatically

becoming part of the system of neo-colonial domination. As Lloyd (1993: 1) himself recognizes,

2 In a later essay, Graham (1995/6: 34) also advocates using Fanon, on the grounds that he was the first anti-colonial
critic to remain suspicious of nationalism and the ideological restrictions it implies.
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he works most of the time in the United States. Gerry Smyth (1998: 4) is also another postcolonial
critic of Irish background but of English education; as he admits, “I am an Irishman interested in
Irish history and literature but trained in certain methodological techniques and cultural
assumptions at a number of English universities”. The stance of critics like these, as we have seen,
is viewed reluctantly by those who see in the metropolitan training of the postcolonial intellectual
a new and covert form of exerting a politics of neo-colonialism.

On the other hand, Irish critics’ engagement with ‘high’ theory might be viewed as
problematic by those who, as explained before, reject Eurocentric modes of cultural analysis in the
treatment of postcolonial issues. Smyth (1998: 3) acknowledges that much contemporary Irish
critical debate is characterized by its reliance on modern Anglo-American theory. As Lloyd (1993:
1) recognizes, he is profoundly marked “by metropolitan circuits of theory”, in particular by
Mikhail Bakhtin, Benedict Anderson, and Antonio Gramsci. He defends himself against all
possible charges asserting that their use might offer “a positive critique” to a postcolonial analysis
of Ireland (p. 151), and that their influence is, in any case, unavoidable (p. 124). Smyth’s work
(1998) similarly exemplifies the use of Western methods and theories by Irish criticism. As he
himself declares, he is profoundly influenced not only by postcolonial critics in Ireland such as
Lloyd and Kiberd, but also by other postcolonial theorists belonging to the Anglo-American
discourse, mostly Said and Bhabha (Smyth 1998: 2).

As we have seen, the exclusion of Ireland from the postcolonial debate has occurred mostly
among those who argue that, although the Irish people have been affected by the colonizing
process, they cannot be considered postcolonial on the grounds of the numerous affinities between
the Irish and the English. Although this argument serves as a reminder of the danger of facile
identifications between Ireland and Third World colonial situations, I think that their attempt to
define ‘the postcolonial’ in restrictive terms contradicts the very nature of postcolonial studies. As
Said (2003: 179) argues, “[o]ne of the main strengths of postcolonial analysis is that it widens,
instead of narrows, the interpretative perspective”. Putting barriers between that which might be
labelled ‘postcolonial’ and the rest denies the capacity of postcolonial theories to demonstrate the
artificiality of binary oppositions (black colonized vs, white colonizers; Third World vs. the West),
and the complexity of the operation of imperial discourse. On the other hand, I would like to
argue, following Stuart Hall’s (1996b: 246) line of argument, that although Ireland is certainly not
postcolonial in the same way as Australia, Canada, Nigeria, India, and Jamaica, to give but a few
examples, this does not mean that Ireland is not postcolonial in any way. As Smyth (1998: 9)
explains, there is no such thing as a standard colonial experience, “an ideal or stable or ‘real’

colonialism against which an aberrant Irish history must be measured”. The ‘abnormal’ situation
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of Ireland as a colonial and postcolonial country does not entail that a history of colonialism and a
subsequent experience of postcolonialism cannot be measured.

Leaving aside the dispute of whether Ireland can be considered postcolonial or not, what is
true is that its history is unquestionably influenced by its proximity with Britain, and therefore
determined by its relationship with this country. In order to justify this point, I will briefly
overview Ireland’s history since the initial Norman invasions. In the process, I will establish some
parallelisms between Ireland’s history and other (post)colonial nations in Africa, Asia, and South
America. In spite of the existence of analogous situations between historically very different

cultural situations, one has to bear in mind, nevertheless, that there is no one-to-one resemblance.

(1) A territory conquered by force: imperialism and colonialism.

Perhaps the most obvious feature shared by all postcolonial nations is their experience of
imperialism and colonialism. A definition of both terms is necessary here. Imperialism is
understood as that kind of authority and political hegemony assumed by a state over another
territory. As Said (1994: 8) defines it, imperialism is “the practice, the theory, and the attitudes of a
dominating metropolitan centre ruling a distant territory”. Its effects can still linger “in a kind of
general cultural sphere, as well as in specific political, ideological, economic, and social practices”
(ibid). In this sense, the term ‘imperialism’ describes the seizure of land from its owners and their
consequent subjugation, not only by military force, but also by cultural imposition. The term
‘colonialism’ is more specific than ‘imperialism’. It is described as a consequence of imperialism,
because it involves the consolidation of the imperial power, by “the implanting of settlements on
distant territory” (Said 1994: 8). Boehmer (1995: 2) explains that colonialism is manifested not
only in the settlement of territory, but also in the exploitation of resources, the fostering of the
occupiers’ trade and culture, and the attempt to rule the indigenous inhabitants. Colonial practices
around the globe have been of the most varied and heterogeneous kind. Although imperialism has
worked idiosyncratically depending on the colonial situation, its policy remains the same. In other
words, the economic and political hegemony British imperialism has exerted over Ireland by
means of territorial acquisition and cultural effacement is similar to the one carried out in other
former colonies.

Although the high age of imperialism is said to have begun in the late 1870s, Said (1994
266) explains that in “English-speaking realms it began well over 700 years before” with the
invasion of Ireland. After the conversion of Ireland to Christianity with the arrival of St Patrick in
432, Ireland’s history has been characterized by successive invasions, first by the Vikings in 795

and a few centuries later by the Normans (Gonzélez Arias 2000b: 48). After the death of Brian
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Boru in 1014, there was no national unity in the island, and the middle of the twelve century was
characterized by the war between two rival kings: Dermot Mac Murrough, King of Leinster, and
Roy O’Connor, King of Connacth (ibid). In 1166, O’Connor was formally crowned High King of
Ireland in Dublin (McCormack 2002: 18). Because of this, Mac Murrough fled to Bristol to seek
the help from the King of England, Henry II. In reality, Henry was more French than English;
during his long period as a king of England, he spent most of the time in France and never spoke
the English language. Henry agreed to help Mac Murrough and allowed him to recruit any of his
soldiers to give him assistance. One of Henry’s knights was the chief Norman baron in Wales,
Richard FitzGilbert of Clare. This knight, popularly known as Strongbow, supported Murrough’s
campaign (p. 19). In this sense, what is sometimes called the ‘English’ invasion of Ireland was, in
reality, an enterprise carried out by the knights of a French King, Henry II, many of whom were
French-speaking Normans, and also half-Welsh and Flemish mercenaries (p. 21). On May 1169
the first Normans arrived in Ireland, and after months of fight, Dublin finally fell into the hands of
Dermot Mac Murrough. When he died, Strongbow declared himself King of Leinster, an action
that annoyed King Henry II, afraid that his knight might establish an independent kingdom in
Ireland (pp. 25-27). In 1171, he arrived in Ireland with a large army to claim the homage of all the
chieftains of the country. Henry II based his right on a document supposedly given to him by Pope
Adrian IV in the 1150s, which granted all of Ireland to him. Since then, colonialism took various
forms in Ireland: political rule from London through the medium of Dublin Castle; economic
expropriation by new settlers who came in various waves; and the resulting decline of the native
language and culture, linked with the loss of economic and political power. Nevertheless, this
process was gradual. As time passed, the initial Norman colonists, later known as the ‘Old
English’, were easily absorbed in the Gaelic civilization. They began to be assimilated into the
native population, adopting the Irish language, customs and laws (p. 30). The English forces grew
gradually weaker, and almost the only part of the settlement to remain loyal to the Crown was the
district around Dublin (an area which became known as the Pale) (p. 35). This prospect of
assimilation of the English in Ireland was interrupted in the seventieth century. Although since the
beginning of the fourteenth century England tried to prevent all contact between the colonists and
the native ‘Irish enemies’, it was in 1609 when King James I, then King of England, most
successfully achieved this project (p. 80). A large part of Ireland was re-colonized with English
and Scottish settlers, in the so called ‘Plantations’ that took part in a large part of Ulster and
Munster.”! This state-sponsored policy meant a landmark event in Ireland’s history. Unlike the

previous colonizers, these new migrants were distinguished from the indigenous majority and also

21 For a deeper insight into the sixteenth and seventieth century plantations, see Brandy and Gillespie (1986).
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from the ‘Old English’ in religion as well as language and culture. They insisted on the distinction
between themselves and the Gaels, based on their boasted superiority in civilization. With the
Reformation in 1560, when Henry VII assumed the title of Head of the Church, and the new
invasion of Protestant settlers, by the late medieval period British overrule in Ireland was
consolidated. The Catholic Rebellion in 1641 was followed by ten years of war climaxing in
Oliver Cromwell’s terrifying campaign of 1649-50 (pp. 86-90). Cromwell exerted very harsh
politics against the Catholic population with devastating effects: the Irish and the Old English were
completely dominated by the new English, the Catholic religion was abhorred and its possessions
were reduced. The final defeat of Irish Catholics in the Battle of the Boyne in July 1690 finally
confirmed Protestant ascendancy in Ireland. Between 1691 and the 1720s, a wide range of ‘penal’
laws discriminating against Catholics were passed (p. 129). Their aim was to exclude Catholics
from landholding, political power, education and religious practice. The country became a
politically dependent kingdom with a subordinated Dublin parliament from which Catholics and
all kinds of dissidents were excluded. Within a few more decades, Protestant landholding
expanded to 85-90 % of the total. One of the most important impacts of these events was cultural,
with the Irish language starting its long retreat, and the religious faith of the majority discriminated
and subordinated. At the start of the eighteenth century, the Irish Catholics were considered to be
second-class citizens, and only Protestants had the right to vote. Although their rights were slightly
improved throughout the years, the desire of the English to control Ireland was translated into the
1800 Act of Union, by which the Irish parliament was dissolved and the United Kingdom of
Britain and Ireland was inaugurated (pp. 178-181). Even though at a constitutional level the
‘colonial’ status of Ireland had ended, the country’s position as a subordinated part of the British
imperial system was intensified. The Great Famine of 1846-51 had tremendous cultural effects,
hastening the decline of Gaelic rural culture by depopulating the very regions where it remained
strongest. After two centuries of continuous uprisings (the 1798 Rebellion, the 1916 Easter Rising
and the 1919-21 War of Independence), the island eventually gained legislative independence in

1922, although not full formal sovereignty until 1949.

(2) Relationship between imperialism and culture: racial stereotypes

As Said (1995: 23) explains, culture is highly important in preparing the way to
imperialism, and also in modifying the idea of overseas domination. In Ireland, imperialist
conquest required some sort of moral justification. By racist definitions of the native population,
colonialism itself was justified. Revisionist scholars such as Howe (2002: 31) have argued that

Ireland’s history does not offer a “Manichean opposition of colonizers and colonized”, because in

41



New Territory for the Irish Woman in Eavan Boland’s Poetry

contrast to other colonial contexts, these patterns in Ireland “were always complex and contested”.
In contrast to arguments such as this, it is unquestionable that the duality of Englishness and
Irishness was reinforced by mid-seventieth century discourses about ethnicity and religion. A
substantial body of writing has demonstrated how British colonial discourse stereotyped the Irish
in ways directly analogous to those employed against Africans or Indians (Jones & Stallybrass
1992: 157-171; Said 1994: 266-268, Young 1995: 70-113; Kiberd 1996: 29-30; Carroll 2003a: 3).
The Irish community, though white, were constructed as racially ‘Other’. From the very moment
that Henry II occupied Ireland, a persistent cultural attitude existed toward the Irish as a barbarian
and degenerate race. English discourse represented the Irish, though European and Roman
Catholic, as non-European in origin and Pagan in custom. Writers such as Edmund Spenser,
Barbane Rich, Fynes Moryson, David Hume, and Matthew Arnold insisted upon the absolute
difference between the English and the Irish, in order to justify conquest through military
plantation and repression. Spenser’s View of the Present State of Ireland (1596) boldly identified
the Irish as barbarian Scythians, and proposed that most of them should be exterminated. One
reason for developing this theory of national origins was to defend that the Irish, like the
Scythians, were nomads and therefore they had no right to possess the land. Two centuries and a
half later, Matthew Arnold published his Irish Essays (1882). Although Arnold offered a more
benign interpretation of the Irish community than Spenser’s, nonetheless he viewed the Irish as a
race incapable of political progress. By the 1860s, anti-Irish prejudice was widely accepted in
Britain, and the Irish were usually defined as simian or black. The colonizer’s feelings about the
Celtic ‘Other’ were quite ambivalent: the stereotypical Paddy could be both charming and
threatening. These negative stereotypes were equally attributed by English colonizers to other
native communities. English colonizers in India or Africa, for instance, would impute to the
“Gunda Dins” and “Fuzzi-Wuzzies” those same traits already attributed to the Irish. In this sense,
Said’s Orientalist paradigm can be easily transposed to Ireland. As Kiberd (1996: 30) argues, the
notion of Englishness was formed through ‘not-Irishness’: “Victorian imperialists attributed to the
Irish all those emotions and impulses which a harsh mercantile code had led them to suppress in
themselves”. The modern English saw themselves as “secular, progressive, and rational”. In this
sense, Irish people became, to their eyes, ‘not-English’: “superstitious, backward, and irrational”

(ibid).
(3) Racism and sexuality

Postcolonial critics such as Katruk (1992: 13) and Young (1995: 152) have highlighted the

link between racism and sexuality as observed in colonial discourses about India and South
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Africa.” As the Indian political philosopher Ashis Nandy (1983: 3) notes, a history of colonization
is one of feminization. Colonial power has tended to identify subject people as passive, in need of
guidance, romantic, passionate, indifferent to rules, barbaric, and above all, feminine. The
conventional link between the native races as feminized (and between the colonized landscape and
woman) has been observed in imperialist views of Africa and India (Boyce 1994: 12). This
gendering of the native population is also made explicit in Ireland’s colonial history. British
writers came to view the land and by extension the people of Ireland as feminine, with the
implications of something to be possessed and even violated. From the sixteenth century, English
writers like Luke Gernon, in Discourse of Ireland (1620), developed an image of Ireland as a
virgin welcoming “penetration by virile explorers” (Jones & Stallybrass 1992: 164). In the
eighteenth century, this image was still maintained. Matthew Arnold’s 1866 On the Study of Celtic
Literature developed an image of the Celtic race as a feminine race with no political effectiveness
(Young 1995: 70). Conversely, this gendering of the Irish landscape and its people will be
employed by the Irish themselves. As I will show in due course, the Irish nationalist discourse that

emerged from the early 1840s imagined Ireland as a woman.

(4) Control over the native language: loss and attempt at recovery

Anti-colonial intellectuals such as Memmi (1990: 173-174) have discussed the effects of
colonial bilingualism, the co-existence of two languages in the colony (the colonizer’s language
and the native tongue), and the “linguistic drama” the colonized finds with the threatening
annihilation of the mother language. In fact, one common feature of imperialism is its attempt to
dominate the native language. As Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin (2002a: 7) put it, “[l]Janguage
becomes the medium through which a hierarchical structure of power is perpetuated, and the
medium through which conceptions of ‘truth’, ‘order’, and ‘reality” become established”.
Economic and political control can never be completed without intellectual control. Therefore, one
of the common objectives of most imperial enterprises since the eighteenth century was to destroy
and undervalue the native’s culture, and consciously establish the supremacy of their own
language. Ngiigi (1994: 13) has explained how the colonial education system as established in
Nigeria, Uganda, Ghana, Sierra Leone, Kenya, and Tanzania, served two main objectives: firstly,
the systematic destruction of the native languages and their literature; and secondly, the promotion
of English and European literature and history. This attempt to impose the colonizer’s language
over the native one is also observed in Ireland. According to Lloyd (1993: 122), there is a clear

resemblance between the Irish and other postcolonial nations (in particular he mentions the Latin

22 This association between the discourses of racism and sexuality has already been identified by Fanon (1991: 164),
when arguing that the notion ‘blackness’ evokes an “attractive but dangerous sexuality”.
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American experience) as regards the displacement of the ‘original’ language by that of the
colonizing power. Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, there was a prohibition to
use the Gaelic language. This fact, together with the Great Famine and emigration, motivated the
rapid decline of the number of native Irish-speakers. Thomas Davis, in his 1843 article “Pap for
the dispossessed”, addressed the problems raised by the loss of a national language (Lloyd 1993:
44-45). Under the realization that to speak another language was “to lose one’s identity”, “to live
as an exile”, Davies was one of the first to make language (together with culture) essential to the
concept of national identity (ibid). To this purpose, Davies, together with Charles Gavan Duffy
and John Blake Dillon, founded Young Ireland in 1842, one of the first romantic nationalist groups
in Ireland. As Davis and the Young Irelanders were mostly educated in English, the Gaelic
language represented for them a sublimated ideal, ‘a lost mother tongue’ which stood for a culture
which was past and primitive. Their attempt to recover the Irish ‘essence’, therefore, was based
more on their reliance on translation of the Irish language into the English language. It wasn’t until
the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth that there was a more urgent
desire to revive the native language. Several organizations were created for this purpose, such as
the Society for the Preservation of the Irish Language founded in 1876 and the Gaelic Union of
1880. These organizations advanced the formation of the Gaelic League in 1893. Its founder-
president, Douglas Hyde, stood out as an ardent advocator of the Irish-language revival. On 25
November 1892, Hyde delivered the lecture “The Necessity of De-Anglicizing Ireland” before the
Irish National Literary Society in Dublin, in which he promoted the need to return to the Irish

language to legitimize eventual Irish autonomy (Smyth 1998: 76-77).

(5) Anti-imperialist surge

In its struggle for national independence, Ireland is analogous to many other colonial
nations. It is well documented that many countries from “the emerging world”, such as India,
Egypt, and Nigeria, looked at times to the Irish for guidance (Innes 1993: 125; Boehmer 1995:
106; Kiberd 1996: 197). Irish political resistance to English domination started well into the
eighteenth century, a century of popular unrest which reached its climax in the 1798 rebellion led
by Wolfe Tone. In the first half of the nineteenth century, Irish political mobilization focused
around the figure of Daniel O’Connell, (popularly known as the “Liberator” and “King of
Beggars”), the hero of the struggle for Catholic Emancipation. In 1807, O’Connell tried to finish
with the Act of Union, but he never achieved the dissolution of the union of parliaments in
London. In the second half of the nineteenth century, there was a proliferation of rebellions against

the British power. Two military uprisings, one by the Young Irelanders (1848-9) and the other by
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the Fenians (1867), though eventually unsuccessful, helped create the terms of future Irish political
mobilization (Foster 1989b: 162-173). They established the ideological nationalist base for later
generations, which had as their main aim Ireland’s independence (or Home Rule). Charles Stewart
Parnell and Michael Davitt founded in 1880 the Land League, with a view to reacting against
agricultural depression and landlordism (Fitzpatrick 1989: 180-181). One of its main aims was to
transfer the property from the landlords to the tenants (its historic slogan was “the Land for the
People”) (Welch 2000: 187). In 1877, Parnell achieves the alliance of the main nationalist Irish
groups. His political strength prompted the possibility of Home Rule for Ireland. In 1916, about
1,800 members of the Irish Volunteers and the Irish Citizen Army seized possession of various
buildings in central Dublin. This event, known as the Easter Rising, advanced many other anti-
imperialist rebellions happening in India and several African countries. At the outset of this
uprising, one of the founders of the Irish Volunteers, Patrick Pearse, proclaimed the Irish Republic.
Although the insurrection was eventually unsuccessful, and most of the nationalist rebels were
executed, this precluded an eminent national (although incomplete) independence. 1918 witnessed
the victory of Sinn Feinn candidates in the general election, and a separatist Irish parliament was
established in Dublin in 1919, on behalf of which the IRA fought the Anglo-Irish War, also called
the War of Independence. In 1921, the Anglo-Irish Treaty was signed, which set up an Irish Free
State of twenty-six counties, and six northern counties as the state of Northern Ireland, establishing
the partition of the island.

The importance of the event of the Easter Rising should not be underestimated. As
Boehmer (1995: 106) asserts, “[tlhe 1914-18 period and its aftermath, in particular, brought
cataclysmic changes”. This surge is observed in the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917; in India, where
revolutionaries involved in the Ghadr movement attempted to strike off their British bonds; and in
Africa, where students organized a number of Pan-African congresses on European territory
during the inter-war period (pp. 106-107). The 1916 Easter Rising represented for all these
movements a model of invincible nationalism. Indian nationalist radicals began to establish links
with their Irish counterparts, and also Ireland found in the example of African, African-American,
and Indian activists the inspiration for its struggle for independence. Lady Gregory was one of the
first, according to Kiberd (1996: 68), to make a link between the Irish case and other anti-colonial
movements. She sympathized with dissidents in Egypt and India. Her husband, Sir William
Gregory, wrote letters to The Times in support of the Arabic and the Egyptian cause (p. 85). Maud
Gonne also established comparisons between Ireland, India, and other areas colonized by the
British (Innes 1993: 125). These connections between English colonized nations intensified in the

years of 1919 and 1920. The Irish and Indians allied themselves in the United States in order to
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react against the deportation of Indian nationalists (Kiberd 1996: 254). On the other hand, Irish
sailors acted as messengers between Indian nationalists at home and abroad (p. 255). Nevertheless,
despite these multiple interactions between colonial India and Ireland, India was more open to

declare its support for the Irish than vice versa (p. 259).

(6) Cultural nationalism

As Smyth (1998: 35) notes, the “struggle for culture is perhaps the one common factor to
all the disparate histories of decolonization”. Culture plays an indispensable role for the
achievement of political independence. Nationalism and literature are strongly linked, because the
idea of the nation is founded on stories of national origins, such as myths of founding fathers and
heroes (Bennington 1994: 121; Brennan 1994: 48). In order to create an ‘authentic’ culture, the
colonized community begins questioning its own roots and identity in order to dismantle previous
negative stereotypes.

In Ireland, political nationalism was often accompanied by an arduous defence of the
virtues of the native culture. Due to the feelings of inferiority and dependency that colonialism,
with its racial prejudices and stereotypes, had produced, the notions ‘Irishness’ and ‘Irish nation’
became compelling issues to the various nationalist groups of the end of the nineteenth century
(Hidalgo Tenorio 2005). At this stage, Irish cultural politics is marked by consistent aspirations to
achieve a true identity and nationality. This cultural renaissance has its origins in the eighteenth
century German belief that the pure essence of a native community lies in its culture and those
‘authentic’ values inherited from antiquity and even pre-historic times (Hurtley et al. 1996: 68-69).
In Ireland, cultural nationalism was understood as justifying political nationalism: cultural
independence necessarily leads to the political independence of Ireland (ibid). The link between
culture and politics has been so strong in Ireland that critics like Smyth (1998: 36) have argued
that both realms are “to all intents and purposes one and the same thing”. In fact, Irish literature
and Irish nationalism have been so firmly enmeshed that they can be viewed as symbiotic
categories.

In his exhaustive study, Nationalism in Ireland, David George Boyce offers a clear
classification of the multiple nationalist manifestations throughout Irish history. After speaking
about ‘political’ and ‘cultural’ nationalism, Boyce (1991: 228-258) summarizes the three most
important forms of cultural nationalism that operated in Ireland from 1882 onwards. It is quite
significant how these Irish movements which attempted to create a national cultural unity reflected

disunion in their different advocacies.
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The first group Boyce identifies is the “Literary Patriots”. One ardent representative of this
group is Sir Samuel Fergurson, a member of the Anglo-Irish professional middle class.
Fergurson’s main interest was to encourage all Irishmen, especially Protestants, to become
concerned with the history and antiquities of Ireland, in order to lay the foundations of a worthy
national literature. His effort was directed towards fostering Irish literature for literature’s sake,
and not for nationalist aims.”® The Irish literary Revival, as Boyce (1991: 233) explains, followed
the steps of literary patriots like Fergurson. This revival was inspired by a concern that the Irish
identity (its art, culture and language) was in danger of disappearance. In this sense, their project
was to promote the study of the legends, folklore, and literature of Ireland. One clear exponent of
this Revival was Yeats, a profound admirer of Sir Samuel Fegurson, whom he described as “the
greatest poet Ireland has produced, because the most central and most Celtic” (quoted by Boyce
1991: 234). Yeats and his colleagues (Lady Gregory, George Moore, and Edward Martyn, for
instance), wanted Ireland to make a distinctive contribution to the common European cultural
heritage. The first organization to embrace this Celtic revival was the Gaelic Athletic Association
(1884), with the aim of promoting traditional Irish games such as hurling and Gaelic football
(Welch 2000: 126). Other associations to follow are the Irish Literary Society (founded by Yeats
and Douglas Hyde in 1891) and the National Literary Society (also founded by Yeats in 1892),
both of them with the objective of revitalizing Gaelic literature (Jaime de Pablos 2000: 278). A
year after the creation of the National Literary Society, the Celtic Literary Society and the Irish
Literary Theatre were founded. The second one (later called the Irish National Theatre) was co-
founded by Lady Gregory, George Moore, Yeats, John Millington Synge, and Edward Martyn, and
it aimed to represent plays, if possible in Gaelic, which reflect the rural and mythological Ireland
of Cuchulain, Finn, Conchubar, Deirdre, Maeve, Brigid, and Fheas, for instance (Hidalgo Tenorio
1997a: 87).

The second group Boyce distinguishes is the “Literary Nationalists”. The leader of this
form of cultural nationalism was the Irish protestant Thomas Davis. In contrast to the literary
patriots, this romantic nationalist group used language and literature for nationalist ends. Art was
only justified as a medium to promote and foster a sense of nationality among the people.
According to Davis, the Irish nation was to be defined by its culture, by which he meant its
literature, history, and above all, its language. The Young Irelanders were fervent supporters of
education, and approved strongly of a school system that taught Irish children all their glories of
their past, as well as Irish language and literature. Because literature was only conceived as a

means of teaching nationalism and national self-awareness, inevitably, “the nationalistic aspect of

2 This form of cultural nationalism is labelled by Maley (1996: 34) as “colonial nationalism”. Within this group, this
critic also includes Jonathan Swift and Mary Edgeworth.
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such literature dominated and shaped its artistic content. 7he Nation’s poems, ballads and stories
were charged with feeling rather than style” (Boyce 1991: 162). As most of the Young Irelanders
were Protestants, they tried to ignore religious divisions. They defended a national literature that
integrated differences and united the Irish people. Their notion of cultural nationalism was
revitalized later by Fenians, Sinn Féin, and Home Rulers.

These two cultural movements, literary patriotism and literary nationalism, encouraged
Irishmen and women to discover their common heritage, to link contemporary Ireland with a
romantic, heroic, and bygone age. Nevertheless, as Boyce (1991: 231) explains, their intentions

were quite different:

The literary patriots were anxious to save and preserve the heritage, and to secure for Ireland a place in the
European tradition. The literary nationalists wanted to preserve the heritage, not for primarily literary
purposes, but because it might advance the cause of Irish nationality. The patriots were not necessarily

nationalists; and the nationalists were not necessarily patriots.

Finally, Boyce (1991: 235) identifies a final group, formed around the Gaelic League,
which includes those members who advocated the revival of the Irish language. Whereas Yeats
insisted on the validity of Irish literature written in English, these cultural nationalists believed that
the only true national literature was that which found expression through the medium of the Irish
language. The three most significant figures in this new movement were Father Eugene
O’Crowney, Eoin MacNeill and Douglas Hyde, the first president of the Gaelic League in 1893.
Like literary nationalists, the driving force behind the Gaelic Revival was nationalism. Hyde
resembled Davis in that both believed that the only way to save Irish culture was to destroy
English culture (p. 239). Nevertheless, there was an essential difference between both movements.
The form of nationalism the Gaelic Union advocated became rather exclusive, in its reliance on
“the Irish Ireland” (p. 242). The journalist D.P. Moran, one of the promoters of Hyde’s Gaelic
League, expressed the belief that, to be a member of the nation, the Irishman must also be a
member of the “distinct and wholly superior” Gaelic race (p. 251). “Irish-Ireland” nationalism
highlighted the rural and Catholic nature of Irish society. In this sense, the national narrative they
promoted was narrower: ‘Irishness’ was equated with Catholicism, the Gaelic language, ruralism
and anti-modernism. The Ireland they envisaged was rather different from Davis’s more inclusive
“Anglo-Ireland”.

What these three different forms of cultural nationalism had in common was their attempt
to overturn the pejorative images fabricated by the English. As several critics have argued,

colonialism and nationalism in Ireland have been very similar in the sense that both movements

48



2. Postcolonialism and Irish studies

intended “to perform versions of Irishness and Englishness to one another” (Lloyd 1993: 123;
Deane 1994: 84; Kiberd 1996: 54). In its reliance on Celticism, for instance, Irish cultural
nationalism inverted the value but retained the terms of Celtic stereotypes first promulgated by
Edmund Spenser and then by Matthew Arnold. Ireland became “not-England” for the Revivalists
and later nationalists. Their project can be summarized as follows: “for bad words substitute good,
for superstitious use religious, for backward say traditional, for irrational suggest emotional”
(Kiberd 1996: 32). In this way, Irish nationalism accepted the terms of colonial discourse, differing
only in transforming negative stereotypes into positive ones. On the other hand, it maintained the
allegory of Ireland as a woman that British discourse used to justify its imperial enterprise. In
submitting to the images the English had constructed, the ‘Ireland’ that cultural nationalists
envisaged was largely an English invention. Therefore, the general problem with cultural
nationalism is that it is a mere extension of imperialism (Lloyd 1993; Deane 1994; Smyth 1998),
and that in its yearn for roots, it falls back into a utopian past, “drunk in remembrance”, as Fanon
(1990: 135-136) would describe it, and with no future pretensions. Against this predominant view
of cultural nationalism as an atavistic movement, Kiberd (1996: 134) offers a very interesting
critique, arguing in more positive terms that the nationalist return to the source was, at a deeper
level, a way to “modernize” Ireland: “to be Irish was to be modern in the sense that the Irish were
seeking to find a home for themselves after a period of chaos and disruption”. He argues, for
instance, that the methods of the Gaelic League were anything but conservative, and that the 1916
nationalist rebels rather than being “fixated on the past”, tended to reinterpret the past with a future
project in mind (pp. 293-294).

Like these various forms of Irish cultural nationalism, the movements in other colonies
sought at first what has been viewed as an inversion of imperial values, with a view to defending
an authentic native identity that will guarantee the achievement of political independence. Irish
cultural nationalism, with its debates about language revival, nationality and cosmopolitanism in
literature, anticipated those discussions later conducted in Asia and Africa. The Irish Revival was
followed by Indian writers such as Mulk Raj Anand and Tagore, in their attempt to go back to
Indian legends and myths, and to forge an image of traditional India (Boehmer 1995: 114). Yeats
would also exert a tremendous influence on other African nationalist movements in the 1960s,
with Nigerian writers like Chinua Achebe, Elechi Amadi, Flora Nwapa, Nkem Nwankwo, and

Onuora Nzekwu (p. 187).%

 Trish writers have also been interested in those books emerging in what would later be called the ‘Third World’.
Yeats and Pearse, for instance, used the Abbey Theatre to produce Tagore’s The Post Office (Kiberd 1996: 272).
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(7) Nationalism as a restrictive ideology

The varied nature of Irish society, Boyce (1991: 20-21) argues, is nothing that nationalism,
whether political or cultural, can succeed in hiding. The differences between Catholic native Irish
and Catholic Anglo-Irish, between Protestant New English and Protestant Ulster Scot, are
incremented within each ‘sub-group’: between landowners and tenants, farmers and landless
labourers, small-town middle classes and the workers of Dublin city. Irish nationalist leaders,
therefore, had to mobilize very different kinds of people, and in the process, they had to create, at
least fictionally, a unity which would justify their claims of nationhood. This clash between
nationalism on the one hand and the reality of multiple religious and cultural divisions is well
analyzed by Lloyd (1993: 125-162). This critic explains how the agrarian movements of the
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries (such as the organized campaigns by rural secret
societies through the 1770s and 1780s, and the 1798 Rising) conflicted with the interests of
nationalism. Contrary to nationalism, these uprisings did not represent a transcendent idea of
nation, and tended to be based on “a principle of contiguity” rather than on “centralized
organization and uniform identity” (p. 146). The agrarian movements represented the “local” and
“regional” as opposed to the “national” (p. 149). They meant a menace for the larger project of
nationalism and the State: to produce an “imagined community”, as Anderson (1983) puts it,
where particular differences are homogenized (Lloyd 1993: 147). Consequently, nationalists read
peasant disturbances as instinctual and irrational movements, which would be of no help to the
achievement of political independence.

This nationalist pull towards homogenization and centralization has been well analyzed by
Memmi (1990) and Fanon (1990, 1991), the first theorists to discuss how nationalism functions in
decolonizing contexts. For Memmi (1990: 201), postcolonial nationalism, although necessary in
the process of decolonization, runs the risk of falling into chauvinism and exclusionism, “of
sticking to the most narrow principles”. The main problem Memmi (1990: 195) finds in the
struggle for national freedom is that the colonized fights by the authority of the same values of the
colonizer and ‘he’ inherits “his techniques of thought and his methods of combat”. The colonized
believes that it is his difference from the colonizer that constitutes his true identity. Previous
negative attributes are turned into positive ones.

Similarly, Fanon’s (1990: 38-39) main argument is that anti-colonial nationalism remains
trapped within Western imperialist modes of thought, and therefore, it offers no liberation for the
colonized subject. As Fanon (1990: 38-39) explains, even after the struggle for national freedom
has succeeded, there are certain features of the former colonial power which are still maintained in

the national governments. The reason for this is that the economy of the new independent nation is
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not set on new grounds (ibid). Consequently, the postcolonial society is divided into an
incompetent native bourgeoisie in power, which is still influenced by the essential qualities of the
West and is therefore slightly different from the colonialist bourgeoisie, and “the mass of the
people”, the peasants, the real revolutionary ones, who are mainly inspired by the ideal of “Bread
and land” (ibid).”

Ireland conforms as well to the model of bourgeois nationalism that Fanon detected in
certain newly-independent African states. Independent Ireland was in many ways an extension of
imperialism. The institutions of the Irish Free State in the period immediately after independence
were very similar to those of the English colonial state. This fact is well examined by Lloyd (1987:
x), who views nationalism as a repressive political movement “by virtue of its obsession with a
deliberately exclusive concept of racial identity and, more importantly, by virtue of its formal
identity with imperial ideology”. Lloyd (1993: 54) has explained how bourgeois nationalism in
Ireland maintained the same ideology of the colonizers, for it reproduced, in its very opposition to
the Empire, the aesthetic and developmental theories current in the major European imperial states.
Irish nationalism based its ideology on the unification of all Irish citizens. In the process, however,
severe inequalities in class, community, and gender relations were reinforced.

Postcolonial scholars such as Rajan (1993: 6) have explained that, in contrast to Western
European states, nationalist victory in a former colony does not mean national unification, but
rather institutionalized racial and sectarian divisions, as well as strong inequalities of social
structures. After winning political independence, Ireland was divided into two main class sectors:
the bourgeoisie and the working class (Lloyd 1993: 18). This segregation was also observed
ideologically. As Boyce (1991: 22) explains, the Ireland that won independence in 1922 was not
even “a united, three-quarter nation”: it was divided between “incorruptible” republicans and those
who accepted British dominion status; middle class farmers and businessmen who feared that their
social status might diminish with the revolution; the Protestant and Unionist community, who
although a minority were influential in position; and Gaelic cultural fanatics who wanted to make
Ireland not only politically independent but also Gaelic. It was this lack of political and ideological
cohesion that, according to Lloyd (1993: 18) delayed the introduction of capitalism. Like other
postcolonial countries such as India, Ireland found itself with economic underdevelopment after

the independence. The resistance to modernize that Ireland experiences in the post-independence

> Later postcolonial discussions have also highlighted the fact that postcolonial nationalism tends to reinstate colonial
polity and uncritically adopt its system and modes of thought. See for instance Nandy (1983: 3), Rajan (1993: 6), Said
(1994: 276), and Young (1990: 169). In particular see Bhabha’s interesting deconstruction of nationalism in his essay
“Dissemination” (1994b: 291-322). This dismantling of nationalism has also been recently carried out in Ireland with
critics such as Deane (1994: 84), Kiberd (1996: 32), Graham (1994b: 35; 1995/6: 35), and Lloyd (1987: 113). For an
illuminating discussion of the different aspects of nation and nationhood in varied historical and cultural contexts see
Blake and Nyman (2001).
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period reflects an attempt to forge an alternative future for Ireland. When Eamon de Valera won
the 1932 election, he proceeded with a Republican agenda founded on traditionalism, as opposed
to Britain’s cosmopolitanism/modernization. De Valera identified with the rural areas as a source
of authenticity: rural and Catholic Ireland was ‘real’ Ireland. His conservative stance parallels
Gandhi’s, for instance, who envisaged India as a pre-industrial and pastoral homeland (Boehmer
1995: 119-120). With the decision to remain officially neutral in War World II, life in Ireland
consequently became even “more inward-looking” (Kiberd 1996: 471). Ireland tried to formulate a
foreign policy quite independent from Britain. But at the cultural level, it isolated Irish
intellectuals internationally (p. 472).

In this sense, the cultural isolation and political lethargy that Rajan (1993: 6) identifies in
postcolonial nations is put to manifest in Ireland. The 1929 Act of censorship, for instance, tried to
prevent innovative thought (Smyth 1998: 96). It was a symptom of a wider censoriousness which
attempted to keep a whole culture uncontaminated by foreign influence. Like in its African and
Indian counterparts, the postcolonial education system in Ireland was still reminiscent of the
English colonial system of education, which was starting to become outdated (Kiberd 1996: 553).
This cultural isolation was enhanced by the Censorship of Publications Act in 1946, which
aggravated censorship practices (Smyth 1998: 148). The decade between 1948 and 1958 was
characterized not only by this social and cultural stagnation, but also by economic decline.
Ireland’s economy was predominantly agricultural, and it had very few industries (Kiberd 1996:
476). It wasn’t until the 1960s that Ireland started slowly to recover from this economic

underdevelopment and cultural lethargy.

(8) Postcolonial women: doubly colonized subjects

As several critics have pointed out (Katrak 1992: 13; Meaney 1993b: 233; Rajan 1993: 6;
Boehmer 1995: 119-120; Balzano 1996: 93; Fulford 2002b: 21), nationalism has reiterated the
colonial structures of oppression in its legislation towards women. In order to react against
imperialist stereotypes, the colonized people, in claiming independence and sovereignty, also
reinforce gender divisions, declaring their ‘masculine’ power. In India, like in Ireland, women are
relegated to a strictly domestic space, and they are allowed no participation in public affairs
(Boehmer 1995: 119-120). As Katrak’s account (1992: 13) shows, Gandhi sought to use the myth
of the Indian woman’s obedience, “her ability to suffer silently”, as an image of the political
resistance necessary for a nationalist struggle. Gandhi’s symbols of female submissiveness became
useful in the end but they were also repressive social instruments for women. Singh (2000: 122-

133) examines how contending Hindu, Muslin, and Sikh nationalisms employed in their rhetoric
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women’s bodies, and how their versions of history silenced the actual experiences of women, in
particular “the everyday torments of migrating populations [...] of women™ (p. 123). Similarly,
Boehmer (1995: 224-225) explains how African literature after independence marginalized women
in their nationalist discourses. In the work of Peter Abrahams (4 Wreath for Udomo, 1956) or
Wole Soyinka (4 Dance of the Forests, 1963), for instance, women are widely regarded as icons of
national values, or idealized custodians of tradition. The sexual conservatism of postcolonial India
and Africa parallels that in Ireland. As I will analyze more comprehensively in section 5.3., it was
the Irish poets themselves who glorified women in their works, with the emblematic image of the
nation as a woman and the woman as the nation. As Meaney (1993b: 242) has asserted, “[i]f we
look for analogies to the position of Irish women, it might perhaps be to the Arab nations where, as
in Ireland, women are too often the scapegoats of national and religious identity”. In fact, Irish
women have suffered Third World women’s double colonization. The Irish Free State repeated
“the master/slave’ dialect” according to which, in order for the new nation to build a stable sense
of identity, “women become “the ‘others’ of [...] society” (Fulford 2002b: 21). Their attempt to
rediscover their female identity has been, in this sense, eclipsed not only by the ‘otherness’ of
Ireland but also by the edicts of patriarchy. Balzano (1996: 93) defines Irish women’s situation as
follows: “On the one hand silenced and marginalized by patriarchal power as a woman, on the
other devalued and minimalized by British imperialist culture as [...] Irish”.

Irish women’s political and cultural emancipation has been complicated due to their
country’s colonial and nationalist background. Whereas in the West women’s movements
militated against the inequalities behind the dream of a “common” nationhood, in anti-colonial
struggles feminist programs have been delayed by the fight for national liberation and, in the
aftermath of independence, women have been resigned to their formerly “domestic” roles (Parker
et al. 1994: 7). Irish feminism, as that feminism flourishing in formerly colonized nations, has been
sacrificed to the nationalist cause. As we will see in section 3.3., Irish women’s movements end by

forming alliances with the State.

(9) Diaspora, exile, and emigration

One consequence of imperial domination is the drastic displacement of the colonized
population due to slavery, oppression, and the economic disproportion between postcolonial
countries and the rest of the world (Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin 2002a: 217). Large scale
emigration has been a constant of Irish culture at least since the time of the Great Famine. Critics
such as Innes (2000: 27) even draw analogies between the brutal transportation of Africans to

North America, South America, and the Caribbean, and the history of Irish emigration. As this
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scholar explains, after the 1798 Rebellion in Ireland, nine shiploads full of Irish convicts were sent
to Australia, arriving in 1800. In the four decades preceding the eve of independence in Ireland,
emigration was the only viable alternative for almost a quarter and a million Irishmen and women,
in order to survive economic and cultural devastation (Lloyd 2003: 57). But emigration continued
to be an obvious choice in the post-independence period. As a result of the economic recession,
and the religious, patriarchal, and conservative ideologies of the newly independent postcolonial
state, the number of people leaving the country rose considerably. By the end of the 1920s many
artists and intellectuals (George Russell, Daniel Corkery, James Joyce, and Samuel Beckett,
among others) left Ireland because they realized that the country was using old imperialist
mechanisms in the name of a nationalist revival (Kiberd 1996: 264-265). These figures are
emblematic of thousands of Irish emigrants who felt the need to leave the newly independent
nation. It is interesting to see the increase of Irish emigration figures after the proclamation of the
Irish Free State. As Rossiter (1993: 188) explains, whereas in the period between 1901 and 1921 a
total of 510,400 men and women left the 32 counties of Ireland, from 1926 to 1961 the net figure
for those leaving the 26-county independent State was 882,149. Exile reached crisis proportions in
the 1950s due to a widespread rejection of the conditions of rural life (Brown 1985: 183). This
emigration trend even went higher in the 1980s, due to economic reasons. Although London was
specifically their destination, there was a minimum of 150,000 Irish people that have emigrated
illegally to the USA since 1981 (Rossiter 1993: 192). The existence of illegal emigration is one of
the features of postcolonial underdeveloped nations, in their difficulty to recuperate economically

after independence.

Despite these common features which operate similarly in all colonial and postcolonial
nations, one has to bear in mind that not all societies are ‘postcolonial’ in the same way. As Young
(1995: 164-165) has argued, we must be careful not to be easily drawn into the presupposition that
colonialism operates indistinguishably across all spaces. Indeed, it is necessary to pay attention to
“historical and geographical particularities” (ibid). The Caribbean example, for instance, distances
a great deal from the experience of colonization in Ireland. The European imperial enterprise in the
Caribbean exemplifies the worst features of colonialism: the literal extermination of the native
population of Caribs and Arawaks, the unlawful seizure of land and goods by the European
powers, the brutal savagery of the slave trade and plantation slavery, and the subsequent systems
of oppression of exiled Chinese and Indians in the Caribbean (Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin 2002a:
144). On the other hand, it is my belief that, with the economic bloom the country has been

experiencing after the 1970s, Ireland certainly cannot be equated with other postcolonial countries
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such as South Africa or India. Ireland’s complex position within postcolonial studies has been well
summarized by Graham (1999: 15), who argues that Irish culture “at once Western and colonized,
white and racially other, imperial and subjugated, became marginal in the sense of existing at the
edge of two existences”. Therefore, when analyzing Ireland as a postcolonial country, one must
take into account the historical and cultural differences that distance it from Third World countries,
while still understanding that there are homogenizing effects in colonialism throughout space and

time. Only by doing so, as Young (1995: 165) puts it, can we “do justice to both levels”.

2.6. Postcolonial strategies of decolonization

The most argumentative debate in postcolonial theory and criticism concerns the question of
agency and resistance: how individuals and groups can struggle for release from colonial
subjugation. As Smyth (1988: 18) notes, “the possibility of recovering forms of resistance, as well
as imagining future politico-cultural formations” which bring about an ultimate decolonization for
the subaltern subject are key areas of continuing concern in this field. One of the most important
issues in postcolonialism is what ‘decolonization’ implies and how it should be achieved. Because
colonialism has taken many different forms across time and geographies, decolonization has been
theorized in similar multiform and complex ways.

This section aims to show the different ways in which colonial and postcolonial theorists
and critics have formulated a discourse of resistance. After mentioning the different models of
decolonization proposed by postcolonial theory and criticism, I will choose the predominant
paradigms of decolonization for my study of Eavan Boland’s poetry. There are some current trends
which I am going to employ in my analysis, insofar as they strike me as relevant. In an attempt to
address the particularity of this Irish woman poet’s work, I am using the theoretical premises
developed by Memmi, Fanon, Said, Bhabha, and Spivak, without ignoring the contributions of
other postcolonial critics and theorists.

The importance of theory for an understanding of postcolonial literature is exemplified by
Ngiigi in his book Decolonizing the Mind (1994: 63). In one of his lectures, Ngiigi informed his
Kenyan student audience that, in order to understand African writing, they had to read two books,
Lenin’s Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism (1975) [1916] and Fanon’s The Wretched of
the Earth (1990) [1961]. Indeed, an insight into some of the most important postcolonial theorists
is highly important for analyses of postcolonial literature, as they place the cultural (including
literary) aspect of colonial and postcolonial history at the centre of their discussions.

Before focusing on the theoretical paradigms of decolonization that I am going to apply to

Boland’s poetry, I will briefly mention those other trends which I am omitting from my analysis.
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In Decolonization and Criticism, Smyth (1998: 9-34) summarizes the dominant theories of
decolonization as they pertain to Ireland. Smyth asserts that the wide range of responses since the
eighteenth century to the question of Ireland’s identity gives rise to two different and specific
models of decolonization: a ‘radical’ mode of decolonization and a ‘liberal’ mode of
decolonization. Apart from Smyth’s analysis, I will briefly make a comment on the existence of
Marxism as a possible mode of decolonization defended by some postcolonial theorists. Finally, I
will develop what has generally been accepted as a more liberating mode of decolonization: the

adoption of hybridity.

(1) ‘Radical’ mode of decolonization: nationalism

Historically, one of the most widespread anti-colonial movements has been, and still is,
nationalism. The defence of nationalism as the most viable means of agency for the subaltern
subject is defined by Smyth (1998: 17) as “Radical Decolonization”. This strategy of
decolonization involves the subordinate subject using his/her different status as a starting point
from which to move away from metropolitan values (understood as imperialistic) and to celebrate
a national identity identified as “unique” and “authentic” (Smyth 1998: 54). Decolonization in this
sense is “concerned with what is imagined as different and unique about national identity” (p. 17).
It entails a repudiation of imperial discourse, a celebration of distinctiveness, and a reversal of the
status of the colonial subject as inferior (ibid).

This form of “radical” decolonization has been taken to extreme degrees in the case of
Ireland as a colonial and postcolonial country. As we have seen, a distinctive national identity was
strongly defended in the writings and activities of Douglas Hyde, who argued in favour of an
“Irish Ireland” in which the Gaelic element was what truly defined the nation-people. According to
Smyth (1998: 71), figures like Hyde and Davis, were ‘“radical decolonizing intellectual[s]
confronting head-on the difficulties of constructing Irish identity in the terms made available by
the colonial power”. This radical form of nationalism succeeded after the foundation of the Irish
Free State (p. 83). In the years after 1922, the conservative State promoted a national identity
whose foundations were “racial exclusivity, individual repression, and fear of difference” (ibid).

This mode of decolonization continues to be relevant as a modern decolonizing practice.
For many critics, such as the contributors to After Europe (Slemon & Tiffin 1989), nation and
nationalism as ‘master’ narratives of emancipation are legitimate means of reacting against
colonialism. During (1994: 139) also defends using nationalism as an effective political action,
arguing, from the perspective of an Australian citizen, belonging to what he calls a “First World

Colony”, that “one ought to be a nationalist” in order to organize resistance to all forms of
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imperialism. This is also the case of Ngiigi (1994: 27), who stresses the need to return to African
languages if full cultural and political independence is to be achieved. In Decolonizing the Mind,
Ngiigi (1994: xiv) announces “his farewell to English”, and his decision to write in Gikuyu or
Kiswahili. He puts forward the argument that the only way to transcend what he calls “colonial
alienation” is by writing African literature in African languages (p. 28), for “the borrowed
tongues” can never entirely bear witness to African experience (p. 7). In order to bring “the total
liberation of all the black people”, decolonization must involve a much more radical movement
away from European values and modes of thought (p. 98). Ngiigi’s project, then, resembles the
Gaelic Revival’s desire to deanglicize Ireland, in order to liberate Irish people from the colonial

oppressive influence.

(2) ‘Liberal’ mode of decolonization

A second model of colonial resistance Smyth (1998: 15-6) identifies in Ireland is “Liberal
Decolonization”, which refers to “a form of resistance in which subordinate colonial subjects
(whether native or settler) seek equality with the dominant colonialist identity”. This tendency
towards a “benign universalism” is, in the Irish context, most notoriously observed in those
intellectuals from the Anglo-Irish community (identified by Boyce (1991: 230) as “literary
patriots”), who sought to elevate the status of Ireland to that of England, even as they attempted, in
the process, to preserve their prominent status as a privileged fraction of society (p. 16). According
to Smyth (1998: 66), Samuel Fergurson’s discourse represents a form of ‘liberal’ decolonization.
Yeats’s task resembles Fergurson’s, as he attempted to guarantee Anglo-Irish inclusion in the Irish
nation by constructing a worthy culture that could compete on equal terms with metropolitan
culture (p. 75). Nevertheless, Yeats’s situation within ‘liberal’ decolonization is somehow
ambiguous, for he also defended a ‘radical’ Celticism, in his attempt to create an ‘authentic’ Irish
identity uncontaminated by English influence (p. 58).

Both modes of decolonization, radical and liberal, have been defined as necessary but
limited responses to the fact of colonial domination. As Smyth (1998: 18-19) has argued, these two
anti-colonial practices, dominant in Ireland throughout the last two centuries, did not manage to
articulate a fruitful narrative of decolonization, for they uncritically operated within the discursive
and psychological limits imposed by colonial discourse. In other words, they were constructed

upon notions from the colonial power such as “tradition, authenticity, and sovereignty” (p. 18).
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(3) Marxism as a mode of decolonization

Several postcolonial critics nowadays defend Marxism as a practice of resistance to
colonialism and neo-colonialism. This is the case of Hartsock (1990: 26), Parry (1987: 24), and
Ahmad (1992: 140). All these critics defend the construction of a socialist society, and argue in
favour of Marxism as the best means to achieve the liberation of the colonized subject. Hartsock
(1990: 26), for instance, argues that current postcolonial (and postmodernist) theories, with their
critique of identity, are dangerous approaches for any marginalized group. This critic advocates a
reconstructed Marxist theory that preserves notions such as identity and, instead of reinstating the
structures of power, allows a positive transformation of marginalized groups (pp. 34-36).
Similarly, Ahmad (1992: 140) believes that Marxism offers a suitable narrative for liberation
movements. He argues in favour of what he calls a “One World” theory, according to which
liberation is achieved by the allied struggle of the working classes around the world. The problem
with these Marxist advocacies, as Moore-Gilbert (2000: 200) explains, is that, in focusing on class
as the determining context in which liberation must be carried out, ethnic, religious, gender, or

cultural differences run the risk of being ignored.

(4) Interrogating Identity: hybridity as a decolonizing discourse

An ultimate model of decolonization is comprised around the notion of ‘hybridity’. In
contrast to the former postcolonial models that defend essentialist conceptions of identity, that is,
the notion of the centred subject and an homogeneous view of the nation, this model of
decolonization is considered to be the most influential in postcolonial criticism and theory (Moore-
Gilbert 2000: 192). In several different ways, the authors I am going to discuss here view hybridity
as the most active and resistant strategy to break the circle of colonial domination.

I will particularly focus on the theoretical parameters set up by Memmi and Fanon, whose
work is intrinsically grounded in the experience of colonization. Both intellectuals yearn for a
decolonization which moves away from ‘nativist’ goals. They argue that the freeing of the
colonized subject from his/her disabling position is found in the construction of new liberating
narratives, narratives which surpass national and race boundaries. In this sense, Memmi and Fanon
were the first theorists to articulate a new mode of decolonization different from those which
emphasize ‘authentic’ conceptions of identity. Although their call for humanism and universalism
brings them close to Parry and Ahmad’s advocacy of Marxism, their rejection of pre-established
identities such as ‘colonizer’ and ‘colonized’ advance later deconstructions of both terms. Memmi
and Fanon have established the grounds for an emerging theory that seeks to move away from

what Smyth (1998: 15) has called “radical” and “liberal” modes of anti-colonial discourse and that
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finds in hybridity a suitable form of resistance. It is then unsurprising that Fanon becomes a model
for later postcolonial critics such as Said and Bhabha. The theoretical parameters proposed by
these two figures and complemented by Spivak are acknowledged to be central to the field (Young
1995: 163). As explained above, their location within the Western academy has been understood
by some critics as betraying their contemporaries in their native nations. Although it is true that
Said, Bhabha, and Spivak belong to formerly colonized nations, and that they are currently based
in the West, such geographical factors do not in themselves automatically disqualify their theories.
Although their work, in Ahmad’s eyes (1992: 13), might be viewed as ‘contaminated’ by Western
institutional affiliations, their theories are nonetheless highly significant for an understanding of
much postcolonial literature nowadays.

The clearest way in which Said, Bhabha, Spivak, and Hall are influenced by Memmi and
Fanon is in their challenge to imperialist and nationalist ideologies. Their theories have served not
only to deconstruct Western and imperialist ideologies, but also to implement strategies of
decolonization that move away from nationalist demands. Said, for instance, shares with Fanon the
possibility of a new humanist conception of decolonization. Said is concerned with a reconstructed
‘humanism’ as an alternative way to move beyond the dual opposition between the West and the
non-West (Moore-Gilbert 2000: 193). This theorist, together with Bhabha and Spivak, can be
defined as “syncreticist”, using Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin’s coinage (2002a: 29). They locate
decolonization in the reconciliation or fusion of the different elements, colonial and postcolonial,
and stress the plurality of identity through various versions of the concept of ‘hybridity’.
‘Hybridity’ involves cultural syncretism, and the possibility of occupying a non-essentialist liminal
stance that disrupts colonizer and colonized binaries. For Said, Bhabha, and Spivak, the diasporic
subject is the decolonizing subject par excellence, because he or she moves more easily beyond
imperialist and nationalist ideologies (see section 7.4.4.2.1. for a more comprehensive discussion
of the concept ‘hybridity’ as formulated by these theorists). It is my contention that their defence
of crossing cultural and national boundaries can be understood as a reformulation of Memmi’s and
Fanon’s models of decolonization.

In contrast to theorists like Ngiigi, these ‘syncreticist’ theorists believe that decolonization
can be achieved by the employment and transformation of the colonizer’s language. They seem to
embrace Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin’s (2002a) celebration of the subversive nature of ‘english’
versus ‘English’, (see section 6.3. for an explanation of this distinction). Nonetheless, although
these theorists seem to ignore the larger body of ex-colonized ‘subjects-in place’, those who still
live in their postcolonial country and continue to employ their native language (a fact that Ahmad

energetically criticizes), I will apply their model of analysis to Boland’s work, for the woman poet
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personifies, as an exiled intellectual living and working in the US, and writing in English, their
view of the postcolonial subject. As we will see, the theoretical assumptions of these theorists are
highly relevant for an understanding of a poetry that shares the experience of migrancy and
unbelonging of postcolonial texts like Salman Rushdie’s. On the other hand, Boland’s poetry
exemplifies Said’s, Bhabha’s, and Spivak’s syncretism: her poetry is not a pure reconstruction of
traditional values, but a complex and hybridized formation. As we will see, she constantly
intermingles classical sources (in particular Greek and Latin myths) with English and Irish literary
traditions. That is why I employ these models of analysis, and not Ngiigi’s ‘radical’ model of
decolonization, for instance, which seems to be addressed merely to the colonial ‘subject-in-place’.

In locating Said, Bhabha, and also Spivak after Memmi’s and Fanon’s analyses, I intend to
show that, although separated by time, geographical and cultural circumstances, their theories can
be linked to those of these liberationist thinkers. In doing so, I disagree with Walder (1998: 72),
who distinguishes between two opposing and irreconcilable trends in postcolonial theory: “a
materialist wing”, mostly exemplified by Fanon, and “a fextualist wing”, carried out by Said,
Bhabha, and Spivak. Whereas the first trend conceptualizes agency by means of social and
political revolution, the second one articulates subaltern agency only through discourse. This
dichotomy is not entirely acceptable because Said, Bhabha, and Spivak do not ignore social and
historical realities, as Walder implies, and their theories are, in fact, a continuation and
reformulation of Memmi’s and Fanon’s models of decolonization. Said, for instance, has been
engaged with crucial political issues, as his outstanding role in the Palestian cause has
demonstrated (Moore-Gilbert 2000: 164). On the other hand, by considering the work of Said and
Bhabha as greatly indebted to Fanon, I disagree with Ahmad’s and Parry’s attack on these
postcolonial theorists for ignoring Fanon’s colonial criticism, and for not offering any suitable
form of reactionary politics (Ahmad 1992: 172; Parry 1987: 30). First of all, it is my contention
that Fanon has had great influence on the work of these critics. As we will see, he is constantly
referred to in Said’s and Bhabha’s theories. Young (1992: 156) even acknowledges Fanon to be
the precursor of Said, Bhabha and Spivak, naming The Wretched of the Earth (1961) as the text
which initiates their attempt to decolonize European philosophy and historiography. Secondly, I
believe that Said’s, Bhabha’s, and Spivak’s theories offer important examples of mobilization
against colonization. Their arguments have a great relevance for decolonization in the cultural
terrain. Oppression is not only mediated in material forms, as Ahmad (1992: 172) and Parry (1987:
29-30) seem to imply, but also aesthetically. As Fanon (1990: 179-198) argues, decolonization
cannot be fully achieved until literature and other forms of cultural manifestations are incorporated

in the struggle for political emancipation. In this sense, all the critics I mention in this work try to
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accomplish the project set up by Fanon by offering the liberation of culture from colonialism.
From this perspective, their theories are, as Moore-Gilbert (2000: 164) notes, “a form of political
praxis”. Increasingly, more academic scholars are calling into question the implied divisions
between theory, literature, and practical politics (Fulford 2002b: 10; Moore-Gilbert 2000: 165).
Similarly, I do not accept the generally accepted assumption that there is a division between pure
theory, as carried out by Said, Bhabha, and Spivak, and political praxis. In this respect,
JanMohamed and David Lloyd (1990b: 10) challenge scholars to develop ‘“a mutually
complementary work of theoretical critique and practical struggle” (quoted in Moore-Gilbert 2000:
165), and it is with this perspective in mind that I will assess the work of the five postcolonial

theorists under discussion.
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3. Irish feminism

3.1. Introduction

In her article “Defining Feminism: A Comparative Historical Approach”, Offen (1988: 152)
asserts that three criteria are necessary to define an individual as a feminist. The first two focus on
the recognition and consciousness of the injustice exerted on women. The third concerns the
political consequences of this understanding of oppression: consciousness must lead to action.

Accordingly, Offen (1988: 152) explains that a feminist is one who:

advocate[s] the elimination of that injustice by challenging through efforts to alter prevailing ideas [...], the
coercive power, force, or authority that upholds male prerogatives in that particular culture. Thus, to be a

feminist is necessarily to be at odds with male-dominated culture and society.

This definition coincides in its main tenets with Marks and de Courtivron’s definition
(1981a: x): “we define feminism as an awareness of women’s oppression-repression that initiates
both analyses of the dimension of this oppression-repression, and strategies for liberation”. These
general definitions are helpful points from which to begin an analysis of Irish women’s repression
and their consequent attempt at liberation. In order to fully comprehend the origins and evolution
of feminism in Ireland, we should take into account the prejudices towards women held by the
State, the Church, and other social institutions. The following section is aimed at tracing the
different stages of Irish feminism, and how this movement, rather than following a straightforward
linear progression, has experienced progress and setbacks, successes and failures, due to the
complexities of Ireland’s colonial and nationalist experience. Secondly, I will investigate the
specificity of the Irish national experience, for nationalism and feminism in Ireland have been, at
times, exclusive categories. Finally, I will offer a general overview of Irish women in the twentieth
century, in order to observe more clearly their social and political relegation under the government

of the Irish Free State.

3.2. At odds with culture and society: first and second waves of feminism

A great deal has been written on the public activism of Irish women from the late nineteenth
century onwards. Margaret Ward (1997, 2001) is perhaps one of the most important Irish
historians on this matter. In order to trace the development and different phases Irish feminism has
undergone in the last two centuries, I will especially rely on Jaime de Pablos’ (2002) analysis of
this movement in her thesis on George Moore, and on Hill’s (2003) recent study on Irish women’s

fight for a proper social and political role from the nineteenth century.
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Traditional approaches defend a society divided into “two spheres”: a private (domestic)
sphere, assigned to women in their exclusive roles as mothers and housewives; and a public
sphere, reserved to men, for they are supposed to be better equipped, both physically and
intellectually, to carry out tasks in the social, political, economic, artistic, and work terrains (Jaime
de Pablos 2000: 6). Male thinkers, in their different disciplines, have tried to justify the submissive
role women were supposed to adopt. Jaime de Pablos (2000: 36-37) mentions some male
philosophers who have coincided in denying the female access to three basic areas in modern
civilization, science, state and economy: Kant, Hegel, Kierkegaard, Schopenhauer, Weininger,
Nietzsche, and Freud; nonetheless, it is Jean-Jacques Rousseau the most influential philosopher
who justifies women’s marginal position more belligerently. Rousseau’s theories would generate
in the eighteenth century a sexist philosophical stream denominated “Sensualism” (or “Sexual
Romanticism”), and which would exert tremendous influence in Great Britain and Ireland
throughout the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth (p. 55). Rousseau’s view of
women’s role in society, made explicit in Emilie, ou de I’education, had a great effect on the
mentality of a great sector of the privileged classes in Great Britain and Ireland. According to
Rousseau, women had to be virginal, modest, reserved, decorous, patient, gentle, kind,
affectionate, sensitive and virtuous, and also had to know how to maintain their reputation, honour,
and religious beliefs (ibid). As determined by this stream of thought, women’s main objective in
life was to find a husband who would support them economically. In response, women’s main
concern would be to take care of their physical appearance, in order to appeal to men. Marriage
becomes, therefore, a mere commercial transaction/exchange between a feminine aesthetic
‘capital’ and a masculine economic ‘capital’. The secondary role of women was also justified by
scientific treaties. Jaime de Pablos (2000: 37) mentions the theories of Herbert Spenser and
Charles Darwin, who locate men in a superior evolutionary stratum. As regards the ecclesiastic
institution, this researcher (2000: 125-168) argues that, based on the Old Testament, Catholicism
has propagated a vision of women as ‘fallen Eves’. Since Eve offered the forbidden fruit to Adam,
from the very beginning, women are marked by a painful maternity and by irrepressible carnal
desires. Because women are viewed as sinful by nature, their independence must be restrained in
case they could exploit it in a way counterproductive to the divine plans. Their only possible way
of obtaining salvation is by blindly believing in the Holy Word: religious precepts are expected to
be followed in a stricter way by women than by men (p. 124).

In the face of all these sexist prejudices, a debate emerges in the 1880s and on to the first
decade of the twentieth century, around the so-called “Women Question”, with voices in favour

and against the fact that women achieve comparable or equal status to men. It is in this period

66



3. Irish feminism

when we should locate the “first wave of feminism”, which aimed at redefining women’s social
roles (pp. 6-7). This movement will not only be perceived in Ireland, but also internationally. In
France, Germany, and the United States, the movement acquired great vigor, with feminists such
as Charles Fourier (p. 39). Fourier’s disciple, Pierre Leroux, and George Sand will have a
considerable impact on Great Britain and Ireland during this period.' This international feminist
movement, as Jaime de Pablos (2000: 52) explains, is highly heterogeneous, for it has adopted
various channels to give answers and solutions to the inequities suffered by women. Thus, we can
distinguish between the Marxist feminism in Germany, the ‘avant-garde’ feminism of the United
States (with prominent figures such as Abigail Addams, Amelia Bloomer, Susan Anthony, and
Elizabeth Stanton) and the psychoanalytic feminism (which focuses on reformulating Freudian
theories, as in the case of Karen Horney, Sherry B. Ortner, and Nancy Chodorow) (pp. 39-47). In
the second half of the nineteenth century, England (together with US, France, Germany, Italy, or
Russia) is one of the countries where the feminist associations set stronger and were better
organized. Jaime de Pablos (2000: 41) explains that the main fight of Anglo-Saxon feminism
focused on two aspects: feminine suffrage (backed by the National Society for Women's Suffrage,
with Lydia Becker as president), and the regulation of prostitution (with Josephine Butler as
founder and leader of the Ladies’ National Association). Simultaneously, journals and magazines
such as the Englishwoman’s Journal (edited by Elizabeth Sharples) emerged with a view to
propagating the demands of these feminist organizations (pp. 41-42). Their advocacy of women’s
rights were anticipated by two outstanding English figures, who raised their voices in defence of
the feminist ideology: Mary Wollstonecraft with A Vindication of the Rights of Women (1792),
where she criticizes Rousseaunian ‘sensualism’, and John Stuart Mill with On Liberty (1859) and
The Subjection of Women (1869), which highlighted him as one of the first males to align his
strengths to the women’s cause (pp. 39-40). Of extreme importance is also William Thomson, who
in his Appeal of One Half of the Human Race, Women against the Pretentions of the Other Half,
Men, to retain them in political, and thence in civil and domestic slavery (1825), will make a call
for women to rebel against the injustices done to them (ibid).

In Ireland, early feminists tended to follow Thomson’s political and socialist perspective.
Although in previous periods women had already united their forces in political and social
campaigns, their public participation during 1880-1920 was particularly significant (Hill 2003:

51). The interests of Irish feminists in this period are varied, and it is common to come across the

' French feminists such as George Sand and Rosa Bonheur initiated a cross-dressing trend and also the so-called
“romantic friendships”, the cultural form to denominate those women who wished to exploit lesbian contacts (Jaime
de Pablos 2000: 46).
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same names (Mary Sheehy-Skeffington, James Connolly, or James Larking) within suffrage,
pacifist, trade-union, and nationalist, or unionist societies (p. 52).

Like in England, the fight for winning women’s votes will be the main concern of Irish
feminism in the nineteenth century and the first decades of the twentieth century (Jaime de Pablos
2000: 42). Its importance emanates from the fact that, with the exception of the Labour Party, no
mainstream political party defended their suffragist campaign (Hill 2003: 53). Its advocates were
mainly Protestants and non-conformists, due to the fact that the Church asked the faithful to
remain at a great distance. The most important suffragist associations in Ireland were the North of
Ireland’s Women'’s Suffrage Committee (founded in Belfast in 1872 by Isabella M.S. Tod), the
Dublin Women'’s Suffrage Association (founded in 1876 by Thomas J. Haslam and Anna Haslam),
the Conservative and Unionist Women'’s Suffrage Organization (founded in 1909), and the Irish
Women’s Reform League (founded in 1911) (Jaime de Pablos 2000: 43). Other suffragist
organizations are the Church League for Women’s Suffrage for Anglican Women (1913), the
Munster Women'’s Franchise League (1911), and the Irish Catholic Women'’s Suffrage Association
(1915). With the help of prominent figures in the Irish feminist arena, such as Hanna and Francis
Sheehy-Skeffington, and Margaret and James Cousins, two important achievements were
accomplished: The Women’s Poor Law Guardian Act (1896), which gave women power in the
local governments, and the Representation of the People Act (1918), which gave women the right
to vote on the condition that they were older than thirty, landowners, or university graduates (ibid).
The gradual inclusion of women in the political arena is further exemplified when Sinn Féin
proposed two women as candidates in the 1918 election: Countess Markievicz and Winifred
Carney (Hill 2003: 79). Of these two, Markievicz was elected as Minister of Labour, becoming the
first woman holding a cabinet post (p. 80).

As regards the pedagogical demands, Irish feminists in the nineteenth century and the
beginning of the twentieth requested the improvement of the educational system, so that women
could have the same opportunities as their male counterparts. They demanded a similar curriculum
for both sexes, as well as women’s access to secondary education and universities. As Jaime de
Pablos (2000: 43-44) explains, this demand was justified by feminists in two ways. Some of them
argued that women, in order properly to fulfill their role as mothers and teachers of their children,
must receive the same educational opportunities as men. This form of feminism made use of the
traditional dichotomy of private (female) sphere and public (male) sphere in order to make its
claims. On the other hand, we find those feminists who maintained that, in order to gain economic
emancipation, women must receive adequate education. In Ireland, the most important figures

demanding educational rights were Anne Jellicoe, Margaret Byers, Isabelle Tod, and Alice Olham,
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all of them members of feminist organizations such as The Association of Irish Schoolmistresses
and Other Ladies Interested in Education or The Ulster Head Schoolmistresses’ Association (p.
44). With the Intermediate Education Act (1878) and the Royal University Education (Ireland) Act
(1879), women were finally able to access to secondary education and universities in Ireland,
although separated from male students (p. 267). In 1880, Irish feminist organizations eventually
achieved the admission of women to those universities, which had been, until then, exclusively for
men. Queen’s College Belfast was the first one to open its doors to women, followed by Queen’s
College Cork (1886) and Queen’s College Galway (1888). Trinity College Dublin did not permit
women’s access until 1904.

Other important demands of the Irish feminist agenda were the right to administer the
wife’s personal property (eventually achieved in 1882 with the Married Women’s Property Act),
the defence of self-ownership (the acknowledgment that women are the only owners of their
bodies), and the abolition of a system which divided tasks and jobs in terms of sexist prejudices.
Louie Bennet stands out in her defence of work as a means for women to achieve personal
fulfillment. Whereas the pacifist Bennet defended the existence of trade unions exclusively for
women, Cissie Calahan promoted unisex trade unions. Other Irish feminists who contributed to
women’s emancipation in work were Helena Moloney, Constance Markievicz, and the socialist
James Connolly (p. 224).? On the other hand, Irish feminists also declared war on the Contagious
Diseases Acts (CDAs), promulgated by the State in 1864 in order to prevent any sexual encounter
with prostitutes serving as channel of transmission of venereal infections (p. 35). The CDAs
stipulated that humiliating and denigrating medical controls should be carried out on these
prostitutes, but, strangely enough, not on men. Names such as Josephine Butler, Harriet Martineau,
Florence Nightingale, Isabelle Tod, and Anna Haslam united their struggles, both in England and
Ireland, to repeal this act. The pressures the National Association for the Repeal of the Contagious
Diseases Act and Ladies National Association exerted on the government from 1869 onwards,
achieved the desired goal: the CDAs were finally suspended in 1883 (p. 45).

Feminism in Ireland (as in Great Britain), was not an isolated movement, but a crusade
which aligned its cause with socialists (in order to achieve workers’ protection and education),
liberals (out of political and economic pretensions), reformists (with a view to solving problems as
regards prostitution), syndicalists (in order to achieve improvements in the work terrain), and
anarchists (with a view to enhancing the control over the birth rate). This alignment with different

ideological groups, as Jaime de Pablos (2000: 42) points out, would be of no benefit for feminists,

? The first Irish feminists trade unions were The Textile Operatives’ Society (founded by Mary Galway in Belfast in
1893) and The Irish Women Workers’ Union (1911) (Jaime de Pablos 2000: 44).
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for they would eventually give priority to their sectorial interests. Furthermore, although in this
first period of feminism much in the women’s cause was achieved, conservatism strengthened
from the First World War onwards, due to social and political reasons. As we will see, after
achieving political independence from Great Britain, the women’s movement went into decline,
due to the repressive climate in the Independent Irish State (Daly 1997: 107). Irish feminists saw
their struggles defeated on several occasions. This is the case of the Conditions of Employment
Bill, introduced by the Irish Ministry of Industry and Commerce in 1935, according to which
women were officially excluded from several jobs in the industrial sector (Hill 2003: 100).
Although some of their aspirations failed, these suffragist and pacifist women were an inspiration
for future generations of feminists in Ireland. Their demands for their voting rights and a living
wage, amongst other claims, established a solid ground for later activists.

The Irish feminist movement was revitalized again in the 1970s, mainly by the problems
emerging from the publication of the liberal feminist Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique in
1963 (1974) (Jaime de Pablos 2000: 48). This second wave of feminism, a century after the
beginning of the first wave, is also characterized by heterogeneous movements. Socialist feminism
(which makes use of Marxist, psychoanalytical, and liberal theories) stands out with prominent
figures such as Juliet Mitchell, with her Women: The Longest Revolution (1966), and Alison
Jaggar, with her Feminist Politics and Human Nature (1983). In contrast to Marxist feminists who
give priority to the ‘class’ factor as a discriminating element, socialist feminists, such as Juliet
Mitchell and Alison Jaggar, take into consideration the issue of ‘gender’ (p. 48). On the other
hand, postmodernist feminism is developed in France by well-known voices such as Héléne
Cixous, Luce Irigaray, and Julia Kristeva, deeply interested in issues concerning psychoanalysis,
semiotics, and existentialism. These women defended that the feminist experience must
agglutinate difference, for it does not constitute a single reality (p. 49). Finally, another trend of
this second phase of feminism is radical feminism, which aims to overturn not only the
patriarchy’s legal and political structures, but also its social and cultural institutions (especially the
family and the Church). Radical feminists proposed, in turn, replacing the patriarchal society for a
female one, on the grounds that women’s true emancipation would not be achieved until women
control their own sexuality and fertility (ibid). Among the different trends within radical feminism,
we may distinguish “ecofeminism”, which advocates the close bond between women and nature,
and “cultural feminism”, so-called because it celebrates “women’s culture” (p. 50). In short, the
second wave of feminism is characterized by the debate about whether men and women are similar
(liberal and socialist feminists), or whether both sexes are different (radical feminism postulates

that women are superior to men).
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Another important goal of this second-wave feminist movement, as Hill (2003: 8) explains,
was to rewrite and reread women’s involvement in terms of history and literature. From the 1970s
onwards, there have been innumerable volumes of feminist critique, from cultural, political,
historical, and sexual perspectives. Among the most important feminist studies, we find Mary
Ellman’s Thinking About Women (1968), Kate Millet’s Sexual Politics (1969), Germaine Greer’s
The Female Eununch (1970), O’Faolain’s Not in God’s Image (1972), and Sheila Rowbotham’s
Hidden from History (1973). On literary grounds, feminist critique has attempted to recuperate
marginal voices of the past, investigating those texts produced by women. Elaine Showalter
denominates this practice “gynocritics” (O’Brien Johnson & Cairns 1991: 1). Valuable
contributions to this field are Patricia Meyer Spacks’ The Female Imagination (1975), Ellen
Moers’s Literary Women: the Great Writers (1977), Elaine Showalter’s A Literature of Their Own
(1977), and Gilbert and Gubar’s The Madwoman in the Attic (1979).

As we will see, writings such as these, in particular Millet’s and Greer’s, together with
other international influences, laid firm intellectual foundations upon which the new generation of
Irish women began to question and react against their traditional social and political roles. The
Irish feminism of the 1970s, in contrast to the earlier feminism, was more interested in women’s
individual experience, “bringing into open debate issues such as domestic violence, divorce, birth
control and abortion” (Hill 2003: 242). Feminists invited women to enjoy their own sexuality, a
sexuality which they demanded to be not only reproductive (they defended for instance the use of
contraceptive methods), but also pleasant. Some feminist groups in this period are the [Irish
Women’s Liberation Movement and Irishwomen United, associations which advocated a self-

determined sexuality and which offered a forum for lesbians and radicals (pp. 153-156).’

3.3. Nationalism and feminism in Ireland in the nineteenth and twentieth

centuries

As Parker et al. (1992: 5) explain, the relationship between nationalism and feminism has, more
often than not, been ambivalent, if not contradictory. The uneasy combination of these two
ideologies is illustrated by the fact that, whereas minority groups have often recurred to the
rhetoric of the nation in order to launch their claims as political (as in the case of the so-called
“black nationalism” in the US, or the “Queer Nation”); feminism has never appealed to national

values (p. 8). The notion of a “Feminist Nation” is a contradiction in terms, and it is less likely

3 Feminist movements in Northern Ireland were more complicated. With the breaking out of the Troubles in the 1970s,
women in the North usually held conflicting loyalties, whether to follow their own cause, or the nationalist or loyalist
struggle (Hill 2003: 185).
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actively to inspire women’s political movement. Radhakrishnan (1992: 78) has summarized the

ambivalent relationship between feminism and nationalism by wondering:

Why is that the advent of the politics of nationalism signals the subordination if not the demise of women’s
politics? Why does the politics of the “one” typically overwhelm the politics of the “other”? Why could the
two not be coordinated within an equal and dialogic relationship of mutual accountability? What factors

constitute the normative criteria by which a question or issue is deemed “political”?

This Indian critic complains about the fact that, whereas nationalism manages to be ideologically
effective as “an inclusive and putatively macropolitical discourse”, feminism can only establish
itself as a form of “micro-politics” (pp. 78-80).

This ambivalent relationship between feminism and nationalism is clearly observed in
Ireland’s history. Irish women in the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth have
always faced the dilemma of whether to align themselves with the feminist struggle or to establish
an alliance with the nationalist cause. As Jaime de Pablos (2000: 276) explains, nationalism in
Ireland demanded from women an absolute commitment to the national cause, and this implied the
postponement of other ideals (like the feminist ones) for the political ones. The reason why
feminism experienced such an ideological clash with nationalism is obvious. First of all, Irish
nationalists presupposed that women’s issues would delay the achievement of political
independence. They feared that suffragist debates could hinder the passing of Home Rule, the
desire to establish a separate Irish parliament in Dublin, independent from Westminster (Hill 2003:
58). Secondly, Irish nationalists maintained a very traditional view on gender roles. As Hill (2003:
59) explains, “women’s major contribution was seen to be in the private domain, sustaining and
nurturing family life and thus perpetuating the race”. On the contrary, feminism attempted to
surpass national boundaries, in order to form an alliance with other women worldwide “in matters
such as birth control, education and employment”, and combat the conventional dichotomy
between public and private domains (ibid). It emerges, therefore, a tension between nationalism
and feminism, a tension which raises much debate even nowadays. In order to analyze the
conflicting loyalties of Irish women pursuing nationalist and feminist aspirations, I must analyze
the way both ideologies have been interrelated.

As I have shown in the previous chapter, there was a very strong cultural renaissance in
Ireland (the so-called Irish Revival or Celtic Revival) at the end of the nineteenth century and the
beginning of the twentieth which aimed to make mythology, folklore, and language central to the
concept of national identity. The multiple organizations and nationalist societies which were

founded in this period were at times reluctant to accept women as their members. The Celtic
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Literary Society and the National League (successor of the Land League, with Tim Harrington as a
leading figure), closed their doors to women (Jaime de Pablos 2000: 280). One of these women
who resented their exclusion was Maud Gonne, a revolutionary who founded in October 1900
Inghnidhe na hEireann (‘Daughters of Ireland’), and a few years later Bean na hEireann (1908), a
journal supporting militancy and feminism with Helena Moloney as editor (Welch 2000: 134).*
Prominent women, together with Maud Gonne, were on the executive board of the ‘Daughters of
Ireland’: Annie Egan, Anna Johnson, and Jenny Wyse Power as vice-presidents; Maire Quinn,
Elizabeth Margan, and Dora Hackett as secretaries; and Margaret and Sarah White as treasurers.
All these women were not only convinced feminists, but also highly committed to the national
cause.

Inghnidhe na hEireann had a great impact on Irish society in the first decades of the
twentieth century. Some of their main objectives were to give women a public role in the struggle
for national liberation and to construct an alternative culture, properly ‘Irish’, and different from
“the imported popular culture of theatre and music hall” (Quinn 1997: 41-42). In their attempt at
countering colonial popular entertainment, /nghnidhe experimented with inventing an Irish popular
theatre, and thus, it involved itself with the Irish National Theatre Company. In 1902, Maud
Gonne remarkably personified the spirit of Ireland in the title-role of Cathleen ni Houlihan, a play
written by Yeats in collaboration with Lady Gregory, and performed in the Irish Literary Theatre.
As Hill (2003: 59) explains, the ‘Daughters of Ireland’ saw as their first priority the political (or
rather cultural) independence of Ireland, and their secondary aim was to fight against women’s
oppression. This order of priorities is evidenced when this feminine association breaks bonds with
the National Theatre Company because its members disapproved of the society’s “anti-
nationalist”, as Hidalgo Tenorio (1997a: 70) puts it, female representation of Synge’s In The
Shadow of the Glen (1968).” The play focuses on the unhappily married Nora Burke and it voices
this peasant woman’s confrontation with sexuality, aging, physical decay, and death. Inghinidhe
saw this portrayal of the peasant woman untruthful and inappropriate for a nationalist theatre and
they defended, instead, nationalist political allegories such as Mother figure, Cathleen ni Houlihan,
and the youthful victim of the Aisling tradition (Quinn 1997: 48-53). In contrast to the members of

‘Daughters of Ireland’, contemporary feminists generally decry this nationalist female icon (p. 47).

* Interestingly enough, those associations which closed their doors to women admitted Maud Gonne on their
committees, for her contribution and enthusiasm to the national cause. With William Rooney and Arthur Griffith, she
writes the draft of the newly born Cumann na nGaedheal, an association which attempted to draw together all
nationalist societies. Similarly, she contributed to write the constitution of the National Literary Society in 1892
(Jaime de Pablos 2000: 281). Maud Gonne also showed her courage in the defence of nationalist ideals when she
rejected the Anglo-Irish treaty in 1922, and worked for Republican prisoners and their families (because of this, she
was imprisoned in 1923) (Welch 2000: 134).

> For a deeper insight into the negative feedback that Synge’s plays received at the time, see Hidalgo Tenorio (1997b).
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They find in the image of Mother Ireland, for instance, an exemplification of how Irish women
have suffered a double colonization: they have been arguably colonized by Irishmen at the same
time as they were colonial subjects of England. Whereas contemporary feminists would not agree
on the national female icon (they would prefer a more realistic image of women, like Synge’s
women), the ‘Daughters of Ireland’ privileged the national cause over the claims of feminism. This
is also manifested by the fact that in May 1914, Inghinidhe becomes Cuman na mBan, a feminine
association linked in its struggle with the nationalist militants Irish Volunteers (Hill 2003: 60).
This agglutination meant a backward movement for the emancipation of women, for the
‘Daughters of Ireland’, before an independent entity, became subject to the decisions of a basically
male organization. Cuman na mBan was conceived as “an auxiliary of the male movement”,
offering a supportive role in “advancing the ‘cause of Irish liberty’” (ibid).

Irish women’s role within the nationalist fight becomes particularly intense in the armed
rising of 1916. As Hill (2003: 72) explains, “with many of the male leaders under police
surveillance, women played a crucial role in passing messages and information even before the
rebellion began”. When the rising erupted, around thirty-four women helped the republican
headquarters in Dublin’s General Post Office, by preparing and organizing food (p. 73). Others,
such as Countess Markievicz (“second-in-command at St Stephen’s Green”), were more openly
involved in the fighting (ibid). Women such as Markievicz, as those members of the ‘Daughters of
Erin’ and Cuman na mBan, prioritized nationalism over the emancipation of women. Other
nationalists, such as Jennie Wyse-Power, Mary McSwiney, Mary Colum, Kathleen Lynn, and
Katherine Tynan also decided to leave aside feminism for the sake of nationalism (Kirkpatrick
2000: 1-4). On the other side of the scale, suffragists such as Hanna Sheefy-Skeefington “put
feminism first in the feminist-nationalist equation” (p. 2).

It seems that, as one of the members of the Irish Women’s Franchise League (anonymous
in the original source from which this reference is taken) argued, “it is our conviction that
feminism and [nationalist] militarism are natural born enemies and cannot flourish on the same
soil” (cited by Jaime de Pablos 2000: 295). Therefore, it appears that the defence of the
independence of Ireland and the struggle for women’s emancipation have been, at times, if not a
contradiction in terms, two ideals which have converged with difficulty. Ward (1997: 61) tries to
simplify this tension by distinguishing within the Irish feminist movement two dominant strands:
“nationalist feminism” and “essentialist feminism”. The first one establishes a link between the
fight for women’s emancipation and the struggle for national liberation, whereas the second moves
away from the external political conflict by merely focusing on ‘“the essential qualities of

feminism” (ibid). Ward (1997: 80) argues that actual feminism in Ireland has been shaped by
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salient examples from the first wave of feminism in Ireland. Her essay focuses on two significant
suffragists: Hanna Sheehy-Skeffington, a “national feminist”, and Louie Bennett, an “essential
feminist”. Although Sheehy-Skeffington always defended women’s equal status within the
nationalist cause, the political independence of Ireland was also one of her main aspirations. On
the contrary, Bennet called for an international alliance, and advocated pacifism across national
boundaries. Their parallel careers exemplify the dilemma confronting Irish feminists, whether to
engage with the nationalist movement, or to exclusively focus on women’s issues, leaving aside

any involvement with Irish political life.

3.3. The Irish woman after gaining independence in 1921

When finally nationalism was fruitful in the creation of the Irish Free State, women did not
experience any improvement in their status. The social and cultural advantages of an independent
Ireland that the leaders of the Easter Rising envisaged were barely put into practice in the first
decades of the Irish Free State (Brown 1985: 13). Instead, the emancipation from the United
Kingdom meant for Ireland an overwhelming social and cultural conservatism which perpetuated
women’s oppression under a highly patriarchal society (p. 18). As envisaged by “essential
feminists” such as Louie Bennet, those women who had defended the national cause leaving aside
the fight for women’s oppression were highly disappointed (Jaime de Pablos 2000: 298). The
politicians of the new Free State militated against women’s involvement in party politics. As we
have seen, the 1935 Act restricted the participation of working-class women in paid employment
(Hill 2003: 100). Legislative measures such as this progressively eroded their position in public
life, consolidating women’s role as domestic. Because of this, in the first decades after
independence, women did not organize themselves in successful women’s groups. Their official
political participation was confined to the offices of local government. After 1922, women
continued to have an active role within Sinn Fein, probably “in their fidelity to the memory of
dead heroes” (Daly 1997: 108). Nevertheless, their activity was more prominent in lesser bodies,
such as Boards of Guardians and Urban and Rural District Councils, mainly because, as
traditionally ‘caregivers’ par excellence, society encouraged them to participate exclusively in
public health and welfare. Furthermore, as Daly (1997: 119) explains, the increased fertility rate

hindered women’s involvement in public life:

Irish feminists found it difficult to replace the pre-war focus on equal rights with an ideology that might have

been more in keeping with the culture of the independent Irish State. The high level of marital fertility
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reduced the political dividends from pronatalism and probably meant that most Irish women lacked the

leisure to engage in political or social activities outside the home.

The difficult life of Irish women made it difficult for them to join political campaigns and social
organizations. Irish nationalism, fundamentally at the end of the nineteenth century and the
beginning of the twentieth, attempted to create military and cultural unity by advocating
stereotypes of ideal men and women. Frazier (1997: 10) explains that, after the French Revolution,
some movements within European nationalism, Irish nationalism included, attempted to control
sexuality, “to establish ‘national’ norms of sexuality and to create a sexual dimension of its own”.
This may be so because the French Revolution brought with it a wave of feminist texts written by
women and encouraged the advent of numerous feminist movements (Marks & de Courtivron
1981b: 3). Countries such as Ireland tried to prevent this upheaval by establishing its own
conservative regime. The first decades of the Irish Free State, following the Treaty of 1921, meant
deeper attempts to reinforce and maintain gender stereotypes. The Catholic Church played a vital
role in this process. As Hill (2003: 95) notes, the “Church, which had little influence over political
matters under British jurisdiction, was now concerned to assert its authority and stand firm behind
the State government”. Its religious precepts and its beliefs on women’s ideal role as ‘virginal’ and
submissive mothers exerted a tremendous influence on legislative measures. Its impact on the
State and mainstream society is observed in the government’s concern with sexual morality in the
area of birth control. The 1929 Censorship of Publications Act (in particular sections 16 and 17),
forbade the public distribution of texts which supported abortion or contraception (p. 104). A few
years later, section 17 of the 71935 Criminal Law Amendment Act banned the importation and sale
of contraceptives (p. 105).° It is in this context where McDiarmud’s (1997: 152) assertion must be
read: “Irish society has been traumatized around sexuality as it exists in a national field; as it is
defined, organized, and controlled by national institutions — the State, the Church, the law”.

This sexual repression and women’s invisibility in the public and political arena was
reinforced when Eamon de Valera became President of Ireland and Fianna Fail leader. Ireland
became an inward-looking, isolated, rural, conservative Catholic country in which its citizens lived
under a culturally repressive atmosphere. With the 1937 Constitution, the role of women was
further restricted and idealized. Articles 41 and 45 offered a narrow and specific view of

womanhood. The Irish woman was immediately associated with motherhood and domesticity:

® The government in Northern Ireland also attempted to control sexual and moral behaviour through criminal law
legislation. A case in point is, as Hill (2003: 103) explains, the 1923 Northern Ireland Criminal Law Amendment Act.
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Article 41

2-1. In particular, the State recognizes that by her life within the home, woman gives to the State a support
without which the common good cannot be achieved.

2-2. The State shall, therefore, endeavour to ensure that mothers shall not be obliged by economic necessity to
engage in labour to the neglect of their duties in the home.

Article 45

4-2 The State shall endeavour to ensure that the inadequate strength of women and the tender age of children
shall not be abused, and that women and children shall not be forced by economic necessity to enter

avocations unsuited to their sex, age, or strength.

These articles declared the family as the basic social unit, and women’s primary role as that
of wife and mother. This idealization of family, marriage, and motherhood was associated with
traditional symbols of nationhood (i.e. Mother Ireland) and the Catholic religion (the Virgin
Mary). As Shannon (1977: 258) puts it:

The acknowledgment of women in the 1937 Constitution as the guardians of public morals and sound family
life, and [de Valera’s] utopian vision of comedy maidens dancing at the crossroads preparatory to their
destiny as devoted mothers living in frugal comfort in cozy rural homesteads brought little practical benefit to

the majority of Irish women.

Whereas Brown (1985: 164-165) notes that in the 1937 Constitution there is a clear influence of
the Catholic religion, other critics, interestingly enough, suggest that de Valera was influenced by
female historian writers. Daly (1997: 107) claims that de Valera inserted article 41.2 of the
Constitution after reading Ivy Pinchbeck’s pioneering Women Workers and the Industrial
Revolution: 1750-1850 (1930), concerning the negative effect that the industrial revolution had on
women’s lives. By reassuring mothers not to be “obliged by economic necessity to engage in
labour to the neglect of their duties in the home”, de Valera supposedly tried to prevent women
from suffering the “detrimental” consequences of the industrial revolution (ibid). This reinforced
women’s relegation to the private sphere. Shannon (1997: 258) describes well enough the social
consequences suffered by women: they were nearly inactive in the public arena,’ they had limited
educational and employment opportunities, and consequently their only aspiration was to get
married. The concept of marriage barely changed from its conception in the nineteenth century: it

continued to be an unequal relationship “between “provider [the husband] and dependent [the

7 Patriarchal discrimination of women in the public (political) sphere was evidenced by the limited number of women
ministers in the cabinet: only two, Countess Markievicz and Mrs James MacNeill. On the other hand, the only
feminine publication which survives to criticize the government is the journal Prison Bars edited by Maud Gonne
MacBride. Its pages record the disillusionment of those prominent women who, naively, believed that, after defeating
the invader, men and women could enjoy Ireland’s independence on equal terms (Jaime de Pablos 2000: 299).
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wife]” (Coulter 1997: 288). Male dominance in marriage resulted from being the person who
economically sustained the family, but also from his usually older age with respect to his younger
wife (Shannon 1997: 260). On the other hand, the authority of the Roman Catholic Church tended
to inculcate passive attitudes among Irish women, who were viewed as their husband’s property
(p. 261). The harsh conditions under which Irish women lived prompted a high emigration of
young rural women not only to urban cities, such as Dublin and London, but also to foreign
countries, mostly North America.

With the social and cultural changes experienced by Ireland from the 1970s onwards, the
Irish women’s movement has been rejuvenated. According to Shannon (1997: 263-266), five
factors prompted this change. First, the transmission of the international feminist upheaval,
through television and print media, has encouraged Irish women to manifest their anger over “the
second class status” that the Church and State policies imposed on them. Secondly, the 1972
publication of the report of the first Commission on the Status of Women promoted women to a
more active participation in the political arena.® Third, the entrance of Ireland into the European
Union in 1973 forced the government to tackle issues concerning the discrimination Irish women
had to face. Fourth, the increasing industrialization and urbanization of Ireland expanded women’s
job opportunities, subverting their traditional roles of mothers and housewives. Last, the growth of
educational opportunities has enabled women to fulfill a career or degree. Daly (1997: 119) agrees
with Shannon’s explanation (1997: 263-266) of this rebirth of feminism in Ireland. This critic
highlights the importance of the Irish transition to a more modern urban and industrial economy
which opened up new job opportunities for women, and a significant decline in fertility which
allowed them to engage in political movements more freely. Other critics have stressed other
factors of equal importance: the repeal of the marriage bar, which prohibited the employment of
married women, and the passing of the Anti-discrimination Pay Act in 1974 and of the Maternity
Act in 1981 (Fogarty 1999: 265).

Although Ireland in the late 1980s was still backward as regards women’s rights (in 1987,
the results of abortion and divorce referenda in the Republic reinforced conservative socio-cultural
ideologies),” all these socio-cultural developments have had important implications as regards

gender and sexuality. Progressive legislative measures have challenged the authority of the

¥ Interestingly enough, Adrienne Rich’s “When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision” (1979) was published,
along with other papers from the forum and workshops, in the report of the Commission on the Status of Women in
1972. This essay will exert a great influence on Evan Boland’s volumes of poetry after New Territory. In these
volumes, as in her critical prose (gathered in the collection Object Lessons: the Life of the Woman and the Poet in Our
Time, 1996), Boland shows the clear influence of the Women’s movement of the seventies. Her writings after New
Territory, as 1 will explain in section 7.3., seem to respond to the “awakening consciousness” Rich advocates (1979:
34).

? As Clutterbuck (1999: 275) explains, women could not have access to contraception, and there was a large-scale
immigration and high corruption in the government’s economic affairs.

78



3. Irish feminism

Catholic Church. As Hill (2003: 5) notes, with the “realignment of the relationship between the
Church, state, and civil society [...], the Church’s authority, particularly on sexual matters, was
gradually diminishing”. In the past twenty-five years, Irish society has experienced a drop in
religious observance and a general secularization, due to some disturbing incidents.'” This
increasing critical attitude towards the Catholic Church has paralleled the recent reform of laws
affecting divorce, abortion, and the availability of contraception. The issue of divorce, for instance,
which was subject to a constitutional ban from 1937, was finally removed on 24 November 1995
(Hill 2003: 190)."

The range of opportunities opened to late twentieth-century Irish women would have been
unimaginable in the early 1990s. Women have gained a more equal position in the political and
work terrain. This is clearly observed in the fact that two women have become Presidents of
Ireland at the end of the twentieth century. Mary Robinson, elected president on 9 November 1990,
has been considered by critics such as Clutterbuck (1999: 275) and Hill (2003: 234), as one of the
most influential Irish women politicians of the twentieth century. For the first time in Irish history,
a woman was the Head of State in a country where national politics had been traditionally a male
domain. On the other hand, Robinson has not only been a female, but also a feminist President,
bringing to the Irish political arena modernizing and liberal ideas about women and Irish minority
communities such as gays and lesbians. Her highly successful presidency was perceived as a result
of “the strengths of her sex rather than [...] her personality” (Hill 2003: 237). Therefore, it is not
surprising that the winning candidate that substituted Mary Robinson on October 1997 was another
woman, Mary McAleese, the current President of Ireland.

With all these social and cultural changes, women are more prepared and determined to
challenge Irish political life, to date a predominantly male sphere. As Hill (2003: 5) reminds us,
even at the end of the twentieth century, Irish women still experience inequality in the workplace,
and their jobs seem to be generally part-time and low-paid. Although the election of Robinson and
later of McAleese as Presidents of Ireland reflect a growing willingness to embrace progress, in
reality, this critic explains, masculinity is still equated with public power. Ward (1997: 80-81)
names some of the most important organizations of the current Irish women’s movement: the
Women’s Coalition, which sets its agenda against predominantly male political parties; Clar na
mBan, an organization of republican feminists; the Women’s Support Network and the Women's
Information Group, a coalition of working class women. With all these political, social, and

cultural changes in Ireland, de Valera’s vision of Cathleen ni Houlihan has been gradually

1010 1993, for example, there was a scandal concerning a priest, Father Brendan Smyth, when it was proved that he
had abused several children (Coulter 1997: 296).
" For further insight into the issue of the divorce referendum, see Coulter’s essay (1997).
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changing into a less abstract and victimized image: a more truthful portrait which can bear witness
to the contemporary Irish woman. Now, a new representation of her has emerged, “an image being
shaped and defined this time by Irish women themselves and one which promises to secure respect
and dignity for all the citizens of the nation” (Shannon 1997: 272). As Bradley and Valiulus (1997:
2) explain, these socio-cultural developments have been accompanied by a growing intellectual
awareness of the extent to which gender has been a cultural construct.

Consequently, it is not surprising that all the demands for political, social, and economic
changes made by Irish women in the political and public arena have been echoed by Irish women
writers who, in their poetry, prose, and drama, reflect their growing consciousness to confront the
social and cultural injustice women face. Women artists such as Nuala ni Dhomhnaill, Mary
Leland, Marina Carr, and Rita Duffy are currently attempting to “liberat[e] Irish women from the
patriarchal constraints of the past, while simultaneously preserving the best of Irish communal
values” (Shannon 1997: 271). It is here where we must place Eavan Boland. In an interview,
Boland admits that in 1971 she had joined the women’s movement (Allen-Randolph 1999b: 295).
Interestingly enough, this was the period when Boland started writing most of the poems of /n Her
Own Image, not published until 1980. Her involvement with feminist politics will be reflected in
this volume, which I will later include in the ‘Feminist’/ ‘Cultural Nationalist’ phase’.
Nevertheless, her more mature poetry rejects separatist stances (such as radical feminism) and
develops an aesthetics that attempts to truly bear witness to the reality of Irish women. As Boland

has declared, she considers herself a feminist, but not a radical separatist feminist poet:

Poetry begins where the certainties end. I would have to say as someone who has benefited from, and is
honoured to consider themselves a feminist, that literature must not be bent out of shape to accommodate an
ethical position. Freedom is single [...], it is crucial to prevent the literary discourse of a small country from

becoming a higher form of exclusion. (Interview with Battersby 1988: 2)

Thus, Boland’s mature feminism coincides with former president Mary Robinson’s articulation of
what is at “the core of true feminism”: a “tolerant and compassionate” demand for equal human
values, both for men and women (Shannon 1997: 271). Boland is a voice among many others to
demand women’s rights within Irish society, and in particular, their legitimacy to freely express

themselves by means of literature.
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4. A feminist postcolonial approach

4.1. Introduction

In this section I intend to analyze the points of contact between feminist and postcolonial studies.
There are strong parallels between both fields of criticism, mainly because they are concerned with
how subjects have been marginalized and constructed as subordinated ‘Others’ by colonialism
and/or patriarchy. First of all, I will explore the ways in which various feminist critics have drawn
a parallelism between women’s oppression under a patriarchal culture and the colonized
community’s subjugation under imperialist practices. Secondly, I will analyze the extent to which
issues of gender have been at times omitted from postcolonial studies. The third section is aimed at
highlighting the main problems which usually arise in any attempt to unify within a single
approach the fields of feminist theory and postcolonial analysis, and how contemporary ‘feminist
postcolonial’ critics attempt to solve these difficulties. Finally, it is my intention to specify the

feminist and postcolonial perspective I adopt in my study of Eavan Boland’s poetry.

4.2. Gender and colonialism

Feminism has often employed colonial and postcolonial discourse in its analysis of women’s
oppression. Both patriarchy and imperialism can be seen to exert analogous forms of domination
over those they render subordinate. Hence, the experiences of women in patriarchy and those of
colonized subjects can be paralleled. When discussing the marginalized situation of women,
feminist critics have usually recurred to the metaphor “man as colonizer” and “woman as
colonized”. As Donaldson (1992: 5) explains, there are indeed common features in the
marginalized situation of women and the colonized subjects. Western culture has often defined
women as different from men in kind; in this sense, it seems very plausible to apply Said’s
Orientalist paradigm to the patriarchal culture. Women become everything men are not, or do not
want to be seen to be: whereas men are rational, women are emotional; whereas men are active,
women are passive; whereas men are politically effective, women are not prepared to fulfil
prominent public roles, and whereas men have economic rights, women are deprived of them.
Under this rationale, which consigns women to the negative side in the binary scale, these are
denied equal access to the public realm as well as cultural representation.

This relationship of equivalence between patriarchy and colonialism abounds in feminist
criticism. Héléne Cixous (1981: 247), in “The Laugh of the Medusa”, develops the image of the
feminized body as a colonized territory: “as soon as women begin to speak they’re taught that their
territory is black; because you are Africa, you are black, your continent is dark. Dark is
dangerous”. Cixous gives an image of woman as a (dark) continent that can be penetrated,

violated, and colonized, just as colonization did to Africa or America. Feminist studies in the last
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decades have drawn precisely on this analogy. Rowbotham (1972: 201), for instance, asserts that
“certain similarities exist between the colonization of the underdeveloped country and female
oppression within capitalism”. On the other hand, Donovan (1987: 100) argues that women as a
group “share certain awareness that are common to oppressed groups”. French (1985: 130) puts it
this way: “if we transpose the descriptions of colonized and colonizer to women and men, they fit
at almost every point”.

Donaldson (1992: 10) asserts that this analogy can also be found in women’s literature. She
offers the example of Virginia Woolf’s Three Guineas, where the writer links sexism and racism,
both of them oppressing almost identically women and nonwhites. Fergurson (1993) agrees with
Donaldson, recognizing the parallelism between gender and colonial relations in her discussion of
British and Caribbean writers of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries. Juxtaposing
the work of women writers such as Mary Wollstonecraft, Jane Austen, Anne Hart Gilbert,
Elizabeth Hart Thwaites, Jean Rhys, and Jamica Kincaid, Fergurson (1993: 7) highlights the link
between women’s struggles and colonized struggles: “The continuum of their writings further
suggests that during 150 years of slavery, emancipation, and postcolonialism, recognition of the
link between gender and colonial relations became commensurately more clear”. This critic, for
instance, mentions how in 4 Vindication of the Rights of Women (1792), Wollstonecraft engaged
with both issues, establishing a parallelism between colonial slavery and female subjugation, and
using slavery as an analogy when discussing women'’s rights (p. 2). Doris Lessing, Toni Morrison,
Paule Marshall, and Margaret Atwood have also exposed in their work the similarities between
gender and imperial relations, and how these have been traditionally based on power and hierarchy

(Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin 2002a: 30).

4.3. The absence of the female subject in postcolonial discussions

Probably because of these similarities between women and the colonized subjects’ subordinate
status, the position of the gendered colonial individual has often been taken for granted, to the
extent that her special status as doubly colonized (by virtue of her sex and her ethnicity) has been
ignored. Postcolonial theory has tended to elide gender differences in constructing a single
category of the colonized. Memmi’s writings, for instance, mainly refer to the male colonized
subject, and he employs the pronoun ‘he’ throughout all his formulations. Similarly, very few
times, does Fanon focus on women in his theorization of the imperial process, to the extent that
critics such as Gopal (2002: 41) and Miller (1990: 122) accuse him of not engaging with how
women might have experienced colonization, or with how they might have reacted against their

oppression. Except for his chapter “Algeria Unveiled”, Fanon (1965: 35-67) hardly focuses on
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women’s ability to subvert the system. This essay is one of his few statements on women’s role in
the liberation struggle, and how they embraced mimesis as a strategy of subversion. Fanon
explains how women used their veiling in order to challenge colonial rule. The veil becomes, in
this sense, a symbol of resistance and not of patriarchal submission. Like Memmi’s and Fanon’s
work, Said and Bhabha pay little attention to female agency and to postcolonial women’s writers.
Walder (1998: 79) notes how other influential voices, such as Abdul JamMohamed, with his
Manichean Aesthetics (1983), also adopt this tendency.

This lack of interest in women’s issues acquires certain consistency within Irish
postcolonial debates. As we will see, The Field Day project has aroused intense controversy
among Irish women writers, because of its inattention to questions of gender. On the other hand,
Lloyd (1993), for instance, omits the experiences of Irish women as colonial and postcolonial
subjects. In his discussion of Irish literature from a postcolonial point of view, he exclusively
focuses on male writers, such as Beckett, Joyce, Yeats, and Heaney, paying no attention to how
Irish women, through writing, have similarly resisted, and are in fact still resisting, imperialist and
nationalist ideologies. Although in his discussion of Irish novels he briefly mentions Maria
Edgeworth and Lady Morgan (1993: 135), the perspective he adopts is in broad terms limited and
andocentric. Kiberd (1996) similarly fails to develop an exhaustive account of the gendered
postcolonial subject. In Inventing Ireland, this critic briefly dedicates two chapters to discussing
women writers such as Somerville and Ross and Lady Gregory (1996: 69-95). On the contrary,
Kiberd’s long analysis mostly focuses on male Irish writers such as Wilde, Shaw, J.M. Synge,
Joyce, and Flann O’Brien.

Taking into account all this, it is not surprising to find that critics such as Lewis and Mills
(2003: 2) and Walder (1998: 79) have sharply denounced the fact that there is a clear omission of
women’s experiences from postcolonial discussions. In Black Women, Writing and Identity:
Migrations of the Subject, Boyce (1994: 80) has examined some of the ways in which women of
colour have been speaking outside of the postcolonial. This critic asserts that, although there are
growing numbers of postcolonial feminist discussions, it seems that the discourse of
postcolonialism is not, so far, “overly populated by postcolonial women” (ibid). Boyce criticizes
postcolonial studies on the grounds that, as a theoretical invention of Western academy, it is not
concerned with those realities which stand outside Western formulations (p. 82). In its “totalizing
and reductive discourse”, this field of study particularly ignores the situation of subaltern women
(p. 81). Gayatri Spivak has been perhaps the only important postcolonial theorist who has
articulated the relationship between feminism and the discourse of postcolonialism. As a self

declared feminist (Spivak 1993: ix), issues of gender have been central to Spivak’s writing
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throughout her long career. Nevertheless, the theoretical implications of her formulations are
everything but promising for the gendered postcolonial subject. As we will see in “Can the
Subaltern Speak?”, Spivak finds problems when articulating female agency. Critics such as Boyce
(1994: 92) understand this difficulty as a proof of the existing gap between gender and
postcolonial studies. Women, this author argues, are “outside the postcolonial”, in other words, the

main tendency among postcolonial theorists is to construct women as silent and absent subjects

(ibid).

4.4. The problems of adopting a feminist postcolonial approach

Due to the lack of interest in gender issues within the postcolonial debate, a growing number of
scholars are starting to find the need to include in their discussions the experiences of Third World
women and women belonging to former colonies. These women are viewed as victims, not only of
patriarchy, but also of colonialism — today often called “double colonization” (Young 1995: 162).!
Within these so-called ‘feminist postcolonial” critics we find some representative names such as
Spivak (1990b, 1990c), Ang (2003), Carby (2003), Davis (2003), Donaldson (1992), Gilliam
(1991), hooks (2003), Lorde (2003), Minh-ha (1989), Mohanty (1991a, 1991b, 2003), and Rajan
(1993). All these scholars argue that colonialism operated very differently for women and for men,
and that both the general discrimination women experienced as colonial subjects and their specific
discrimination as women must be taken into account in any analysis of colonial oppression.
Nevertheless, feminist postcolonial critics, rather than carrying out an easy fit between women’s
and postcolonial issues, tend to stress the often conflicting and ambivalent points of contact
between gender and colonialism, and the problems when “excavating a genuinely postcolonial
space for feminism” (Donaldson 1994: 7). They argue that pursuing feminist agendas in the
context of slavery and colonialism complicates as well as omits different important issues. First of
all, feminist postcolonial critics such as Donaldson (1992: 6) assert that an examination of
women’s actual historical experience within colonialism makes the metaphor “man as colonizer”
and “woman as colonized” problematic. Whereas the dual category ‘colonizer’/‘colonized’ is
ambivalent and hybrid, sexual identities such as ‘man’/’woman’ are not so inconsistent.
Furthermore, this critic argues, imperialist women have themselves exerted colonial domination,
taking for granted the colonized subject’s fundamental submission and exclusion. The second
objection critics tend to identity is that women and the colonized community do not react in the
same way when resisting their subordinate status. Donaldson (1992: 7-9) and Minh-ha (1989: 106)

believe that, whereas nationalism becomes a viable and powerful movement for challenging

! For a comprehensive discussion of women as doubly colonized see Petersen and Rutherford (1985).
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colonialism, this ideology has never been a suitable site of resistance for feminist agendas. The
idea of the nation has often resolved the question of identity for the postcolonial subject. Women,
on the contrary, have usually found that nationalism does not offer a suitable basis for their search
of identity. As mentioned above, their emancipation is usually sacrificed to the cause of national
liberation, and their oppression is reinforced by nationalism’s tendency to repeat the gender
stereotyping of imperialism. The main reason for this is that feminism and nationalism have
different socio-political goals. The object of feminism is to enfranchise a community of women
beyond the limits established by cultural and geographic boundaries.”> On the other hand, for
nationalism, these boundaries are essential in order to challenge hegemonic occupation. The clash
between both ideologies is so strong that, as Minh-ha (1989: 106) explains, adopting a feminist
attitude is immediately identified as rejecting the precepts of nationalism.

The third broad problematic of postcolonial feminist criticism is its disagreement with
Western feminist agendas. In the 1980s, feminist postcolonial critics began to acknowledge the
fact that feminist movements can, in their universalizing tendencies, omit the reality of Third
World women. In contrast to her earlier radical feminism of the 1970s, Rich (2003: 33-34) starts to
realize a decade later that white-centred feminist theory can become as constraining to Third
World women as patriarchal ideology. Rich’s formulations have set out the tone to later feminist
attacks against those collective movements that attempt to speak “to all women all the way
through” (p. 37). As Boehmer (1995: 225) explains, the last decades of the twentieth century have
witnessed not only the resurgence of women’s movement in Europe and the United States, but also
the political and cultural challenges posed by Third World women, and women of colour in the
First World, to redefine their relationship with Western feminism.

One outstanding voice at the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s is Gayatri
Spivak. Throughout her career as an academic critic, Spivak constantly accuses Western feminism
of obliterating women’s realities, in particular Third World Women (interview with Threadgold &
Bartkowski 1990: 118). Western feminism creates an image of women of the Third World as an
homogeneous group, she argues, eliding specific cultural, historical, and economic contexts.
Spivak believes that Western feminism assumes that women are united cross-culturally by their
subordination. This monolithic approach to gender issues privileges the values of Western
feminism, and unconsciously reproduces imperialist discourse. In particular, Spivak’s attack is

focused not so much on French feminism® but on American gynocritics with its ideals of

* Donaldson (1992: 11) exemplifies this point by mentioning Virginia Woolf, who in Three Guineas (1998) [1938],
stated: “As a woman [ have no country. As a woman I want no country. As a woman my country is the whole world”.
3 Nevertheless, and although Spivak praises the work of Irigaray and Cixous, she admits to “be repelled by Kristeva’s
politics” and her sense of “women’s time” (Spivak 1993: 17).
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individuality and identity.* Spivak attempts to change feminists’ concerns with female ‘subject-
constitution’, because she believes that any attempt to retrieve a female ‘essence’ is impossible,
due to the historical, geographical, and cultural distance that separates women from each other.

Following this line of thought, feminist postcolonial theorists such as Davis (2003: 353)
have argued that any campaign which attempts to speak on behalf of all women runs the risk of
disregarding structural differences such as those imposed by race and class. In this sense, this critic
exposes the fact that white feminist campaigns for abortion rights, for instance, ignores the fact
that not all Afro-American women desire legal and safe abortion, as some of them equate birth-
control with genocide (p. 354).

Rajan (1993: 1-2) also exerts a fierce critique against that kind of Western feminism which
omits the actual realities, experiences, and needs of Third World women. This critic explains how,
although they share a similar political motivation, the position of Eastern (Indian) feminists differs
from Western feminists’ (ibid). On this point, Mohanty (1991a: 11) asserts that, although it is
difficult to generalize about Third World feminism, it usually does not agree on Western
feminism’s singular focus on gender as a basis for equal rights, and it tends to focus on the
relationships between gender, race, and/or class.” In a later essay, Mohanty (2003: 50) argues that
Western feminism’s tendency to make generalizations about Third World women is akin to those
homogenizing movements of colonialism and imperialism that ignore the heterogeneity of the
subject(s) in question.

In this sense, it is not surprising to find that black feminist theorists such as hooks (2003:
214), Carby (2003: 223), Donaldson (1992: 1), Gilliam (1991: 219), and Lorde (2003: 25) have
expressed their belief that Western feminist theory needs to realize its implicit racism and racial
stereotyping.’ Donaldson (1992: 1), for instance, explains how sometimes “predominantly white,
middle-class feminism” exposes a mode of behaviour that “passively colludes with a racist
culture”. This fact is also criticized by Gilliam (1991: 219), who argues against what she refers to
as the “sexualism” of certain Western feminist perspectives on women’s liberation.

In order to overcome this pitfall, current trends within feminist postcolonial studies tend to
stress the danger of defining womanhood under a common emancipating programme, and the need
to recognize the diversity of women’s life experiences. Adrienne Rich’s (2003: 32) advocacy for

women to see themselves and their experiences in relation to race and ethnicity has been greatly

* In particular, see her essay “Feminism and Critical Theory”, in Spivak (1988a, 72-92).

> For a discussion of the problems involved in setting a common agenda for “First” and “Third” world feminists, see
Johnson-Odim (1991).

® In order to reject this Western narrow form of feminism, some Third World women have decided not to use the term
‘feminist’ at all. This is the case of the Afro-American woman writer Alice Walker, who has chosen to use the term
‘womanist’ (1984: 231).
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influential. Feminist postcolonial critics are starting to emphasize nowadays the need to consider
the heterogeneity of women’s experiences according to determinant factors such as geography,
history, culture, and class. This is the case of Spivak (1993: 17), who defends a form of feminism
which takes into account the variety of subject positions which each female individual adopts
depending on their temporal and geographical context. The prime task of feminism is, according to
Spivak, not to retrace the figure of the woman, for femaleness is not an essential quality. Its main
concern must be, as she explains in an interview, “the recognition of the heterogeneity of the field,
instead of positing some kind of woman’s subject, woman’s figure” (Adamson 1990: 58).
Nevertheless, Spivak (1993: 19) acknowledges that this is not an easy task for the postcolonial
feminist critic, and that she must “think through the limits of one’s power”. She maintains that the

feminist academic, instead of attempting to speak for women of the Third World,

must learn to learn from them, to speak to them, [...] in order to learn enough about Third World women and
to develop a different relationship, the immense heterogeneity of the field must be appreciated, and the First

World feminist must learn to stop feeling privileged as a woman. (Spivak 1988a: 135-136)

Spivak (1988a: 15) changes the question from “who am I?” to “who is the other woman?”.
She emphasizes the importance of trying to understand the ‘Other’ woman in her social and
cultural particularities, “even if this involves, quite literally, learning her language” (Moore-
Gilbert 2000: 112). In a conversation with Grosz (1990: 9), Spivak implies that the only possible
way to speak for, or on behalf of, other women is by “un-learning our privilege as our loss”.

Landry and MacLean (1996: 4-5) explain Spivak’s assertion as follows:

Our privileges, whatever they may be in terms of race, class, nationality, gender, and the like, may have
prevented us from gaining a certain kind of Other knowledge: not simply information that we have not yet
received, but the knowledge that we are not equipped to understand by reason of our social positions. To
unlearn our privilege means, on the one hand, to do our homework, to work hard at gaining some knowledge
of the others who occupy those spaces most closed to our privileged view. On the other, it means attempting
to speak to those others in such a way that they might take us seriously and, most important of all, be able to

answer back.

Rather than assuming that Third World women can be represented by Western feminists,
Spivak argues that women in other cultures need to be taken into consideration when setting the
agenda for political action. She rejects the insertion of the Third World woman into Western
values and modes of thought, drawing attention to the fact that there is no universal situation. In

such a way, Spivak attempts to register the heterogeneity of the postcolonial female subject. She
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praises, for instance, Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses (1988), for its celebration of plurality (1993:
219) and “his anxiety to write woman into the narrative of history” (p. 223); and the work of
Kalpana Bardhan, for her pluralization of the reality of women (p. 17).

Spivak’s formulations on Third World women have played a significant part in the
explosion of feminist postcolonial practice which has marked the last twenty years. Critics such as
Ang (2003: 191), Boyce (1994: 85), Donaldson (1992: 138-139), Kaplan (1990: 364), and
Mohanty (1991b: 74) follow Spivak’s deconstruction of Western feminist discourse and her attack
on those ideologies which rely on a shared common experience, and in the process, reduce and
misunderstand women’s realities. Their main thesis is that, if feminism is to be effective as a
revolutionary movement, it must understand the asymmetry of women’s experience. The
acknowledgment of the heterogeneity of lived experience seems to be crucial for all these feminist
postcolonial scholars. In this sense, their approach is postmodernist. They defend what it usually
described as a “politics of position”, “politics of partiality”, or “solidarity in multiplicity”, a form
of politics that enables Third World women to complete their journey to a postcolonial liberation
(Rich 2003: 32; Ang 2003: 191; Donaldson 1992: 139).

Through the work of influential critics like Alice Walker (1983), Tillie Olsen (1980), Trinh
T. Minh-Ha and Sara Suleri in the USA, Dorothy Driver in South Africa, Vrinda Nabar in India,
and Jane Miller and Sara Mills in the UK, issues of gender are starting to be acknowledged within
postcolonial discussions (Walder 1998: 80). In broad terms, the most important concerns of
contemporary feminist postcolonial criticism could be summarized as follows. First of all, it aims
to rediscover the agency of Third World women in struggles against slavery and oppression. This
concern has prompted works such as Carby’s (2003: 222-237), which focuses on Black feminist
theory, Brah’s (2003: 613-634), concerned with how the contemporary global realities of diaspora
and displacement affect postcolonial women, Sandoval’s (2003: 75-99), which stresses the need to
acknowledge the political and intellectual influence of Black Civil Rights Movement in the white
feminist movement of the 1960s and 1970s, or Lewis and Mills (2003: 1-21), which offers an
overview of recent feminist anti-racist political writing. Secondly, another important concern
within this field is to analyze the hierarchical relation of power between Western women and,
broadly speaking, indigenous women. Zemon Davis’s (2003: 135-149) and Marangoly’s (1996:
130-137), for instance, are some illustrative examples. Both critics compare the position in the
colonial encounter of white women with Iroquois women and Indian women respectively. Finally,
an important concern of contemporary feminist postcolonial criticism is the evaluation and
analysis of postcolonial women’s literary productions. Davies’s (1994) work on African-American

women’s texts, Green et al.’s (1996) study on Francophone women writers, and Smith and

90



4. A feminist postcolonial approach

Watson’s (1992) analysis of autobiographical texts by Indian, Chicano, Caribbean, Australian,
African, and Egyptian women writers are some representative texts of this new trend. All these
feminist postcolonial critics focus on how those texts written by postcolonial women record their

dual oppression as subjects affected by gender and colonialism.

4.5. A suitable feminist postcolonial approach

In my study of Boland’s work, I intend to use jointly different feminist and postcolonial
approaches. Their focus on gender and colonial oppression, and their theories of resistance to
conventional patriarchal and imperial discourses will be very helpful for an understanding of how
Boland attempts to construct and reconstruct her identity upon categories such as ‘womanhood’
and ‘Irishness’. My approach is very similar to the one adopted by feminist postcolonial critics
such as Donaldson (1992: 138-139), Mohanty (1991b: 74) and Spivak (1993: 17). As we have
seen, all these scholars stress the need to negotiate the meaning of female identity in relation to
categories such as race, class, nationality, culture, and religion. They defend a form of politics that
draws upon all these elements, because, faithful to deconstructive beliefs, they argue that there is
no such a thing as a “transparently universal ground of being” (Donaldson 1992: 137).

In order to study Eavan Boland’s poetry from a feminist and postcolonial perspective, I am
going to complement Memmi, Fanon, Said, Bhabha, and Spivak’s theories (together with other
less known postcolonial critics) with those postulates proposed by the American literary critic
Elaine Showalter and by French feminists. In 4 Literature of Their Own (originally published in
1977), Showalter studies the work of women writers since the nineteenth century under the
premise that, as a minority group, it has always had to fight against its exclusion from a male-
dominated literary canon.” Accordingly, she divides female literary history into three phases,
‘Feminine’, ‘Feminist’, and ‘Female’, phases which bear witness to the advent of a more confident
and independent female literature (Showalter 1999: 13). Her tripartite structure evinces important
similarities with Memmi’s and Fanon’s model of (artistic) decolonization for the colonized
subject. The theoretical premises posed by this feminist scholar and by anti-colonial intellectuals
such as Memmi and Fanon will be very useful for an understanding of Boland’s evolution as a
poet. In order to trace more accurately this evolution I will make use of French feminist theories.
French feminism refers to various feminist writings which were produced in France from the
student revolt of May 1968 onwards (Gamble 2001: 235). Hélene Cixous, Luce Irigaray, and Luce

Kristeva are the best-known theoreticians of French feminism outside France.

" My source is the 1999 edition of Showalter’s 4 Literature of Their Own.
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The most important point of contact between contemporary postcolonial theory and French
feminism is mainly their project for deconstructing Western thought. De Beauvoir’s famous
statement in The Second Sex that “[o]ne is not born, but rather becomes a woman” (1997: 295)
epitomizes the mid-twentieth-century idea that femininity is a social construction, an assertion that
became central to the subsequent feminist postulates of Cixous’s, Irigaray’s, and Kristeva’s. In
different ways, as we will see, these feminist critics have striven to avoid perpetuating a patriarchal
logic which defines woman as man’s ‘Other’. Although they will find problems when ultimately
undermining the very oppositional polarity between masculinity and femininity, their critique of
the paradigm of binary thought links their theories with the deconstructive moves of postcolonial
theory. Like Said, Bhabha, and Spivak, these French feminist critics are deeply influenced by
postmodernism and poststructuralism.® Jacques Derrida has a particular repercussion in their work.
Derrida defies a system of binary oppositions which positions the male as the legitimate and
standard principle, the norm “against which truth and value are measured”, a process he defies as
“phallogocentric” (Gamble 2001: 215). His theories become a starting point from which Cixous,
Irigaray, and Kristeva attempt to displace the subject — the individual (bourgeois white male)
subject — of Western humanism (Mohanty 1991b: 73).

Secondly, French feminism resembles postcolonial theory in its concern with the idea of
agency and resistance, how the gendered and/or post(colonial) subject resists patriarchal and/or
imperial power. Like Said, Bhabha, and Spivak, the three French feminist critics under discussion
agree on the fact that, in order to achieve liberation, women must move beyond the patriarchal
binary opposition of the ‘self’ and the ‘Other’. Their idea of ‘decolonization’, in this sense, is
achieved by means of concepts almost identical to the ones developed by Said, Bhabha, and
Spivak. As we will see, Cixous (1994: 44) and Irigaray (1985: 244-245) develop an image of a
new woman in terms of fluidity, ambivalence, and instability, as a category which is able to
surpass masculine representations. Their strategies of bisexuality are very similar to the cultural
syncreticism postcolonial theory advocates. On the other hand, in Julia Kristeva’s “Woman’s
Time” (1986¢: 189), we come across a powerful critique and redefinition of the concept of the
‘nation’ very similar to the one carried out by Bhabha in “Dissemination” (1994b: 291-322). Her
call for a “third attitude” as the most efficient mode of resistance is almost identical to Bhabha’s
advocacy of a “Third Space”, a liminal position from which to counteract authoritarian ideologies

(Bhabha 1995: 25). The similarity of their approaches stems from the fact that both feminist and

¥ Connections like these have led Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin (2002: 153) to argue that the European movements of
feminism, poststructuralism, and postmodernism have functioned “as the conditions of the development of
postcolonial theory in its contemporary form”.
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postcolonial schools attempt to move beyond essentialist identity-claims that base their premises
on fixed definitions of ‘man’/*woman’ and ‘colonizer’/‘colonized’.

Finally, French feminism is closely concerned with the specific problems raised by
women’s relation to language and writing. Therefore, and like Said, Bhabha, and Spivak, they
focus on discourse and how it can be used as a vehicle for subverting patriarchal and imperial
power. Luce Irigaray’s (1991: 124) concept of ‘mimesis’, for instance, is very similar to Bhabha’s
employment of the term ‘mimicry’ (1995: 87). Both theorists advocate the ‘appropriation’ of the
discourses of power in order to subvert and undermine them. What unites Cixous, Irigaray, and
Kristeva is their belief that there is an area of textual production that can be labelled ‘feminine’,
which is located below the surface of ‘masculine’ discourse, and which at times comes to the fore
in the form of disruptions of this ‘masculine’ language. Although they draw on essentialist
concepts in their postulation of a distinctive female mode of discourse, their usage of references to
the female body and identity are highly allegorical and ironic, and, as Gamble (2001: 225)
explains, does “not necessarily denote [their] belief in the existence of a fundamental female

identity”.
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5. Poetry: territory to be explored by the Irish female artist

5.1. Introduction

This section deals with Irish women’s position as authors of poems, and approaches poetry as a
gendered practice, in which the construction of woman as speaking subject is complicated by the
traditional dichotomy of male author and female object. First of all, I will explain how literature, in
particular poetry, has been an andocentric field from which women have conventionally been
excluded. Secondly, I will offer a systematic collection of the images of women as developed from
ancient Gaelic literature to the Irish literary Revival. Last, I will focus on the emergence of Irish
women’s poetry at the end of the twentieth century, and the difficulties these female poets have

encountered in getting their work published and recognized within the literary panorama.

5.2. Poetry: an expression denied to women

The relationship between poet and poetry has traditionally been conceived as a relation of power
between a male bard and his female muse/ emblem. As Gilbert and Gubar (2000: 3-5) explain in
their study of nineteenth-century women writers, literature has been considered for long an
exclusively male domain. Within patriarchal Western culture, it was traditionally believed that
writing was a creative gift of male quality, especially marking off men from women: the author
has been predominantly male; it is he who has owned the subjects of the text, those figures, usually
feminine, he objectifies in his writings. On the other hand, women were made to think that they
lacked generative literary power, and if they ever wrote, their work would be regarded scornfully
as a hobby, a genteel accomplishment in the Victorian period like piano playing or needle-point, or
as a manly task, inappropriate for women (p. 558). A poem by Anne Finch, Countess of
Winchilsea, may give us insight into what writing literature might have meant for a woman at that

time:

Alas! A woman that attempts the pen
Such an intruder on the rights of men,
Such a presumptuous Creature is esteem’d

The fault can by no vertue be redeem’d. (Quoted in Gilbert & Gubar 2000: 3)

Women have been denied their right to write literature in general, but poetry has been the
most forbidden genre for them (pp. 540-541). The sonnet was originally a poem in praise of the
poet’s mistress, and the pastoral elegy was traditionally conceived to express the poet’s grief over
the death of a brother poet. It is not surprising to find in discourse positions a loquacious lover

addressing his elevated, but absent, dead, or silent beloved. In this context, women had had no
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freedom to be the creative subjects of poems. In her essay “A Room of One’s Own”, Virginia
Woolf (1974: 99) considers the fact that, although the original impulse for women in the early
nineteenth century was for poetry, they were all by some strange force compelled to write novels.
Furthermore, Woolf tells the story of an imaginary but paradigmatic woman poet, Judith
Shakespeare, the sister of the well known poet of the sixteenth century, in order to show that from
the male point of view, “the very nature of lyric poetry is inherently incompatible with the nature
of femaleness” (Gilbert & Gubar 2000: 541). Unlike Shakespeare, this “extraordinarily gifted
sister” was not sent to school (Woolf 1974: 71). Judith was relegated to “mend the stockings” at
home and she was affianced to the “son of a neighbouring wool-stapler” (p. 72). The force of her
own creative gift drove her to run off to London to become a poet-playwright. Unlike Shakespeare,
however, Judith quickly found out that her only theatrical future lay in the exploitation of her
sexuality. In this sense, no one imagines that women can find their self-fulfillment by writing
poetry (Gilbert & Gubar 2000: 543). On the contrary, a woman writing lyric poetry would
traditionally be associated with insanity. Gilbert and Gubar (2000: 545) explain this point

extensively, and summarize it by saying:

[...] while the woman novelist may evade or exorcise her authorship anxieties by writing about madwomen
and other demonic doubles, it appears that the woman poet must literally become a madwoman, enact the

diabolical role, and lie melodramatically dead at the crossroads of tradition and genre, society and art.

Supposedly, woman’s creative potential did not only lead to madness, but also to self-destruction.
The well-known Celtic legend of Boann illustrates this point. According to this myth, Boann, a
peasant girl, was forbidden by the local political boss of her village to contemplate her reflection in
the waters of the well (Gonzéalez Arias 2000a: 42). The girl, transgressing the order, looks at
herself, and consequently, she causes an overflowing of the waters of the well, and she gets
drowned (ibid). Therefore, according to this legend, any woman’s attempt to define or explore
herself (or give voice to her own creative potential), should be discouraged (p. 43). Other old Irish
tales, rewritten in the Christian period, are equally hard on women. Bourke (1997: 301-302) tells
the story about Nuada, a king who had become armless in battle. With the help of the physician
Dian Cécht, he obtained an artificial arm of silver, and since then he was known as Nuada
Silverarm. But Dian’s son and daughter, Miach and Airmed, were even more talented than their
father. After finding the severed arm, Miach reconnected it, following a special healing charm.
Miach’s intelligence made his father so jealous that he murdered him. From his grave there grew
three hundred and sixty five herbs, “one from every joint and sinew of his body” (p. 302). His

sister Airmed, even more skillful than her brother and father, gathered them and laid them out on
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her cloak according to their various healing properties. Again, Dian was jealous, and overturned
the cloak, scattering the herbs. Therefore, Airmed’s knowledge was lost. According to the legend,
no one can have access to the healing properties of these plants (the secret of immortality) unless
the Holy Spirit has instructed them. Bourke (1997: 302) quotes the Catholic catechism which
dictates that

the Holy spirit was on the side of men, of schools and churches. ‘Unless a man be born again’, our catechism
told us, ‘of water and the Holy Ghost, he shall not enter into the Kingdom of Heaven.” So it was not enough

to be born of woman. Born a girl, you had no chance at all.

Accounts in the twentieth century similarly reflect how women poets are still exposed to a
similar (humiliating) alienation. French feminist Frangoise Parturier (1981: 63) explains that there
are two domains women are excluded from: sexuality and intellectuality. If they ever attempt to
venture into them, they run the risk of losing their natural virtues. Thus, a woman attempting to
conquer the intellectual domain, or at least attempting to express herself (by means of lyric poetry
or fictional narrative) is likely to feel insecure or guilty for not receiving any social support.
Another French feminist critic, Xaviére Gauthier (1981a: 161), claims that, “in French the word
‘writer’ does not have a feminine form. For ‘poet’ there is a ‘poetess’, a ridiculous word, it is
synonymous with foolish innocence, nature [....], or old-lady respectability”. Hence, even today,
the woman poet in the very act of poetic assertion and self-definition inherits the alienation
imposed by the patriarchal canon. Poets such as John Keats and Walt Whitman had no problem in
passionately committing themselves to their art. In Songs of Myself, Whitman (1995: 54) declares
the enormity of his bardic powers: “I celebrate myself, / and what I assume you shall assume”. In
section 24 of the poem, he even proclaims himself to be “Walt Whitman, an American, one of the
roughs, a kosmos” (p. 110). After a century of Whitman’s poem, a woman poet has to overcome
many culturally imposed barriers to make an assertion like that. She has to bridge together the
words ‘woman’ and ‘poet’ in order to achieve the self-assertion and self-assurance of Whitman’s
lines. Moreover, she will have to face the fact that there is not a well-established female tradition
in poetry. Virginia Woolf (1974: 37) points out the significance of women writing with scarcely

any sisterly models:

And I thought how unpleasant it is to be locked out; and I thought how it is worse perhaps to be locked in;
and thinking of the safety and prosperity of the one sex and the poverty and insecurity of the other and of the

effect of tradition and of the lack of tradition upon the mind of the writer.
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Although Christina Rossetti and Elizabeth Barret Browing in the nineteenth century, and
Emily Dickinson and Sylvia Plath in the twentieth century, may stand as the most important
foremothers of all modern women poets in Europe and America, the male poetic tradition provides
us with the mythical and aesthetic roots of most contemporary literary works, either by
perpetuating them or by subverting them.

In the particular case of Ireland, women have been more deeply discouraged from
attempting to take the pen. As we will see, this is mainly due to two reasons: (1) this country has
been strongly marked by a nationalist tradition which identified the nation with a beautiful maiden
or an old woman summoning her sons to maintain her wars and recover her youth; and (2) an
overwhelmingly Catholic Church and a patriarchal society (the State and other political/ social
institutions) which have relegated women’s domain to the house with scarcely any participation in
the public events. Taking into account these factors, it is not surprising that the Irish male poet
Séan O Riodain (1986: 45) has expressed his surprise at the very concept of “Woman Poet”. In
“Banfhile”, he explores the fact that poetry is widely considered as a male activity, requiring

strength and fatherhood:

Is it that the feminine turns masculine
When a woman turns into a poet?

A woman is not a poet, but poetry.

O Riodain’s phrase “[a] woman is not a poet, but poetry” encapsulates Irish women situation
within the Irish literary panorama. As Boland (1996a: xi) reflects in the preface to Object Lessons,
she begins to resist the apparent splitting of poet from woman, two separate kingdoms of

experience and expression:

I know now that I began writing in a country where the word woman and the word poet were almost
magnetically opposed. One word was used to invoke collective nurture, the other to sketch out self-reflective
individualism. Both states were necessary — that much the culture conceded — but they were oil and water and
could not be mixed. It became part of my working life, part of my discourse, to see those lives evade and
simplify each other. I became used to the flawed space between them. In a certain sense, I found my poetic

voice by shouting across that distance.

In an implicit allusion to O’Riordain’s phrase, Boland (1989b: 24) has asserted that the
achievement of contemporary women’s poetry in Ireland is due to the fact that the feminine

emblems of the literary tradition have acquired voices, or, in her own words, “[t]hey have turned
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from poems into poets”. In the following section, I will analyze the most important feminine

representations in the Irish literary tradition.

5.3. Images of women in Irish literary tradition

The relationship between male author and feminine object becomes particularly evident in the Irish
poetic tradition. Irish male authored texts have repeatedly dealt with the abstract female figure of
the Sovereignty Goddess. In their introduction to Gender in Irish Writing, O’Brien Johnson and
Cairns (1991: 3) elaborate the different appearances of this representation throughout three phases:
the Pre-Christian phase, the Medieval phase, and the nationalist period which followed from the
seventieth century onwards. A closer look at these different stages gives us an insight into how the
same image, originally conceived as strong and powerful, has evolved throughout Ireland’s literary
history.

In the Pre-Christian phase, the female figure, in her varying shape from young and
beautiful to old and ugly, validates the physical dominance of the land by the king, and her main
concern lies in the prosperity of the kingdom. Berresford’s 1995 study on women in Celtic society
and literature is very illuminating for an understanding of this phase.' The earliest chronicle
recounting “native origin myths of the Celts” is to be found in the Leabhar Gabhala (‘The Book of
Invasions’), which records how the first natives came to Ireland (Berresford 1995: 21). As is made
explicit in this book, the original Celtic creation myth is built around the story of Danu, the mother
goddess of the Celts (p. 22). Celtic people ascribed their creation to a mother goddess. As
Berresford (1995: 37) notes, “[f]or the pagan Celt, the essence of the universe and all its creativity
was female”. This tendency to equate womanhood to the natural world is mainly due to the cycles
of fertility (p. 35). An important group of goddesses is connected with this archetypical deity.
They represent sovantry, the belief that the union between the male and female is necessary to
make land prosper. According to Celtic mythology, the Sovereignty Goddess must recognize the
rightful king before he can be acclaimed as a just and legitimate ruler. Often, he will come across
an old hag who requests a kiss or a sexual encounter. If he is the rightful king, he will accept her
will and she will become a beautiful young maiden again. The main goddesses of sovantry are the
three sisters Eire, Banba, and Fotla. Amergin, the chief druid of the Milesians and the founder poet
of Ancient Ireland, in an encounter with them, promised to name the country after Eire, although

the names of Banba and Fétla would also be used (p. 36).> Other goddesses of sovantry, fertility,

! For further insight into Gaelic mythology before the sixth and seventh centuries, see Condren (1989) and Herbert
(1991).

2 Although Eire remains the principal name, Banba and Fétla are still used in poetic reference to Ireland (Berresford
1995: 36).
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and healing in Irish myth are Medb, Macha, and the Cailleach Beare, also called The Old Woman
or Hag of Beara (ibid). As Berresford (1995: 265) explains, the importance of these deities should
not be underestimated. In contrast to the female goddesses of the following phases, these Gaelic
female deities enjoyed a higher status and powerful role than later representations of them. On the
other hand, whereas most countries (such as England or Germany), emanate from ‘fatherlands’,
the fact that in Ireland the creator deity was a mother goddess tells us a lot about women’s
prominent role in Celtic society. Sexuality was conceived differently in pre-Christian Ireland and
Europe. As Berresford (1995: 265) notes, Celtic “men and women were not ashamed of the natural
functions of their bodies and sex was regarded as pleasurable, even divine in a religious sense”.
Furthermore, women had a coequal role in society. Male and female tasks were assigned
harmoniously and not according to the superiority of one sex over the other. Hence, early Irish
myths and legends portray a wide variety of women. The very phrase ‘Celtic women’ suggests all
sorts of imagery. First of all, we come across beautiful and romantic heroines, such as Etain and
Emer, ideal figures of Celtic feminine beauty and passivity (pp. 45, 181). On the other side of the
scale, we also find fearsome warriors and mythological heroines such as Connie Markievicz,
Boudicca, Gwenllian, and Medb, the Queen of Connacht (pp. 42-44). Other female warriors in
Celtic myths are Scota, Scathach, Scenmed, and Aoife, the strongest of all female warriors. Of all
of them, the Morrrigdn (or ‘Great Queen’) stands out as the major goddess of war, death, and
destruction (p. 32). These myths demonstrate that women went to war in ancient Celtic world and
sometimes also took command of men. Women’s involvement in politics and religion is also
emphasized by numerous Irish accounts of wise women, druidesses, female religieuses, and saints
of early Celtic Church. Early Irish literature, then, offers a large amount of images of strong
women, goddesses, and queens who wield authority equal to or greater than that of their male
counterparts. All these female images will exert a tremendous influence on nationalist discourses.
They are not just “empty-headed beauties” and weak women, but also “powerful women, serious
women, capricious women, vengeful women, and ambitious women” (Berresford 1995: 40).
Unlike Latin and Greek literature, these feminine images are representative of the realities of early
Celtic society. Berresford (1995: 75) puts it as follows: “I believe that the women of Celtic myths
are a reflection of historical women of early Celtic society with all their problems, loves,
heartaches, and triumphs”.

In the Medieval period, with the conquests of the Saxons, Franks, and Normans, together
with the influential introduction of Western Christianity, the role of women began to be
diminished. This transformation was advanced by the first Celtic encounters with the Roman and

Greek empire (Berresford 1995: 18). In the centuries before the birth of Christ, the matriarchy of
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early Celtic society gradually changed through the introduction of patriarchal beliefs (p. 29). There
was a clash of Celtic cultures, with those of Greece and Rome in the middle of 1* millennium BC.
The Romans, for instance, were terrified by the status of women in Celtic society, because they
were subversive to the patriarchal foundations on which their culture was based. Due to this clash,
the male “began to claim a more than equal role in the previous equitable social partnership”, and
the ‘hero cult’ began to emerge in Irish literature (p. 266). The symbolic beginning of this
patriarchy can be observed in the large number of stories that record the rape and death after
childbirth of the Sovereignty Goddess. Rape symbolizes the destruction of her powerful status,
now replaced by the famous male warrior the goddess gives birth to (pp. 29-31). With the
introduction of Christianity, this transformation was emphasized. All the authority of the Celtic
goddess was replaced by her human counterpart, the male god. When Christianity made Mary
officially the ‘Mother of God’ in the Council of Ephesus (AD 431), the Celts hailed her
enthusiastically as a new ‘Mother Goddess’ (p. 37). The fertility Celtic goddess Brigid, for
instance, became the Christian ‘Mary of the Gael’. By the eight century, the cult of Mary was
already consolidated in Ireland. Gaelic poets such as Blathmac mac Ci Brettan, Oengus the
Culdee, and Pilib Bocht O hUiginn of Sligo repeatedly wrote songs and poems in praise and
exultation of Mary (p. 38). Therefore, the Celtic goddess was eventually substituted by “an
untouchable ideal”, an image of virginity rather than fecundity (ibid). The triumph of Christianity
established a new role model for Irish women: they had to become obedient wives and asexual
mothers. Mary was no longer an independent and strong Mother Goddess, but a much more
passive and powerless figure, “eternally suffering vehicle through which the male God could enter
the world” (p. 39)

From the seventieth century onwards, with the reinforcement of Britain’s colonial
enterprise in Ireland, a strong political poetry emerged. In this writing, a communal voice emerges
speaking on behalf of an oppressed Catholic community which addresses the enemy, the Protestant
English. An important Gaelic literary genre associated with this political poetry is the Aisling
(meaning ‘vision’ or ‘dream’), constructed upon well established patterns and conventions (Welch
2000: 6). The wandering male poet suddenly meets a fairy woman of incredible beauty. He asks
her name and the woman identifies herself as Ireland. Subsequently, she delivers in an eloquent
manner a prediction, according to which the legitimate Stuart King (usually James II) will return
and save his people from the English oppression. In this sense, the Sovereignty Goddess of early
Irish myth experienced a further transformation. She was used by Gaelic poets with a political
program in mind, and she became a nationalist emblem that encouraged Irishmen to turn to her in

time of trouble. This female allegory of Ireland adopted names such as Spéir bhean (“sky-
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woman”’), Roisin Dubh, Sean Bhean Bhocht (Poor Old Woman), or Cathleen ni Houlihan (O’Brien
Johnson & Cairns 1991: 3). All these female figures needed the action of a man (the hero Cu
Chulainn for instance), to restore their happiness and youth.

Ireland’s perception of a ‘motherland’ found its counterpart in the English perception of a
‘fatherland’ (Berresford 1995: 37). England was represented as a powerful and dominant figure,
with allegories such as John Bull and the male bulldog.’> On the contrary, England conceived of
Ireland as powerless and feminine, a “reclacitrant harlot who needed England’s male ‘John Bull’
to tame and civilize her” (ibid). As Said (1995: 332) argues in Orientalism, the imperialist
enterprise gains its hegemony by constructing an image of the ‘Orient’ as a “competing alter ego”.
The Oriental is undervalued as feminine, barbaric, imprudent, childlike, bizarre, and menacing, in
opposition to the masculine, civilized, rational, mature, virtuous, and ‘normal’ Occident (p. 40).
By this process Said identifies, writers such as Matthew Arnold represented the Irish as a feminine
race, insisting upon its absolute difference from England. Innes (1993: 12-13) has explained how
the English magazine Punch consistently recurred to allegorical representations of Ireland as
Hibernia, a young maiden with virginal aspect, blonde, and of pale skin. This figure acquired her
identity only in her role of submissive wife or daughter of John Bull, a figure of strong virility,
strength, and power. In the cartoons of this magazine, the Irish were represented as brute, dirty,
uncivilized, and drunken people, in contrast to the English, who were civilized, and protective
fathers or husbands of Hibernia.* The male figure of John Bull paralleled the resurrection of
Britannia in the eighteenth century, the British Celtic ‘motherland’ image. In contrast to the weak
Hibernia, Britannia is represented as a strong, powerful woman, with a fighting spirit. These
allegories, maintained throughout the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth, served
the English intention of uniting the nations of the British Isles under English domination. As the
prospect of Ireland’s independence become more threatening, Hibernia is not allegorized as a
young maiden anymore. She becomes a mother, surrounded by indisciplined sons, while Britannia
or John Bull are portrayed as giving her back the keys of her house (Gonzélez Arias 2000b: 56).
Now, the racial differentiation is made more apparent, and her skin is darker, in contrast to the
young, beautiful, and slender Hibernia represented in the period after the 1800 Act of Union.

Funnily enough, these colonial stereotypes of Ireland as a young maiden and dispossessed

mother are reproduced by the Irish literary Revival. Poetry, as Gonzalez Arias (2000b: 21)

? The character of John Bull first appeared in The Art of Political Lying, written by the Scottish writer John Arbuthnot
in 1712 (Berresford 1995: 37). Later, G.B. Shaw wrote John Bull’s Other Ireland (1991) [1904], a play that subverts
English and Irish sentimental stereotypes (Welch 2000: 171).

* As Gonzélez Arias (2000b: 53) explains, the allegorical representation of ‘woman’ and ‘nation’ observed in Ireland
differs from that found in other postcolonial countries. Whereas Hibernia was represented by the colonizers as
virginal, young, and white, waiting for the union with John Bull, African nations are depicted as women racially
different, too exotic and different for the English colonizer.
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explains, becomes the principle artistic medium used by nationalist texts. Perhaps the main
difference between imperialist and nationalist representations is that Irish nationalism more openly
benefits from Celtic mythology. The Aisling poetic genre and figures such as The Old Woman of
Beare, Shan Bhean Bhocht, Cathleen ni Houlihan, and Dark Rosaleen will be recovered under
political aims by poets such as James Clarence Mangan in “Dark Rosaleen”, Patrick Pearse in “I
am Ireland”, and Francis Ledwidge in “Poor Old Woman” (Kennelly 1970: 149, 295, 305). In this
rhetoric of nationalism, Christian allegories such as the Virgin Mary are united to pre-colonial

myths. This is observed in a poem like “The Mother”, written by Pearse:

I do not grudge them: Lord, I do not grudge
My two strong sons that I have seen go out

To break their strength and die, they and a few,
In bloody protest for a glorious thing,

They shall be spoken of among their people,
The generations shall remember them,

And call them blessed;

But I will speak their names to my own heart
In the long nights;

The little names that were familiar once
Round my dead hearth.

Lord, thou art hard on mothers:

We suffer in their coming and their going;
And tho’ I grudge them not, I weary, weary

Of the long sorrow — And yet I have my joy:
My sons were faithful, and they fought. (Quoted in Kennelly 1970: 296)

As we observe in this poem, the poetic speaker is a woman, specifically a sorrowful
mother. She is mourning for the death of her sons, and praising their valorous attitude in their fight
for national independence. Her invocation of God and religious imagery, especially blood
sacrifice, are essential aspects in her discourse. Male poets such as Patrick Pearse relied on the
Catholic religion and its view of womanhood, especially motherhood, as a metaphor tied up with
national identity. On the other hand, they maintained the traditional Irish association between
woman and land, by inscribing a female motherly voice that speaks on behalf of an oppressed
community. Armengol (2001: 8-10) explains that the relationship between gender and the land is
not an exclusive phenomenon of Ireland, but a universal trend.’ In many other countries, there is
an obvious connection between women and the earth, due to their common ability to give forth life
and, therefore, bring about physical transformation (p. 9). Further ideological explanations have

been put forward in order to try to explain the feminization of the land in Ireland. Gonzalez Arias

> Ireland has experienced the same process of feminization as in other colonies. Nash (1994: 227), for instance,
establishes a parallelism between India and Ireland’s iconographical use of the female body in order to represent the
nation. Nevertheless, it is important to bear in mind that this metaphorical representation of the land as a woman, is
not only present in colonial and postcolonial countries, but it is a generalized process that goes back to Plato and his
idea of the chora as a passive space identified with the figure of the mother (Gonzalez Arias 2000b: 38).
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(2000b: 45-47) explains the association of woman and landscape from psychoanalytic theories,
arguing that the geographer’s or male wish to designate landscape as womanly stems from a wish
to overcome the loss of the pre-Oedipal mother. In any case, Armengol (2001: 9) believes that the
feminization of Ire-land should be treated in its particular ideological and political context.
Turning Ireland into a mythical, bodiless, idealized, and motherly figure is also to be seen as a
direct consequence of its colonial experience, as we have seen (p. 10). Thus, Ireland assumes the
role of a mother goddess summoning her faithful sons to stand up against the invader. The nation
is typically portrayed as a poor old woman begging for the courageous protection of Irishmen to
finally return her purity or dignity to her, of which she has been shamefully deprived by the
English. England is commonly depicted as a male rapist, whereas Ireland is simply represented as
“the female victim whose sexuality is never joyful, but always painfully distasteful” (ibid).

The nexus created by the interconnection of Woman/ Ireland/ Nationalism/ Catholicism
continues to be strong in the period after the foundation of the Irish Free State. As we have seen,
with the triumph of the conservative wing after the Treaty in 1921 and Sinn Féin’s political
campaign, women’s subordinated status was encouraged. In real life, women were relegated to the
role of full-time mother and housewife within a strict domestic sphere. The conservatism of culture
and nationalism’s discourse demanded women act as vehicles of transmission of ‘pure’ and
‘authentic’ Irish values (Hywel 1995: 25). On the other hand, due to the identification of
nationalism with Catholicism, the triumph of the first went hand to hand with the solidification of
the precepts of the second. The Catholic Church obliged women to preserve the ‘natural’ feminine
virtues of obedience, submission, and humility, reinforcing the patriarchal values and contributing
to the undervaluing of women. Women’s world, as envisaged by the State and the Church, was
supposed to revolve “around the twin poles of Altar and Hearth” (ibid). Their ideal model to
follow was the Virgin Mary, who embodies frigidity, sanctity, and submissive suffering, and they
should distance themselves as far as possible from their feminine counterpart: the subversive and
sinful Eve. Therefore, women were strongly connected with spirituality, not physicality. Individual
sexuality was therefore replaced by attributes of fecundity. Similarly, all those activities which
could contribute to their personal, intellectual, and social fulfillment were discouraged, and the
only feminine superiority widely accepted was as regards moral issues.

Even at present, the trope of Mother Ireland, as Gonzalez Arias (2000b: 88) explains,
continues to be deep in the national unconscious. Therefore, it is not surprising to find that
contemporary male poets in Ireland still rely on this traditional feminine image. In an interesting
essay, Coughlan (1991) demonstrates how two prominent poets, Montague and Heaney, perpetuate

the absence of women as speaking subjects by using mythical female figures of the Irish tradition.
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The mother-spouse stereotype, her identification with the land and the national spirit, her
association with death and origins are repeatedly fetishized in their poetry (Coughlan 1991: 88-
89). Coughlan (1991: 94) asserts that speechless and passive feminine images are used for the
artist’s self-definition, enabling him to “acquire sovereignty in his craft”. On the other hand, these
two poets also lay stress on repulsive images of old women (which have their roots in the Irish
primitive hag figure who has access to hidden knowledge), in order to receive assistance to “self-
discovery” (p. 99). Nevertheless, we also find contemporary male poets such as Paul Muldoon and
Paul Durcan who react against the myth of Mother Ireland in poems such as “Aisling” and “Fat
Molly” (Praga 1996: 181, 234). This revision becomes more particularly evident in contemporary
Irish women poets such as Nuala Ni Dhomhnaill, Paula Meehan, and Eavan Boland (Gonzalez
Arias 2000b: 22).

For most feminists and women writers in Ireland, as O’Brien and Cairns (1991: 4) explain,
mythical and nationalist figures such as the abstract sovereignty goddess are problematic. The
reductive effect of the earth/body analogy and her timeless nature do not describe present-day
women in Ireland. Hence, contemporary Irish women such as Eavan Boland, as I will later explain
in more detail, try to put an end to all these repetitive representations of women, in order to include
their private and ordinary lives. In this sense, this poet creates what Gonzalez Arias (2000b: 22)
calls a different “M/Other Ireland”. Rather than rejecting the equation ‘woman’ and ‘nation’, what
Boland does is to reject the ideology according to which present-day women have been silenced
and oppressed. On the other hand, feminine iconographies such as Mother Ireland do not only
simplify women, but silence a history of dispossession by only focusing on Ireland’s victories, by
presenting a country that has successfully seen out British colonization. Boland’s poetry will
attempt to subvert this, by consistently drawing us into a painful Irish history, scarred and

damaged by events such as the Great Famine and emigration.

5.4. Irish women’s poetry in the twentieth century

Many critics have agreed on identifying the ability of twentieth century Irish literature to redefine
itself by revitalizing themes and identities that can coexist uneasily. Kiberd (1996: 7) views the
Irish Renaissance as a movement dominated by the prerequisite of reinventing Ireland and
reshaping the main notions which constitute the Irish identity. Hagen and Zelman (1991: 442) also
point out the tendency among Irish poets from Yeats to the Celtic Revival onward to record and
criticize their nation’s autonomous identity; although, in the process, they tried to establish links
with the Gaelic past by relying on ancient Celtic myths, folklore, and symbols. Allen-Randolph

(1999a: 205) asserts that there were also overlapping “waves of renewal” brought on by the
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proliferation of Northern voices in the sixties and seventies and by the “unprecedented arrival” of
women writers in the eighties and nineties.

The emergence of women’s poetry at the end of the twentieth century has put and, in fact,
is still putting many definitions of Irish literature at stake. Therefore, it is not surprising to find that
this emergence has been refuted not only by the Irish audience, but also by the publishing houses.
Eavan Boland’s work, for instance, has frequently put her in disagreement with a male-dominated
literary consensus. She has, over the years, scrutinized, disturbed, and subverted assumptions over
gendered identity and the role of the poet. This fact has prompted the great reluctance with which
women’s writing was treated by the Irish community. In order to understand the barriers Boland
has found in the Irish literary panorama, it is essential to gain some insight into the extent to which
women poets in the twentieth century have often been devalued and defined in restrictive terms.

Although Irish poetry in the twentieth century stands out for its tendency to rejuvenate
itself, it has lacked the experimentalism that other poetries, such as the American genre, have had.
As Allen-Randolph (1999a: 206-207) explains, whereas American poetry in the last decades of the
century could be radicalized and transformed by non-canonical and marginal voices, in Ireland,
this “freedom of movement” has been fraught with suspicion and fear of innovation. As regards
this point, Praga (1996: 243) explains that, although throughout history, literature written by
women has been devalued not only in Ireland, but in many other places, this suppression has been
even more pronounced in Ireland. In spite of the notable recovery made by Kelly (1997) in her
anthology Pillars of the House: An Anthology of Verse by Irish Women: from 1690 to the present,
women’s poetry in Ireland has been, until very recently, almost non-existent. Irish women have
had to overcome more boundaries in order to write than their female colleagues cross-culturally:
they have had to deal with the oppressive burden of a country which adopted a figure of the
woman in order to express their aspirations of liberty, their national dreams, and laments. Allen-
Randolph (1999a: 207) contributes to this debate, by noting that the constraints for innovation
experienced in the Irish arena stem from the particular relation of Irish poets to history and the
national literary tradition. Irish poets have been “more oblig[ed] to the history of their country,
than most American poets ever felt themselves to be” (ibid). In an interview, Boland also provides

some significant insights into the powerful, at times damaging, values in Irish poetry:

The sense of morale is strong. Irish poets probably feel a sense of community and purpose other poets would
envy. But when I look around at American poetry, I so admire the sense of experiment, the sense of not
knowing where the next upsetting of the apple cart is coming from. American poetry is set up for change and
experiment in a way Irish poetry is not. And I don’t accept it’s just because of the size of the country. (Allen-

Randolph 1999b: 303)
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In this context, women’s poetry, attempting to revise the very system of poetic values
which ‘forbade’ them to be poets/subjects, has suffered great resistance. As already explained,
Western literary tradition has perpetuated the image of women as objects and ornaments for the
(male) poet. Women poets, by the very act of writing, challenge this assumption. They tend to
experiment with tone and with other techniques in their struggle to become subjects/authors.

Looking back over the poets born in the early twentieth century, a few interesting facts
emerge. As Kelly (1997: 22) explains, very few Irish women wrote poetry in the age group born
between 1900 and 1940. We have to wait for the forties to witness the birth of a dozen women
poets, all of whom managed to receive university education “at the right period in their lives”
(ibid). The reasons for the lack of Irish women’s poetry at the beginning of the century are to be
found, as Kelly (1997: 22-4) explains, in a series of “complex social, political, and economic
factors” that affect women far more greatly than men: (1) women’s supreme role continues to
revolve around motherhood and childbearing; (2) religious precepts were still of paramount
importance for the majority of women until the late 1960s; (3) the Censorship of Publications Acts
1929 and 1946 had an impact on all Irish artists, but married women were the most affected, for
they had not such a freedom of movement as married men did; (4) until the 1960s, social and legal
discrimination continued to dominate women’s lives. Praga (1996: 245) also notes that, during this
period, women in the Republic of Ireland had fewer rights than the majority of them in other
European countries.

It is not until the latter half of the twentieth century, mostly in the late 1970s, that there is a
proliferation of female voices in Irish poetry (Fogarty 1999: 261). Nevertheless, their emergence
was sometimes difficult to accept. As an American scholar arriving for the first time in Ireland in
1987, Allen-Randolph (1999a: 206) admits being startled by the fragmented and resistant
perception of women poets, even so late in the century. An analysis of the journals and anthologies
published in this period shows how these women have been suppressed from Ireland’s mainstream
literature. Medbh McGuckian was the only woman amongst the ten poets included in Paul
Muldoon’s Faber Book of Contemporary Irish Poetry, published in 1986 (Hill 2003: 8). Fogarty
(1999: 261) compares The Oxford Book of Irish Verse, edited by Donagh MacDonagh and Lennox
Robinson in 1958, with The New Oxford Book of Irish Verse, edited by Thomas Kinsella in 1986.
Surprisingly enough, the earlier volume features far more women writers than Kinsella’s later
selection, which only incorporates the figure of Eibhlin Ni Chonaill. Fogarty concludes by saying
that this exclusion was reinforced by the advent of feminism in the late twentieth century because,
by laying stress on women poets as a group with its own distinct identity, it also removed them

from the patriarchal mainstream (ibid). In any case, even when women writers started to be
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published in the 1970s and 1980s, there seems to be a broken line of continuity. Maurice
Harmon’s Irish Poetry After Yeats, Frank Ormsby’s 4 Rage for Order, and John Montague’s The
Faber Book of Irish Verse recorded either nineteenth-century women writers (Eileen O’Leary,
Lady Wilde, Emily Lawless, and Fanny Parnell) or contemporary poets such as Eavan Boland and
Eiléan Ni Chilleandin (Fogarty 1999: 261-262). Furthermore, as Fogarty (1999: 263) explains, the
most important literary journals (such as The Bell, Envoi, and The Lace Curtain, with the
exception of The Dublin Magazine), almost entirely ignored women’s poetry in their publications.
The publication of The Field Day Anthology of Irish Writing in 1991 reinforces the continuing
problems women have had in getting their works published and recognized (Haberstroh 1996: 9).
The little space devoted to women writers was highly controversial, because it claimed to be a
comprehensive collection of Irish writing from the sixth to the twentieth century. Contributions
from only a very few women were included in its 4,000 pages. It became increasingly obvious that
Irish women were not going to have an easy welcome as poets. Women poets’ response to the
publication of The Field Day Anthology was instant and public. Eavan Boland starts to publish a
series of critical essays, later collected in Object Lessons (1996a), where she deals with some
issues concerning the discrimination against Irish women writers.® This attack becomes more
explicit in her later essay “Daughters of Colony”, where Boland (1997e: 12) discusses the effect
that the Irish postcolonial experience has had on literature and on subsequent literary critics.
Boland accuses literary scholars, especially those from the Field Day Group, on the grounds that
their 1991 anthology of Irish writing omitted a large amount of Irish women writers. According to
this woman poet, examples such as this show “that in a postcolonial ethos, meanings themselves
can be colonized in certain powerful and damaging ways” (p. 18). These “makers”, as she defines
these scholars, of the “Irish literary canon”, suppress the “past” of Irish women in favour of the
already known “history” of male poets, in order to satisfy “the purposes of the national agenda”
(pp- 18-19). Boland’s unconditional defence of contemporary women writers, as O’Malley (1999:

254-255) has put it, has ensured that such an exclusion

is unlikely to happen on that scale in Ireland again. That she refused to sink to the level of an impassioned
crie de coer (which might well have been branded hysterical) and opted instead to argue her case on literary
and intellectual grounds is to her eternal credit. [...]. She was at the time of the publication of The Field Day

Anthology a warrior goddess on behalf of the throng of excluded women writers.

® See also Ni Dhomhnaill’s sharp criticism of women’s exclusion from The Field Day in her essay “The Hidden
Ireland: Women’s Inheritance” (1996).
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Thanks to this controversy, the eagerly awaited volumes IV and V of The Field Day Anthology
devoted to women’s writing and traditions were eventually published in October 2002 (Bourke et
al. 2002).

The cultural and political changes of Irish society in the last decades of the twentieth
century have opened new opportunities for women writers, as issues of gender became less edgy.
In recent years, women themselves have become editors of their own journals and magazines
(Fogarty 1999: 264). Salmon Press, under the guidance of Jessie Lendennie, and the literary
journal Cypers, with two women editors, have played a major role in publishing women writers
such as Rita Ann Higgins, Mary O’Malley, Joan McBreen, and Eithne Strong (ibid). Thus, women
poets could finally enter the public domain. It is in this period when Boland started publishing
most of her volumes of poetry, The War Horse (1975), In Her Own Image (1980), Night Feed
(1982), The Journey and other Poems (1986), Outside History (1990), and The Lost Land (1998),
as well as some prose work, (“The Woman Poet in a National Tradition” in 1987, “A Kind of
Scar” in 1989, and “Outside History” in 1995),” which have been considered as “the most
important essays in Irish literary culture” (Clutterbuck 1999: 275). On the other hand, Boland has
also been the co-founder of one of the most important feminist publishing companies, Arlen House
(Hurtley et al. 1996: 33).

At present, women’s poetry stands as a major sector within the mainstream literature of the
country. Since 1980, increasing publication of Irish women’s poetry has enhanced a more
confident female voice, which defends now her right to speak and be heard. Together with the
social and political circumstances described earlier, Haberstroh (1996: 197-198) speaks about two
other factors which account for the proliferation of women poets in Ireland. Firstly, the
repercusssion of women'’s rights movements has increased the interest in Irish women’s lives, with
the consequent emergence of Women’s Studies programs at several universities. Secondly, writing
workshops have spread all over the country, giving women more opportunities to read and discuss
their writings. According to Maguire (1999: 62), another factor that prompted this emergence is
that the 1980s saw the “fascinating explosion” of poems written by men on domestic issues, as the
‘Martian’ school of poets conducted by Craig Raine and Cristopher Reid exemplifies. This enabled
women to write about these new topics as well, and get their work published. All these changes
and expanding publishing opportunities have given rise to new voices in Irish poetry. Together
with well-known women poets such as Eithne Strong, Eavan Boland, Eiléan Ni Chuilleandin,
Medbh McGuckian, and Nuala Ni Dhomhnaill, other poets are starting to be acknowledged in the

Irish literary arena: Susan Connolly, Paula Meehan, Chatherine Byron, Nuala Archer, Anne

7 All these essays have been collected in the volume of prose Object Lessons: The Life of the Woman and the Poet in
Our Time (Boland 1996a).
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Kennedy, Katie Donovan, and Angela Greene (Haberstroh 1996: 224). The Irish literary
establishment is increasingly accommodating writing by women. In this context, Boland’s poetry
has acquired both critical respect and a large readership not only in Ireland but also abroad
(particularly in the United States). Her reputation is well established at present, and she is even
regarded as Ireland’s preeminent female poet: Gelpi (1999: 210) calls her “the first great woman
poet in the history of Irish poetry”; and other women writers, such as Mary O’Malley, Medbh

McGuckian, and Paula Mechan, see her as a role model to follow.®

¥ Meeham has declared in an interview with Gonzélez Arias (2000b: 301) the tremendous influence that Boland has
exerted in her poetry. For O’Malley and McGuckian’s description of their indebtedness to Eavan Boland, see
O’Malley (1999) and McGuckian (1993).
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6. Boland’s poetry as minority and postcolonial

6.1. Introduction

Eavan Boland’s work has often been pigeonholed by critics such as Haberstroh (2001), Meaney
(1993a), Fulford (2002a), and Atfield (1997) as “minority” discourse and ‘“postcolonial poetry”.
Haberstroh (2001: 4), for instance, implies that Irish women’s poetry can be considered as the
expression of a “minority culture” which redefines aspects such as class, gender, national identity,
religion, and sexual orientation. Her argument is that, for women poets in Ireland, the subject of
“belonging, of possession, and its counteract dispossession” as Irish and as women runs through
much of their poetry (pp. 7-8). According to this critic, their work makes clear, quoting Ni
Dhombhnaill (2001: 49), how difficult it is for women poets to “belong oneself” in Ireland. In a
more specific analysis, Meaney (1993a: 153) also locates Boland’s work within that “minority
discourse” and “discourse of internal exile” which challenges from the margins the configurations
of cultural homogeneity in the Republic of Ireland. Similarly, Fulford (2002a: 213-214) reads
Boland’s poetry as one example of “minority discourse” and sees the woman poet as
representative of ““a more instantaneous and subaltern voice of the people” writing from a place of
marginality and “liminality”, a place which is opened by resisting polarizing definitions. Finally,
Atfield (1997: 168) bases her study on the premise that Eavan Boland’s poetry is a clear exponent
of postcolonial literary productions. This critic states that postcolonialism in Boland’s work “is a
process of the recognition and exposure of colonialism”: this woman poet begins by exposing “the
denial and repression of identity” in order to carry out a “restoration and reconstruction of that
identity in terms of place, history, and literary tradition” (ibid). In this section, I intend to clarify
the often confusing and interchangeable terms ‘minority’ and ‘postcolonial’, in order to explain

why Boland’s work can be identified using these labels.

6.2. Minor literature/ Minority discourse

In “Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature”, Deleuze and Guattari (1986) challenge conventional
interpretations of Kafka’s novels and propose a new way to read his work by means of the concept
“minor literature”. Although the concept “minor literature” is generally associated to Deleuze and
Guattari’s 1975 study, it had already been used, although in a somewhat negative sense. In Fryer’s
Anatomy of Criticism (1957: 9-10), as Renza (1984: 10-11) explains, “minor” literature is defined
as that literature which only imitates the “patterns” one finds in “the profound masterpiece”. The
term was later employed with a similar negative bias in Harold Bloom’s The Anxiety of Influence
(1973: 5, 12-13). In this study, Bloom viewed “minor” literature as that written by “weak” writers,

who merely idealize their precursors, accepting them like “godlike figure[s]”, in contrast to
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“stronger” writers who refuse to define their literary identity in terms of “an idealized tradition”,
and who attempt to redefine or change it (Renza 1984: 11). Whereas Fryer and Bloom lower the
value of minor literature, the innovation of Deleuze and Guattari’s study on Kafka lies in the fact
that they assign a high value and potential to it. According to these authors, the three salient
features of this type of literature are the following:

(1) It is a literature written by a minority group in a “major language” (Deleuze & Guattari
1986: 16). This major language is affected and subverted from within by a strong
“derritorialization” factor. Deleuze and Guattari employ this term in order to identify writers’ exile
and displacement in terms of language and literature." Although “deterritorialization” is a negative
term because it involves estrangement, it is also extremely positive, for it allows subversion of the
major language. With the advent of poststructuralism and postmodernism, the one-to-one
relationship between signified and signifier is put into question. The poststructuralist critics
Deleuze and Guattari (1986: 28) argue that in “minor” literature, the structural relationship
between content and expression becomes unstable. The very term “deterritorialization” that they
coin suggests this distance between signifier and signified. Whereas in major literature, there is “a
vector that goes directly from content to expression”, in minor literature expression does not
necessarily lead to content. As they put it, the revolutionary literature reinvented by Kafka “begins
by expressing itself and doesn’t conceptualize until afterwards™ (ibid). What these authors mean is
that the art Kafka tried to introduce no longer aimed at expressing a particular meaning or
representing something specific. It was rather, as Bensmaia (1986: xvii) puts it, “a method (of
writing)”. Deleuze and Guattari (1986: 6) mention Kafka’s interest in “pure and intense sonorous
material[s]”, “deterritorialized musical sound[s]” that do not necessarily signify anything. By
fractionating the major language, and adopting a subversive attitude, the minor writer
“reterritorializes”, as Renza (1984: 33) explains, his/her marginalized relation to it. Kafka’s use of
the major language’s “linguistic elements”, his abuses and misuses of prepositions, pronouns, his
distribution of consonant and vowels, produce a non-representational effect that both
“deterritorializes” the major language, and enables the “reterritorialization” of the writer (Deleuze

& Guattari 1986: 28-42).2

' This term “deterritorialization”, as Kaplan (1990: 358) explains, has been extended recently to signify the
“displacement of identities, persons, and meanings” that characterizes “the postmodern world system”.

2 The authors coin the term to refer to Kafka, who as a Jew in Prague, wrote his works in German. Nevertheless, the
concept can be extended to refer, as Deleuze and Guattari (1986: 19) suggest, to Joyce and Beckett, who proposed a
new way of using the English language in Ireland. This term has also been employed by other critics such as
Kubayanda (1990: 250), who finds in Shakespeare’s Caliban one of the clearest examples in literature of a minority
subject both conquered by the language of the majority, but liberated by the creation of a “counter-discourse” (mainly
composed of curses) which “deterritorializes” the English language.
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(2) Deleuze and Guattari (1986: 17) consider minor literature as essentially political in
nature, not in the sense that it talks directly or intentionally about politics, but in the sense that
each of its individual concerns is connected immediately to politics. The minor writer, just by
raising his/her voice and demanding his/her right to be heard and be recognized as an agentive
subject, defies the established system which confines him/her to the margins. In this sense, he or
she becomes a political figure.

(3) Deleuze and Guattari (1986: 17) claim that minor literature explores communal values:
“what each author says individually already constitutes a common action”, a statement which
becomes stronger the more the writer is on the margins or completely outside his/her community.
According to these critics, this fact responds to the inactivity of collective and national
consciousness in external life. In this sense, literature becomes the place where the collective, and
sometimes revolutionary, role is enacted. But apart from this, Deleuze and Guattari (1986: 17)
argue that the main reason for the collective nature of minority literature is its “scarcity of talent”.

The concept of “minor literature” as posited by Deleuze and Guattari is readdressed and
interrogated by JanMohammed and Lloyd (1990a, 1990b) through the category of “minority
discourse”. These critics were the first ones to propose this concept in 1986, at a conference
entitled “The Nature and Context of Minority Discourse”, held at the University of California,
Berkeley, and which resulted in a 1990 edited collection of the same title. While praising the
description by Deleuze and Guattari, these authors go a step forward, and trace the genealogy of
“minor literature” to the hierarchical relation between dominant and minority groups.
JanMohammed and Lloyd (1990a: ix) define “minority discourse” in the following way: “By
‘minority discourse’ we mean a theoretical articulation of the political and cultural structures that
connect different minority cultures in their subjugation and opposition to the dominant culture”.
This definition is based on the premise that minority groups, in spite of their heterogeneous nature,
share the same experiences of domination, marginalization, and exclusion by the majority groups
(ibid). JamMohammed and Lloyd (1990b: 9) assert that minority location is “not a question of
essence (as the stereotypes of minorities in dominant ideologies would want us to believe) but a
question of position” determined by the interplay of categories such as race, gender, and class. On
the other hand, both authors question Deleuze and Guattari’s (1986: 17) argument that the main
reason for the collective nature of minority literature is its “scarcity of talent”. According to
JanMohamed and Lloyd (1990b: 9-10), its collective nature derives from the fact that those
individuals belonging to minorities have always been obliged to treat themselves generically and

collectively. As all members have always occupied an “inferior” position, they share similar
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political interests in their struggle: “Coerced into a negative, generic subject-position, the
oppressed individual responds by transforming that experience into a positive, collective one” (p.
10).

Therefore, JamMohamed and Lloyd (1990a, 1990b) extend the meaning of “minor
literature™ to describe the power structures involved in the relation of minorities to the dominant
group. In this sense, the term has been used, for example, by women of colour, or “Third-World”
women, in relation to (Western) feminism (Young 1992: 173). It has also been employed to refer
to people of colour in the US (Boyce 1994: 14), subjugated working classes, and British citizens of
Asian, African, and Caribbean descent (Brah 2003: 620). Critics such as Smith and Watson (1992:
xvi) have even used the term interchangeably with “discourse of the margins” and “postcolonial
discourse”, and define minority discourse as “the writing/language that emanates from the position
of the colonial subject”, a subject whose diverse modes of identity have been “irreversibly
affected”.

In this sense, “postcolonial discourse” and “minor/ity literature” have been sometimes
perceived as one and the same. Bhabha (1995: 157), for instance, equates “minority discourse”
with that “postcolonial discourse” produced by the diaspora community and by those marginal
voices which have experienced some sort of “social ellipsis”. Within this group, Bhabha includes
the colonized population and also women, by arguing that the “critique of patriarchal
fundamentalism and its regulation of gender has become a major issue for minority discourses” (p.
229). The following section will analyze the extent to which postcolonial literature can be

considered as another instance of minority discourse.

6.3. Postcolonial discourse

When attempting to pin down the meaning of postcolonial literature, it is almost impossible to
avoid very large generalizations and simplifications, given the wide range and variety of writings.
In order to define this sometimes overused term, and in order to incorporate the different cultural
productions that are considered postcolonial, I would like to start by embracing Boehmer’s
definition of the term. For Boehmer (1995: 3), postcolonial literature, “[r]ather than simply being
the writing which ‘came after’ empire, is that which critically scrutinizes the colonial relationship,
[...] that sets out in one way or another to resist colonialist perspectives”. As we can see in this
definition, Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin’s (2002a) notion of ‘writing back’ to the imperial centre
as the key aspect of all postcolonial writings has been highly influential in postcolonial criticism.
In Ireland, postcolonial literature is also understood as that writing which starts at that very

moment when the colonial subject uses his/her text in order to challenge imperialist practices
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(Kiberd 1996: 6). This sort of cultural activity is said to have began with Seathrun Céitinn, one of
the “first counter-imperial historians”, whose Foras Feasa ar Eirinn (A Basis for the Knowledge of
Ireland), published in 1633, reacted against Spenser’s View of the Present State of Ireland (1596)
(p- 13).

In what follows, I will focus on the studies of postcolonial literature by Said (1994) and
Bhabha (1995). In Culture and Imperialism, Said (1994: 230-340) dedicates an entire chapter to
discussing the themes of what he calls “Resistant literature”, the literature of postcolonial writers
who strive to overcome the wounds inflicted both by imperialism and nationalism. Interestingly
enough, the postcolonial writers he discusses are migratory intellectuals. It is also important to
bear in mind that Said, in his discussion, adopts a comparative framework, highlighting similarities
between writers belonging to different countries. In The Location of Culture, Bhabha (1995: 151-
152) also discusses the main features of postcolonial literature, a literature he defines as
characteristic of marginal voices, of minorities such as the colonized and women. Like Said,
Bhabha focuses on the discourses where exile, migrancy, and hybridity interact with each other in
order to resist the binary politics of imperialism and nationalism. Both theorists offer a very
interesting characterization of postcolonial literature which will be complemented with the
analyses of other postcolonial critics in the international arena, such as Ashcroft, Griffiths and
Tiffin (2002a), Boehmer (1995), Brennan (1989, 1994), Lazarus (1994), Marangoly (1996),
Mohanty (1991a), Rajan (1993), Spivak (1993), and Walder (1998); and within the Irish academy,
by Arrowsmith (2000), Bery and Murray (2000), Balzano (1996), Kearney (1988a), Campbell
(2003), Faggen (2003), Kiberd (1996), Lloyd (1993), Sewell (2003), and Smyth (1998).

In enumerating the great amount of specific features of postcolonial literature that
postcolonial theorists and critics have stressed over the last few decades, my intention is to show
how Boland’s poetry shares all of them. As has been suggested, Irish literature, whether in English
or in Gaelic, is generally not studied within postcolonial frameworks. When written in the English
language, Irish literature has often been incorporated in university syllabus and texts under the
label ‘British’ (Bery & Murray 2000: 4). This trend has been contested by several Irish
postcolonial critics, who contend that Irish literature must be distinguished from English literature
and is representative of the writing of postcolonialism. Lloyd (1993: 8), for instance, reads three
writers, who are paradoxically canonical, as Yeats, Joyce, and Beckett, in the context of minority
(postcolonial) discourse. Similarly, Harte and Pettit (2000: 70-73) establish very interesting
analogies between two Irish writers, William Trevor and Maurice Leitch, and the Indian novelist

Salman Rushdie, suggesting that they have important points in common as postcolonial writers.
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Kiberd (1996: 115) also compares Yeats with Walt Whitman, arguing that both share the same
ambition as national poets. Following the argument of these Irish critics, I believe that Boland’s
poetry is shaped by some common features of what might be called a “postcolonial literature”. It is
my contention that Boland’s work is no less ‘postcolonial’ than that writing produced in countries
such as Nigeria, India, and the Caribbean islands, for instance. The reasons are listed below.

(1) As we have seen, Said (1995: 23) contends in Orientalism that culture plays a vital role
in the colonizing process. Similarly, as it has been explained by Fanon (1990: 170-198), culture is
also essential for any process of decolonization. It is generally acknowledged that postcolonial
literature acts as a form of resistance, and as a plausible way to achieve decolonization. Bhabha
(1995: 185), Said (1994: 261), and Smyth (1998: 35) locate this resistance in the hybrid nature of
postcolonial works, and Spivak (1993: 219) in their representation of heterogeneous realities.
Mohanty (1991a: 33), on the other hand, locates the resistant nature of postcolonial writing in its
forging of “political consciousness”; for Mohanty, writing becomes the context through which
new political identities are created, a context of struggle and contestation.

(2) There are two views among postcolonial theorists and critics as regards postcolonial
literature. First of all, postcolonial theorists such as Said (1994: 261), Bhabha (1995: 185), and
Spivak (1993: 219-223) tend to focus on those works characterized by an eminent anti-
essentialism, anti-nationalism, and postmodernism. This sort of literature abandons cultural
identity and perpetuates the Western, postmodernist notion of agency and consciousness which
often implies the splintering of the subject, and favours multiplicity in the abstract. One
postcolonial writer within this branch of literature is Salman Rushdie, whose Satanic Verses is
praised by Bhabha (1995: 185), Said (1994: 261), Spivak (1993: 219-223), and Hall (1990: 212)
for showing the constructed and provisional nature of identity and succeeding in overcoming
binary oppositions (such as colonizer/colonized) by parody, mimicry, borrowings, and the
metaphor of migrancy.” This sort of literature that foregrounds and celebrates national and
historical rootlessness, has often been accused for not engaging with the subaltern cause. Ahmad
(1992: 124), for instance, has scorned Rushdie’s Satanic Verses for its lack of political
commitment. In Ireland, one illustration of this anti-nationalism and anti-essentialism is found in
Samuel Beckett’s work, which finds freedom in exile (Arrowsmith 2000: 64). His work has been
praised by critics such as Kiberd (1996: 531), who asserts that Beckett is “the first truly Irish
writer [...] free of factitious elements of Irishness”.

Secondly, we come across those postcolonial critics who focus on those texts which,

instead of promoting the fragmentation and the rootlessness of the subject, maintain a sense of

? For a deeper insight into Rushdie’s work, see Blake (2001).
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cultural identity and attempt to create collective selves. As Boehmer (1995: 248) notes,
postmodern notions of meaning and identity as fictional and provisional can be of no use for those
for whom (as women, indigenous peoples, and marginalized groups) the signifiers of nation,
home, self, and history might be compelling issues. Mohanty (1991a: 36) is one of the critics who
defends this type of writing on the grounds that the most subaltern of all, Third World women,
need to “conceptuali[ze] notions of collective selves” in order to be politically effective. This is the
way these women engage with feminism, by creating an imagined community of women who
suffer as they are suffering. This notion of agency, which moves away from the postmodern one
advocated by Said, Bhabha, and Spivak, has a location in history and geography, and “its
consciousness is both singular and plural” (Mohanty 1991a: 37). This is beginning to be
acknowledged in Ireland. As Arrowsmith (2000: 66) has explained, current ethnographic studies
are demonstrating how for the Irish, home and abroad, cultural identity continues to be of
paramount importance, especially “in contemporary contexts of globalization and cultural
homogenization”. It seems that some Irish postcolonial writers are beginning to search for the
means to construct a stable sense of cultural identity that counters the neutralizing effects of

emigration, anti-nationalism, and globalization. As Kearney (1988a: 25) has explained,

it is often by journeying beyond the frontiers of Ireland — either physically or imaginatively — that we find a
new desire to return and discover what is most valuable in it. Ireland has nothing to fear from exposure to
alien cultures. It is often the migrational detour through other intellectual landscapes which enables us to

better appreciate our own traditions.

(3) In both types of postcolonial writing, the idea of the nation is always a central narrative.
As Spivak (1993: 219), Lazarus (1994: 198), and Brennan (1994: 47) contend in their own
different ways, the study of postcolonial literature helps us to understand the national-centeredness
of the post-colonial world. In his controversial essay “Third World Literature in the Era of
Multinational Capitalism”, Jameson (1986) reads all “Third World” literature as national
allegories, which Ahmad (1992: 10-11, 95) and Marangoly (1996: 99-108) profoundly criticize on
the grounds that Jameson uncritically classifies all writing produced in the Third World from a
Western perspective which homogenizes the heterogeneous and diverse ideological positions of
these literary productions. Furthermore, there is an implicit danger in Jameson’s assertion, for he
may induce us to think that all Third World literary works about nations are ‘nationalist’. In spite
of assertions like this, what is clear is that writers from once colonized nations always make

explicit their ideological position towards their own country, either with a view to praising the idea
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of ‘nation’ or to scorning it altogether. Spivak (1993: 219) has argued that it is usual to find in
postcolonial works “an aggressive central theme: the postcolonial divided between two identities:
migrant and national”. According to this theorist, postcolonial texts more often than not deal with
nationalism and a sense of alienation from it. She highlights the importance of the nation for the
postcolonial writer, who is often a migrant or an exile. When talking about The Satanic Verses,
Spivak (1993: 235-236) says the following: “The migrant wants to redefine the nation, the
postcolonial wants to identify the nation, the exile wants to explain and restore the nation and be
an agent in terms of its normative and privative discourse”. Brennan (1994: 63) has summarized

well the postcolonial writer’s antagonist attitudes towards his/her native country:

The contradictory topoi of exile and nation are fused in a lament for the necessary and regrettable insistence
of nation-forming, in which the writer proclaims his identity with a country whose artificiality and
exclusiveness have driven him into a kind of exile — a simultaneous recognition of nationhood and an

alienation from it.

In this sense, current postcolonial writers usually treat both feelings of recognition and alienation
from the nation. More than defending the nation as an essentialist entity, they usually place it
under rigorous scrutiny. This noticeable pull away from separatist nationalism in postcolonial
writing has been identified by Said (1994: 261) and Bhabha (1995: 251). Said observes how
postcolonial writers tend towards a more inclusive idea of nationhood, “a more integrative view of
human community and human liberation” (ibid). Bhabha (1995: 149) also asserts that the
postcolonial writer constantly disturbs the totalizing boundaries and essentialist identities of the
nation. As this theorist advocates, concepts such as nation must be reconceived liminally, because
“there is no longer an influential separatist emphasis on simply elaborating an anti-imperialist or
black nationalist tradition ‘in itself’” (p. 251). Although postcolonial writers move away from
exclusive nationalism, not all of them ultimately reject nationalism. As regards this aspect, Said
(1994: 277) has asserted that criticizing nationalist claims does not involve abandoning
nationalism, rather that this ideology should be based not on one single “local identity” but on
different heterogeneous and contesting stories.

(4) Postcolonial writers generally try to avoid the influence of colonial and/or nationalist
culture by seeking out alternative literary models. As Bery and Murray (2000: 3) make clear,
Anglophone postcolonial poets tend to search for different models than those available in the
English poetic tradition. One extreme case of this postcolonial technique would be found in the
Irish-language poet Biddy Jenkinson, who rejects that tradition as imperialist (Balzano 1996: 94).

But, as some other critics have emphasized, the Irish poets’ need to find outside poetic models
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might also signify that they desire to move beyond those terms imposed by their national tradition.
According to Faggen (2003: 229), the reason these (Boland included) have looked beyond the Irish
literary tradition lies in their “desire to establish human identity out of the tensions, debates, and
violence about national traditions and national identity”. In this sense, contemporary Irish poetry
often looks to American poetry and, more recently, to Latin American and non-Anglophone
European poetry, such as Eastern European, French, and Greek poets. Poets such as Whitman,
Williams, Frost, Dickinson, Milosz, Mandelstam, Nerval, and Seferis exert a tremendous influence
on contemporary Irish poets (Faggen 2003: 229). Sewell (2003: 153) has noted how Irish women
poets such as Medbh McGuckian and Eavan Boland have found other female models in the
Russian and American traditions: from Anna Akhmatova, Marina Tsvetaeva, Denise Levertov, to
Tess Gallagher or Adrienne Rich.

(5) Another way to avoid the influence of colonial literature is by rewriting traditional
literary genres (Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin 2002a: 32). By recurring to this subversive strategy,
postcolonial writers question the assumptions and bases of Western metaphysics, defying “the
world-view that [...] polarize[s] centre and periphery” (ibid). In their revision of traditional genres
such as the novel, the lyric, the epic, and the play, their writings do not only invert the hierarchical
order, but also challenge the cultural and philosophical premises on which that order was based (p.
179). One example of this is found in Third World women’s use of the autobiographical genre,
which, according to Smith and Watson (1992: xx), exposes the gaps and incongruities of Western
literary practices and theorizing. Another example is Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children
(1980), where the narrative structure of the novel is transformed by employing traditional Indian
techniques (in particular the oral narrative tradition), constantly rotating back from the present to
the past (Ashcroft Griffiths & Tiffin 2002a: 181). Traditional pre-colonial indigenous forms are
used to subvert European (English) literary forms.

Perhaps the best known contemporary postcolonial subversion of literary genres is found in
the employment of ‘Magic Realism’ of much postcolonial novels. As Bhabha (1994a: 7) has
explained, ‘Magic Realism’, after the emergence of Latin American writers such as Borges, Garcia
Marquez, and Fuentes, becomes “the literary language of the emergent postcolonial world”. By
mingling the bizarre and the plausible so that they become indistinguishable, postcolonial writers
mimic the colonial explorer’s reliance on fantasy and exaggeration to describe new worlds. Many
postcolonial writers in Ireland have pursued a ‘Magic Realism’ that overcomes the
representational politics of imperialism and nationalism. Kiberd (1996: 49) notes how in Ireland,

some writers equated realism with canonical British forms of representation and also with
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nationalist narratives, which made them attempt to find alternative representational forms. This
rejection of realism resulted in a new form of writing that fused realism and fantasy/romanticism.
Kiberd (1996: 49, 280) observes how Irish writers like Synge, Wilde, and Joyce employed this
technique of ‘Magic Realism’. Joyce, for instance, carries out in Ulysses “an unusual blend of
symbolism and naturalism”, Odyssean technique and Irish commonplace imagery (p. 338). The
early modernism of Joyce, according to Kiberd (1996: 338-339), anticipated in many ways that of
postcolonial artists like Rushdie or Mérquez.

(6) Bhabha (1995: 241) and Said (1994: 254) have argued that postcolonial literature
revises and rewrites those “imperial tropes” which appear in classical Western narratives. One of
the tropes most often revised by postcolonial writers is the so-called ‘quest’ or ‘voyage’ motif (a
motif of authority and domination), which emerged in much European literature especially dealing
with the non-European world (Said 1994: 254). Here, Shakespeare’s work, especially The
Tempest, comes interestingly into play. The Tempest was partly inspired by the lucky escape of a
group of colonizers shipwrecked in the Bermudas, and describes the power relationship established
between a European ruler (Prospero) and a native slave (Caliban) (Walder 1998: 42). Many
modern Latin American and Caribbean works, such as Aimé Césaire’s Une Tempéte (1969),
Coetzee’s Foe (1986), and George Lamming’s The Pleasures of Exile (1960), have sought, in
different ways, to revise the colonial relations reflected in Shakespeare’s masterpiece (Ashcroft,
Griffiths & Tiffin 2002a: 187).*

Dante’s Divine Comedy, Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, and Joseph Conrad’s Heart of
Darkness have also been reconstructed by postcolonial writers, in their wish to criticize imperialist
narratives of conquest and invasion (Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin 2002a: 190). This is the case of
James Ngiigi’s (1965) revision of Heart of Darkness in The River Between (Said 1994: 254). As
Said (1994: 35) explains, postcolonial writers are able to act subversively, by reading and
rewriting (canonical) imperialist masterpieces, “which not only misrepresented them but assumed
they were unable to read and respond directly to what had been written about them”.

In Ireland, there have also been numerous readings of canonical texts. Said (1994: 254)
illustrates this feature with Joyce’s revision of “the quest-voyage motif” in the Library episode of
Ullysses. Yeats also carried out a re-reading of Richard the Second; in order to create a “Celtic
Shakespeare” who scorned England’s usurpation and confiscation of Ireland (Kiberd 1996: 268-
269).

(7) As Said (1984: 8) explains, an important feature of postcolonial literature is its interest

in place and displacement. Postcolonial writers, whose lives have been shaped by emigration and

* As Kubayanda (1990: 250) has noted, Caliban has almost been hailed as a national symbol of the Caribbean islands.
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dislocation, are usually concerned with the relationship between self and place. They tend to face a
crisis of identity that results from the “dislocation” and “cultural denigration” that as natives or
postcolonial subjects they have experienced (Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin 2002a: 8-9). Due to this
alienation, postcolonial writers are concerned with the (re)construction of ‘place’ in order to find a
stable sense of identity.

This necessity to feel a sense of belonging has also marked to a great extent Irish writing,
as Praga (1996: 33-37) and Garcia (2002) explain. Garcia (2002: 33) has noted how the “sense of
place” is more profoundly seen in Ireland than in any other Occidental country. This scholar
argues that the relationship with the land observed in Irish literature is more spiritual and
imaginary than physical, because their connection with the landscape is marked by dispossession
rather than by true possession. This is mainly due to the colonial plantations of the sixteenth and
seventieth centuries as well as the phenomena of exile, emigration, and evictions (p. 38).

(8) Another significant feature of postcolonial literature is how it reflects the phenomena of
migration and diaspora.” The theme of exile usually appears in all such writing since it is one
representation of its concern with place and displacement. The imminent presence of both real and
imaginary emigration in postcolonial literature has led Marangoly (1996: 171) to identify an
“immigrant genre” in postcolonial literature, in order to signify “the contemporary literary writing
in which the politics and experience of location (or rather ‘dislocation’) are the central narratives”.
This sort of postcolonial writing is usually connected with the themes of loss, distressful
homelessness, and the “less-than-whole” subject who aspires to be assimilated in his/her national
culture (p. 8). As Said (1994: 407) has argued, to be in exile “is predicated on the existence of,
love for, and a real bond with one’s native place; the universal truth of exile is not that one has lost
that love or home, but that inherent in each is an unexpected, unwelcome loss”. As we will explain
in more detail when discussing Boland’s volume of poetry The Lost Land (see section 7.4.6.), it is
relevant to note the great amount of postcolonial writers, both Irish and international, who, for
different reasons, have participated in the twentieth century condition of migrancy. Within Irish
criticism, the influence of exile and migration on literary productions has already been studied.
Arrowsmith (2000: 61) has explained that the migrant characters’ search for identity is constructed
upon “revivalist tropes of home and return to the source”. Some examples of this are found in
Yeats’s early novella John Sherman and Dhoya (1891), or Padraic O Conaire’s novel Deoraiocht,

translated as Exile (1910). This concern with migration and displacement, to take “flight paths out

> For an extensive account of how these phenomena are reflected in postcolonial writing, see Boehmer’s (1995)
Colonial and Postcolonial Literature: Migrant Metaphors (especially pages 232-243).
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of Ireland”, is also observed in Heaney, mostly in his volumes of poetry from Station Island
onwards and in Yeats’s Byzamtium poems (Fulford 2002b: 49).

(9) Apart from this sense of geographical displacement, postcolonial writers face another
important removal, what Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin (2002a: 10) describe as “linguistic
displacement”, and Lloyd (1993: 16), in the Irish context, calls “deterritorialization”. As we can
see, Lloyd borrows Deleuze and Guattari’s (1986: 13) use of the term, which indicates the easy
identification between ‘minor’ and ‘postcolonial’ literature. Both concepts, “linguistic
displacement” and “deterritorialization”, involve the postcolonial writer’s disjunction between
place and language, and his/her subsequent interrogation of the suitability and adequacy of the
imposed language to describe the postcolonial experience (Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin 2002a:
23).° In Ireland, this displacement is particularly observed in those writers whose possession of
English is indisputably ‘native’ (in the sense of speaking English from birth), yet who feel
alienated within its practice, for its vocabulary and codes are felt to be inappropriate to describe
their culture or transmit with accuracy their conditions as colonized and their experiences as
postcolonial subjects. We should remember that throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries there was a widespread imperialist prohibition to use Gaelic. As we have seen, both
Thomas Davis and Douglas Hyde foresaw that the primitive relation established between language
and territory was at the verge of extinction, and that the Irish experience was in danger of being, in
Lloyd’s (1993: 16) words, “deterritorialized”. The loss of the native language involves a much
greater loss: a loss of a whole Gaelic culture. In this sense, the Irish poet finds that his/her past is
inscribed in another language, now perished; and so he or she feels the pressure to discover this
past anew. Even contemporary poets such as Thomas Kinsella, remain troubled by the traumatic
loss of Irish in the nineteenth century, for this causes irreparable gaps in the continuity of the Irish
cultural tradition (Praga 1996: 6-8).

In order to overcome this rift, Kinsella, alongside Seamus Heaney and many others, has
tried to translate Irish poetry and prose (Kiberd 1996: 587). Other postcolonial writers attempt to
overcome the loss of their native tongue by escaping from the colonizer’s language. They avoid
the use of the colonizer’s language, something writers such as Ngiigi (1994: 27) have done. This
decolonizing strategy has its Irish counterpart in women poets such as Nuala Ni Dhomhnaill. Ni
Dhombhnaill (1992: 27) has argued that her use of the Gaelic language is an attempt to move away
from an English language that internalizes patriarchy and colonization, and claims that “the use of
the pre-colonial language as a creative medium — is beginning to be appreciated for the

revolutionary and subversive act which it undoubtedly is”. For this woman poet, the Irish

® Memmi (1990: 175) has also described the ambiguous and tragic condition of the colonized writer who writes in
another language rather than his/her own.
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language, or “the language of our mothers”, is conceived as the only escape from the male
language (ibid). Fulford (2002b: 137) problematizes the employment of Irish as a resistant strategy
arguing that Gaelic cannot “be conceived of as a mother or feminine tongue when the Bardic
tradition [has been] so predominantly male”. On the other hand, this critic has rightly noted that
the notion of the Irish language as a resistant mother tongue excludes those Irish women who are
Anglo-Irish and non-Irish speaking (ibid).

Other postcolonial writers attempt to move away from the colonizer’s language by
changing it. It is this distinctive use of the colonial language that Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin
(2002a: 8) identify as a one of the common features to all postcolonial literatures written in
English. These authors distinguish between “English”, “the ‘standard’ British English inherited
from the empire”; and “english”, the language used by postcolonial countries, a linguistic code
which changes and disrupts the standard code. Whereas English comes from the imperial centre,
‘english’ is associated with the ‘peripheries’ (ibid). In this sense, postcolonial writing seizes the
language of the centre and replaces it with another more suitable language. The two processes by
which it does so, according to Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin (2002a: 37), are “abrogation”, the
process of rejecting English as a privilege language; and “appropriation”, the act of seizing and
reformulating the language to new usages. By claiming its opposition to English and constantly
questioning the privilege status of the imperial language, ‘english’ “establishes itself as a counter-
discourse” (p. 55). One writer who employs this strategy is Derek Walcott, who defends the
adoption of ‘English’ and its transformation into ‘english’ (p. 49), or Kamau Brathwaite’s
advocacy of a “nation language” (Walder 1998: 50). The Indian writer Raja Rao and the Guyanese
poet Grace Nichols further exemplify how the colonizer’s language is used in new forms (Walder
1998: 43). In the face of this, Memmi’s (1990: 177) remark that “colonized literature in European
languages appears condemned to die young” seems to be quite ironical in the contemporary case of
postcolonial literary productions.

The means by which the ‘english’ language employed by postcolonial writers transforms
the standard code of ‘English’ are various. Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin (2002a: 51-71) have
mentioned some interesting techniques: the use of untranslated words (which restore the presence
of the native culture); the deliberate contrast between ‘english’ and another language still
associated with the imperial centre; the translation in parenthesis of individual words (glossing);
the combination of the linguistic structures of two languages; the fusion of the syntax of the native

language and the lexical forms of English; and the interchange between two or more codes.
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This attempt to transform the English language has been characteristic in Ireland. From a
clear Deleuzean perspective, Lloyd (1993: 16-17) explains how one of the strategies of the Irish
colonized has been to carry out a “reterritorialization” of language, which involves using the
colonizer’s language in a revitalizing way, in order to recover the relationship between land and
culture and reassure the identity of the colonized. The poet Thomas MacDonagh believed that
literature in English was a perfectly acceptable part of the Irish tradition (Smyth 1998: 82). In his
collection Studies Irish and Anglo-Irish (1916), MacDonagh celebrated the transformative and
liberating use of the English language:

We have now so well mastered this language of our adoption that we use it with a freshness and power that
the English of these days rarely have [...]. The loss of (Gaelic) idiom and of literature is a disaster. But, on
the other hand, the abandonment has broken a tradition of pedantry and barren conventions; and sincerity

gains thereby [...], let’s us postulate continuity, but continuity in the true way. (Quoted in Smyth 1998: 82)

Similarly, Oscar Wilde is recorded to have said: “The Saxon took our lands from us and made
them destitute [...], but we took their language and added beauties to it” (quoted in Kiberd 1996:
35). Joyce is generally regarded as mastering “the displaced language of the colonized” (Lloyd
1993: 121), and Yeats’ employment of Hiberno-English is praised by some critics (Kiberd 1996:
163). On the other hand, Lloyd (1993: 20) contends that Heaney’s poetry relocates identity
through a “reterritorialization of language and culture” (p. 20). In one of his place-name poems in
Wintering Out, for instance, Heaney (1972) invokes the original native place of “Anahorish”
(meaning ‘place of clear water’), in order to reassure the relationship between self and land, and
overcome ‘“his displaced former identity” (p. 24). The split between the Gaelic word and the
English equivalent is thus healed by invoking a landscape which unites Anglo-Irish differences (p.
25).]

In this sense, this use of ‘english’ by contemporary Irish writers is generally acknowledged
to be different from the English language. Those whom English once colonized are exploring new
territories within the language for themselves. Furthermore, it is important to note how Irish
writers have sometimes produced their work intermingling both languages. This is the case of
Patrick Pearse, considered by some scholars as “Ireland’s first major bilingual author” (Sewell
2003: 158). His example was followed by other Irish bilingual poets such as Brendan Behan,
Pearse Hutchinson, Michael Hartnett, and recently, Eithne Strong and Celia de Fréine (ibid).

" When discussing Heaney, Fulford (2002b: 29) rebukes Lloyd by arguing that Heaney’s work, mostly after Station
Island (1984) and in Seeing Things (1991), moves towards a certain “deterritorialization” rather than
“reterritorialization”, because of the strong sense of dispossession and dislocation in his poems.
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(10) Most postcolonial theorists and critics point out that one of the dominant motives of
many postcolonial works is their forms of cross-cultural contact and interaction. As Bhabha (1995:
185) and Said (1994: 261) have argued, the postcolonial text is always a complex and hybridized
formation. This writing records a clear intermingling of forms derived from pre-colonial and
European literary traditions. It is never a reconstruction of pure (indigenous) traditional values.
Postcolonial critics such as Young (1995: 24) and Boehmer (1995: 227) have also agreed on the
fact that, in general, all postcolonial literatures and cultures are characterized by this form of
syncretism. In one of his numerous essays on postcolonialism, Ashcroft (1994: 34) asserts that
postcolonial literature, if anything, is characterized by three interrelated modes of “excess”: “the
excess of insistence, the excess of supplementarity, and the excess of hybridity”, especially the
latter: postcolonial texts are always located “on the verandah”, a concept which already invokes
the liminality of hybrid positions (p. 42). As we will see when discussing Boland’s poetry (see
section 7.4.4.2.), this notion of ‘hybridity’, mostly associated to Bhabha, Said, and Hall, is
generally used in order to talk about the intermediate position the postcolonial subject can adopt
between imperialism and nationalism. Postcolonial writers penetrate into the discourse of Europe
and the West in order to revise it and incorporate marginalized or forgotten histories. They move
beyond national and international boundaries, cultural spaces, ethnic groups, and racial identities.
In this sense, resistance is not merely a reaction to imperialism but also to nationalist hegemonic
ideologies. This hybrid aspect has been identified in Aimé Césaire (Une Tempéte), Salman Rusdie
(The Satanic Verses), and Derek Walcott (Omeros and “Sainte Lucie”’) (Bhabha 1995: 227; Said
1994: 261; Moore-Gilbert 2000: 180). The work of the Caribbean poet Edward Brathwaite also
illustrates the hybrid nature of postcolonial literature. His theories of “creolization” and “the in-
between” (1971: 296, 304-305), exemplify this poet’s attempt to position himself between
different cultures, a strategy similarly carried out by writers such as Jamaica Kincaid and Lauretta
Ngcobo (Walder 1998: 80).

This notion of hybridity as intrinsic to all postcolonial discourses seems to be further
intensified in Ireland, where hybridity has been considered an inherent quality. Kearney (1985a: 8)
has suggested that the Irish mind favours a dialectical logic of both/and as opposed to the orthodox
dualistic logic of either/or encoded in Western philosophy. In contemporary Irish cultural
criticism, the clearest example of critical hybridity is David Lloyd’s analysis of Irish literature.
This critic (1993: 123) develops the notion of “adulteration”, similar to Bhabha’s concept of
hybridity. For Lloyd, “adulteration” is a strategy employed by those who have found themselves

on the margins of power and which is resistant to colonialist discourse as well as dominant forms
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of nationalism (pp. 110-111). This critic reads nineteenth-century Irish street ballads and folk-
songs as “vital” manifestations of the hybridity which characterizes all colonial cultures (p. 5).
These two cultural formations are either marginalized from, or “purified” by, the dominant
narratives of nationalism (p. 81). Whereas nationalism yearns for “monologic” genres in order to
record national unity, these street ballads and Gaelic peasant songs were seen as sites of cultural
hybridization, and therefore, threatening for the dream of nationalist unity (pp. 89-93). Lloyd
(1993: 94-97) explains that this cultural hybridization was reflected in the stylistic level of the
street ballads: they were often “adaptations of traditional airs to English words” and they recorded
different cultural registers at the same time. On the other hand, these cultural formations recorded
the miscellaneous nature of Irish society, moving away from the nationalist desire to represent the
Irish people as ‘One’ people. In Beckett, Lloyd (1993: 56) also finds another instance of this
hybridity, in his attempt to move away from imperialism and nationalism. Beckett’s novella First
Love is read by this critic as articulating a postcolonial subjectivity which dismantles identity by
producing an ‘“aesthetic of non-identity” (pp. 55-56). In fact, as Beckett (1984: 19) himself
asserted “The danger is in the neatness of identifications”. Lloyd (1993: 20-37, 104-109) also
views the work of Joyce and Heaney as further examples of hybrid postcolonial productions. His
analysis has been continued by Irish critics such as Fulford (2002b: 102-197), Arrowsmith (2000:
61-64) and Smyth (2000: 51), who have discussed the imminent hybridity of writers such as
Wilde, Shaw, Yeats, Muldoon, Paulin, Mebh McGuckian, and even Eavan Boland.

6.4. Women’s writing as minority and postcolonial

As we have seen, Bhabha (1995: 157) has identified ‘minority discourse’ in those literary
productions written not only by the colonized community, but also by women. Similarly, feminist
postcolonial critics such as Minh-na (1989: 28) locate minority discourses in the voices of women

and the postcolonial subject:

the minor-ity’s voice is always personal; that of the major-ity, always impersonal. Logic dictates. Man thinks,
woman feels. The white man knows through reason and logic — the intelligible. The black man understands

through intuition and sympathy — the sensible.

In fact, women’s writing has often been labelled by feminist critics such as Simone de
Beauvoir (1981a: 47) as ‘minor’ in relation to the literary mainstream. Given the widely accepted
(and sometimes oppressive) images of literature and myths from which they derive, women, just
like “the American Negroes” and the “ghetto Jew”, for instance, have been helpless in determining

the course of public history (ibid). This tendency to equate women’s writing with other minority
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discourses is clearly observed in feminist literary critics such as Renza (1984), who focuses on the
minority position in American letters of the provincial writer Sarah Orne Jewett, in particular her
short story “A White Heron”. Adopting a Deleuzian critical perspective, this author qualifies
Jewett’s as a “minor writer”, using “the major language of American patriarchal culture” (p. 35).
Similarly, the contemporary Chicano novelist Sandra Cisneros (1994: 468) has also categorized
her own work as “minority” discourse, defined in opposition to the (male) “mainstream” literature.

This trend to view women writers as a unified group which shares those qualities of
‘minority’ and ‘postcolonial’ communities has a clear exponent in Elaine Showalter’s A Literature
of their Own. Showalter (1999: 11-13) looks at English women novelists from a collective point of
view, and establishes a parallelism between women’s writing and “any literary subculture”, such
as “black, Jewish, Canadian, Anglo-Indian, or even American”. By “literary subculture”,
Showalter (1999: 11-12) means three different things:

(1) A minority group which sets itself in relation to a dominant society. In this sense,
Showalter aligns herself with JamMohammed and Lloyd’s definition of “minority discourse”
(1990a: ix), as that discourse that is always written by those who share the same experiences of
domination, marginalization, and exclusion by the majority groups.

(2) Showalter contends that, as a “literary subculture”, women’s writing finds itself with no
self tradition to look back on. Showalter (1999: 11-12) states that women artists have found
themselves “without a history, forced to rediscover the past anew”.

(3) Showalter (1999: 11) argues that any “literary subculture” involves a personal, political,
and literary unity between its members. Her main argument is that, as women writers share a
similar oppression by a patriarchal literary tradition, they are unified not only by common political
interests and concerns but also by literary conventions and imagery. By mentioning its political
and communal stance, Showalter’s theories look similar to Deleuze and Guattari’s (1986: 17)
categorization of “minor literature”, and some theorizations of postcolonial women’s writing.
Mohanty (1991a: 36) states that postcolonial women tend to rewrite and remember history, and in
the process, they usually “forge collective selves”. As Boehmer (1995: 227) explains, they
concentrate on their own unique experiences, involving “a political commitment, a way of noting
the validity of the buried, apparently humble lives of the women who have gone before them and
who [...] helped make their own achievements possible”.

Nevertheless, as has been already explained, women writers’ emphasis on a common
experience of oppression runs the risk of ignoring cultural differences and different female

experiences of powerlessness. Therefore, it is not difficult to find that, in some postcolonial works
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written by women, there is an attempt to overturn preconceptions of Third World women’s
experience as uniformly degraded, insisting on the diversity of female experiences (Mohanty

1991a: 36; Boehmer 1995: 227).

6.5. Boland’s work as minority/postcolonial poetry
6.5.1. Introduction
Like the feminist literary critic Showalter (1999: 11), Eavan Boland has talked about her own
work in terms of concepts such as ‘minority’ and ‘subculture’. In an interview, this woman poet
has compared her own writing with Black American writing and dissident writing in Europe,
because they all share powerful images which become “visible” in terms of their “invisibility”
(Wilson 1990b: 88). In this sense, Boland establishes an interesting parallelism between women’s
writing, in particular her own work, and that kind of writing which might be labelled (at least in
the case of Black American literature) postcolonial. Furthermore, she has argued in Object Lessons
that women writers “are a minority within the expressive poetic tradition” because “[m]uch of
their actual experience lacks even the most rudimentary poetic precedent” (Boland 1996a: 242).
Although Boland defines women’s writing as ‘minority’ discourse, and compares her own writing
with dissident (postcolonial) productions, her stance on this matter is everything but simple.
Boland remains skeptical towards those literary critics who tend to discuss Irish women’s poetry
as a “subculture” apart from mainstream poetry (pp. 147-148). She attacks these critics who
marginalize women, on the grounds that women’s project, in moving from being the objects to
being the subjects of Irish poems, “is neither marginal nor specialist. It is a project which concerns
all of poetry, all that leads into it in the past and everywhere it is going in the future” (p. 235). In
this sense, Boland makes a conscious distinction between women writers’ ‘minority’ position and
their ‘subcultural’ status, implying that occupying the very edges of the Irish literary tradition
should not be a reason for ‘marginalizing’” women’s writers under headings which might be
dismissive.

In what follows I intend to trace the different ways in which we can consider Boland’s
work a ‘minor/ity’ and ‘postcolonial’ poetry. As most of the features I am about to comment here
will be developed in more detail in subsequent chapters, I will only pay closer attention to some

aspects.
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6.5.2. Minority discourse on the margins of the Irish literary canon: collectivity,
language, and politics

As we have seen, JamMohammed and Lloyd (1999a: ix) have identified ‘minority discourse’ as
that kind of literature which is written by a group which, despite their heterogeneous nature, share
the same experiences of domination, marginalization, and exclusion by the majority groups. From
this perspective, Boland’s work could certainly be categorized as ‘minor’. Eavan Boland shares
with most women writers in the female literary tradition an enclosure in an overwhelmingly male-
dominated literary canon. As a woman writer in Ireland, she does experience her gender as a
painful obstacle. Her marginalized position as a female artist, her feelings of alienation from male
predecessors, and her consequent ambivalent attitude towards the patriarchal authority of art link
her struggle for artistic self-definition with the female literary tradition most successfully
perceived in the nineteenth century. Furthermore, she is attached to contemporary women poets in
Ireland. As Wilson (199a: xii) explains, women in Ireland present a special “complexity” which is
“twofold”, for it “encompass[es] both their female and national identities”. Within the specific
context of Ireland, both colonialism and gender discrimination have subordinated women in two
kinds of power relations: they have been colonized both by British imperialism and by the Irish
patriarchal society. As Kearney (1985b: 77) says, women had become “the ‘slaves of slaves’; they
were, in sociological terms at least, obvious candidates for compensatory elevation in the realm of
myth and mystery”. Irish women’s double colonization will create a bond between all women
poets in Ireland who struggle within a potentially problematic culture in which literature, subjects,
and symbols have already been predominantly defined by men. Boland herself is trying to subvert
male aesthetic and poetic values, just like feminists and other contemporary women poets in
Ireland (Eithne Strong, Eiléan Ni Chuilleandin, Medbh McGuckian, and Nuala Ni Dhomhnaill)
(Haberstroh 1996: 16-27).

In the common personal and literary concerns that unite Boland with other Irish women
poets, her poetry can also be categorized as ‘literary subculture’ and ‘minor literature’. As we have
seen, Showalter (1999: 11) argues that the members of all literary subcultures are united in their
political interests and literary imagery. Similarly, Deleuze and Guattari (1986: 17) have argued
that minor literature is identified by its collective assemblage of enunciation. Precisely because of
the difficulties Irish women have encountered in becoming poets, their work presents an incredible
amalgam of common literary motives. A systematic approach to the most important differences
between male’s poetry and women’s poetry in Ireland gives us an insight into Boland’s link with

her female colleagues. These differences stem not from the sex of the authors (and therefore from
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biological features), but rather from the cultural circumstances that have affected both genders. In
the context of (contemporary) Ireland, the woman poet must often make difficult choices in order
to write. In an interview, Boland talks about her personal experience when conducting writing
workshops, and notes the different sociological factors Irish male poets and women poets

contemplate, when balancing their writing careers with other choices:

I took away from those workshops two formative impressions. The first was the way Irish women poets were
emerging. They came forward in a completely different way from men. The male poet often began publishing
quite young, at a time when he didn’t have a family and — if he wasn’t economically independent — at least he
didn’t have dependants. Therefore, although his struggles were real and could just be as eroding, he has
advantages of mobility which could bring him from the margins to the centre, from the regions to the city. He
could join a ruling poetic class, if you want to call it like that, with much more ease. A woman was often a
new poet rather than a young poet. Through the workshops I could see that it was quite common for an Irish
woman poet to emerge in her thirties or even her forties. She might be publishing for the very first time in
these years. By which time she had a job or a family, was less mobile and often economically dependent.
Because she emerged in that way she needed different funding, different support, a more sensitive perception
of what she was doing. Until recently she didn’t get it. The second impression was more elusive. [ was aware
of certain resistances which amounted to subtle permissions and their consequent withholding. [...] Male
poets frequently spoke to me — half joking and whole in earnest — about the bad writing [by women] these

workshops were encouraging. (Allen-Randolph 1993b: 126)

Understanding these gender-related difficulties is essential when approaching the main distinctions
between Irish male and female poetry. I will rely on Haberstroh’s (1996: 19-27) identification of
the main characteristics observed in contemporary poetry by Irish women, for I think it sheds
significant light on the contrast between both writings.

(1) Haberstroh (1996: 19) views the issue of identity as an important theme in women’s
poetry. Whereas male poets take “gender as a given in assuming a poetic identity” (Foster 1999:
2), women poets find more difficulty in drawing together their femininity with their creative
potential. Thus, at the core of Boland’s poetry is the quest for autonomous self-definition, an
attempt to attain her unique female identity. She admits that poetic self-definition is at the core of
women’s poetry, because “for a woman to explore and write her own poems in Ireland, sooner or
later she will have to dismantle some pre-existing definitions” (interview with Allen-Randolph
1999b: 303). Her poems are reflections of her experiences as a woman. When asked about what
the lyric “I” of the poems stands for, Boland replies: “the voice is me. It isn’t just the voice of an
‘I’. It’s me in the Yeatsian sense, in that it’s the part of me that connects with something more
durable and more permanent in my own experience. [...] I am a woman and write in terms of what

defines me” (interview with Wilson 1990b: 80-81). This need to assert the speaking voice of the
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poem as female is a consequence of what Gilbert and Gubar (2000: 49) denominate “anxiety of
authorship”. Female writers’ anxieties differ from those of male writers’. According to Harold
Bloom (1973), the male artist experiences an “anxiety of influence”, that is, a fear that he is not the
creator of his work of art, because he is excessively influenced by his literary predecessors (p.
46).® In contrast, the female writer cannot undergo the “anxiety of influence”, as her predecessors
are exclusively male (p. 48). Fogarty (1999: 259) restates this point to include the specific case of

Irish women poets:

Unlike their male counterparts, it is not the anxiety of influence that serves as a goad for the individual
creativity of the Irish woman writer but rather it is the entire absence of a female line of influence that acts
both as a bogey and as a powerful impetus to question, refurbish, and invent poetic strategies of self-

definition.

Rather than experiencing an “anxiety of influence”, a woman writer is prone to feeling a deeper
kind of anxiety: a conflict with her own autonomy, subjectivity, and creativity, as traditional
stereotypes have offered a distorted image of her own self. Thus, Gilbert and Gubar (2000: 48-49)

assert:

“the anxiety of influence” that a male poet experiences is felt by a female poet as an even more primary
“anxiety of authorship” — a radical fear that she cannot create, that because she can never become a

“precursor” the art of writing will isolate or destroy her.

Boland will show this fear of “authorship” in her highly feminist volume /In Her Own Image
(1980).” The creative potential of the strong woman in this volume will lead her to isolation and
self-destruction. Writing will be equated with an act of insanity by a woman shamefully exposing
her naked body in public (“Exhibitionist”), or to the self-destructing activity of a witch burning her
own body (“Witching”). Therefore, in contrast to male writers, Boland will explore in her poetry
all possible ways to come to terms with her own self, as a woman and a writer.

(2) Another characteristic which is generally identified as peculiar to Irish female poets is

their interest in creating a new image of women in Irish literature. Celtic mythology and nationalist

¥ Gilbert and Gubar (2000: 47) view Bloom’s study on literary history “intensively (even exclusively) male”, and
“offensively sexist”, for his paradigm of the historical relationships between literary artists centres exclusively on the
relationship father-son, as he only focuses on male poets.

? On this point, Medbh McGuckian (1993: 33) disagrees, claiming that Boland has not suffered from such anxiety of
authorship and that, quite the contrary, she has managed to become “her own precursor”. Although at first sight and by
looking at the title of the volume, Boland seems to avoid this ‘anxiety of authorship’ (she establishes herself as a
female counterpart of God in the act of creating herself “in her own image”), a closer look at the poems of In Her Own
Image shows precisely the contrary.
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iconography have been inhospitable terrains for a woman writer. Thus, women poets feel the need

to reconstruct old misconceived images of the feminine. As Fogarty (1995: 5) explains:

The static and sublimated images of mothers and motherhood that strew the pages of Irish patriarchal
tradition take a new meaning, for example, in the hands of the woman poet, because they are viewed as

proximate and personal metaphors for female experience and relationships.

Ostriker (1986: 211) considers this redefinition of cultural images a “revisionist mythmaking”
technique, which is an important strategy in women’s poetry. In her reconstruction of the myths of
the past, Boland’s poetry records a process of exploration of Irish women, from the everyday
details of the housewife, and the emigrant, to the sexually active whore.

Nevertheless, it is important to bear in mind that some contemporary male poets in Ireland
also reject some female images of the dominant tradition.'® As O’Brien Johnson and Cairns (1991:
4) explain, Paul Mulddon’s “Sky-Woman” and Michael O’ Loughlin’s “Medium” are
energetically subversive. Armengol’s (2001: 15) study on Heaney’s “Act of Union” shows that
this poet also moves away from some of the conventional poetic patterns of the ais/ing tradition,
by introducing some ideological and poetical innovations. Similarly, Fogarty (1994: 95) identifies
in Seamus Heaney a revisionist strategy of the ais/ing poetic tradition which might be read “as an
effective and witty rebuttal of the sublimated idealism of this nationalist myth”. Thus, in “Asling”,

Heaney (1975: 48) recasts an encounter with the spectral female figure of Ireland:

He courted her

With a decadent sweet art
Like the wind’s vowel
Blowing through the hazels:

‘Are you Diana...?’

And was he Actaeon.

His high lament

The stag’s exhausted belling?

Nevertheless, in spite of his reconstruction of the poetic tradition, Heaney “does little to trouble the
gender roles contained in this inherited fiction” (Fogarty 1994: 95). Only the male poet is allowed
to speak, whereas the female figure remains silent, or rather, only speaks by the male reporting her

words. As Fogarty (1994: 96) explains, Heaney only changes the nationalist myth by replacing one

1 Similarly, some male writers at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth, such as George
Moore, John Millington Synge, Sean O’Casey, and James Joyce, offer the first examples in Irish literature of feminine
figures which do not correspond to the desired object of the male artist, but, quite the contrary: they are self-sufficient
and strong women (Jaime de Pablos 1999: 144). For a more comprehensive discussion on Synge’s subversion of
conventional images of Irish women, see Hidalgo Tenorio (1999).
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stereotype of women for another, the fierce and vengeful Diana, perpetuating the traditional female
“icon of otherness”. In this sense, Heaney shares with his contemporary colleagues the
employment of feminine images in order to express their masculinity in poetry. By subverting
women stereotypes in this simplistic way, male poets find in these traditional feminine figures the
sufficient strength to acquire “sovereignty in [their] craft” (Coughlan 1991: 94), as their women
are usually silent and disempowered.

(3) Haberstroh (1996: 21) identifies as characteristic in Irish women’s poetry the recurrence
of internal spaces, usually domestic interiors. In contrast, this critic explains, some of the better
known Irish male poets are concerned with the land rather than with the people of the land, and
they lay less emphasis on the value of the self, which is a central question for women poets.'' In
order to illustrate this point, Haberstroh mentions Heaney’s Field Work, and other works by John
Montague, Thomas Kinsella, Paul Muldoon, and Richard Murphy. This “place” imagery is used to
refer to Irish political history and the poetic self’s relationship to his place in history. Meanwhile,
women poets are less concerned with the “public world” of their male colleagues (ibid). In their
poetry, they prefer kitchens, and nursery rooms, for instance. Accordingly, Eavan Boland, as a
woman poet, describes herself as an “indoor poet” (interview with Allen-Randolph 1993b: 124).
Her interest in Ireland, as we will see later in more detail, is an interest in kitchen utensils, washing
machines, bicycles, the baby’s bottle, and patchwork. As she says, “these were parts of my world.

Not to write about them would have been artificial” (ibid). In a later prose work, she asserts:

My children were born. I entered a world of routine out of which, slowly and mysteriously, a world of vision
manifested itself. For all that, it was a commonsense and familiar world, a stretch of road with whitebeam
trees and driveways where cars — the same, for all I knew, which had just moved down the hillside — returned

at dusk and left first thing in the morning. (Boland 1996a: 192)

Thus, Boland starts writing poems about the invisible world of the suburbs, altering the “view of
the elegy, the pastoral, and the nature poem” (ibid), which did not account for this ordinary world.
The legitimization as literary of what has been excluded from literature is a common characteristic
of women writers in most cultures. Ostrilker (1986: 89) explains that “it is immediately apparent
that women who seek themselves will include the material of their daily lives and feelings in their

poems”. Thus, the roles of mothers, daughters and wives, and the routines of domesticity will be

"' In contrast to Haberstroh, Kiberd (1996: 584) considers that since 1960 the “privatization of experience” is a
common trend among contemporary writers, both male and female.
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legitimized by Irish women poets in an attempt to express their own womanhood, in contrast to
Irish male poets, more supposedly concerned with Ireland’s political history.

(4) Irish women poets are engaged nowadays in offering a new view of female anatomy
(Haberstoh 1996: 22). They mention their anatomy both more frequently and far more intimately
than male poets. As we will see in more detail when discussing Boland’s In Her Own Image (see
section 7.2.), women poets seem to find in their body their own creative potential, the strength to
assert themselves. Although they have been discouraged from writing about their flesh, they
assume control over their sexual and reproductive lives (Ostriker 1986: 93). Thus, when they start
writing to praise their bodies, they take some kind of “liberating jump” and their “muted parts
begin to explain themselves” (p. 92). Haberstroh (1996: 22) identifies a wide movement in the
1980s among Irish women who began to “challenge sexual taboos [and to] express|[...] a new view
of female anatomy”. Together with Eithne Strong’s and Mary Dorcey’s work, we come across In
Her Own Image, wherein Eavan Boland (1980) examines the effects of traditional sexual images
of women. '

(5) When women poets speak about their female experience, a recurrent subject matter
appears in their work: the love between mother and child. Haberstroh (1996: 23) points out: “in the
work of Eavan Boland, Medbh McGuckian, Nuala Dhomhnaill, and Eithne Strong, there are
numerous poems about the value of motherhood, but the difficulties of mothering recur often in
these poems”. Whereas male poets are more concerned with father-son relationships (Gilbert &
Gubar 2000: 46), the theme of the mother-child relationship has proven extraordinarily intense in
contemporary women’s poetry. I will explain, mainly in my analysis of Night Feed (see section
7.4.2.4.), that Boland is a poet of maternity. The close bond between mother and child will be
glorified, and she will feel that her motherhood is a universal experience. Subsequently, her poems
also reflect Boland’s concern with the passing of time, with her child growing older and distancing
from her.

(6) Contemporary Irish women poets also tend to express a strong disapproval of idealized
representations of Irish battles, “even though women are rarely credited with making any kind of
comment on Irish history and politics” (Haberstroh 1996: 24). As Boland (1996a: 183) asserts, “in
[the] pages [of the Nation], the public poem and the political poem were confused”. What she
means is that in the cultural nationalist tradition, poems were only limited to the public events and

the communal interpretations of them. Mangan’s “Dark Rosaleen”, Patrick Pearse’s “Mother

12 Nevertheless, as Praga (1996: 245-246) explains, their poetry, with the exception of Eithne Strong (I would also
include Boland’s /n Her Own Image), is not as radical and uninhibited as the feminist poetry produced in Britain and
America. They generally adopt a subversive stance, not a separatist one.
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Ireland”, and Francis Ledwidge’s “The Blackbirds” (Kennelly 1970: 149, 295, 305), are examples
of this kind of political poem Boland talks about in which the poet-patriot invokes the land to
incite rebellion. In an interview with Allen-Randolph (1993b: 122), Boland explains that there are
two kinds of political poems. The first one is the “private” political poem, operating between the
private experience of the poet and the poet’s relation both to his/her literary predecessors and to
his/her own reality. The second type of political poem, “the one people generally have in mind

299

when speaking about ‘the political poet’”, is less persuasive, and concerns the poet’s feeling for
the received tradition, for the social environment and for the “relation between the artist and
society” (p. 122). In her mature poetry, Boland develops the first kind of political poem by relying
on her private experience as mother and housewife. Her private world is used as a metaphor for
public reality, for the national history of Ireland. She feels the need to subvert this conventional
political Irish poem, to see “the powerful public history of [her] own country joined by the private
lives and solitary perspectives [...] which the Irish poetic tradition had not yet admitted to
authorship” (Boland 1996a: 187). In order to do so, she relies on Yeats’s example, for he managed
to destabilize the conventional poem through the intensity of his private world (p. 189)."
Therefore, some of Boland’s poetry focuses on how important it is to rely on the bonds of love
created in ordinary atmospheres, and laments the impact of war on home and family life.

All these six common motives Haberstroh (1996: 19-27) identifies in Irish women’s poetry
(its concern with poetic identity; its revision of conventional feminine images in literature; the
predominance of internal spaces; its reliance on female bodily imagery and mother-child
relationships; and its subversion of the traditional Irish political poem) are a sign of their collective
value as a ‘minor literature’ or ‘literary subculture’.

Furthermore, if we take into account other aspects of Deleuze and Guattari’s (1986: 16-18)
theories, Boland’s work will be unquestionably considered another instance of ‘minor’ literature.
Together with its collective value, these theorists argue that two salient features of minor literature
are the connection of the individual to politics and the “deterritorialization” of language. As I have
attempted to demonstrate, these features have also been identified in some way or another by
postcolonial theory and by feminist literary criticism. First of all, and as Deleuze and Guattari’s
(1986: 17) would argue, Boland’s can be considered a ‘minor’ literature in the sense that her
poetry is deeply loaded with political content. Although, as we will see, Boland will define her

own mature work as non-ideological, she has also acknowledged that just by “trying to record the

" In particular, Boland mentions Yeats’s “Meditations in Time of Civil War” (Yeats 1991: 135-142), where the poet,
rather than focusing on the political violence going on outside Thoor Balley, focuses on the divided world of the
subject, on his ambiguous feelings about the world of action (Boland 1996a: 187-189).
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life I lived in the poem”, she becomes a political poet, because the “material” she uses is already
“politicized” material in the Irish national tradition (Boland 1996a: 183). Secondly, Boland also
experiences the “deterritorialization” of language of other ‘minor’ and ‘postcolonial’ writers. Her
poetry, mostly her mature production, constantly draws us into the linguistic displacement she has
experienced as a woman and an Irish citizen. This woman poet finds herself limited by the fact that
she has never learned Irish, and therefore, she is distanced from much of her native literary
tradition. In this sense, Boland becomes, as Deleuze and Guattari (1986: 26) argue in relation to
Kafka, “a stranger within [her] own language”, and she is bound to write in the only language she
knows by birth, the ‘major’ English language. Furthermore, as a woman, Boland notices that she
has been forced to articulate her experiences in a nationalist (patriarchal) language that dictates
how her feminine role is to be defined. In her semi-autobiographical book Object Lessons, Boland
(1996a: 134-135) describes how the blurring of the feminine and the national in the Irish context

has encouraged a distorted and simplified idea of womanhood:

The majority of Irish male poets depended on women as motifs in their poetry. They moved easily, deftly, as
if by right among images of women in which I did not believe and of which I could not approve. The women
in their poems were often passive, decorative, raised to emblematic status. This was especially true where the
woman and the idea of the nation were mixed: where a nation became a woman and the woman took on a

national posture.

In this sense, as we will see, Boland’s poetry records a constant process of searching for an
appropriate language that articulates in a more truthful way her ‘Irishness’ and her ‘womanhood’.
Her desire to create a new idiom is also a common feature of all ‘minor’ writers. Renza (1984: 37)
maintains that every ‘minor’ writer manifests a “major” ambition, in his/her interest in “the
possibility of producing one’s own language”, a language that will be “unique” and truthful to
his/her own reality.

On the other hand, as Deleuze and Guattari (1986: 28) have argued, minor literature
“begins by expressing itself and it doesn’t conceptualize until afterwards”. In her initial poetry, as
we will see, Boland will elevate style over subject matter, something Yeats had also done (Kiberd
1996: 126). In volumes such as New Territory, Boland (1967b) shows her belief that linguistic
expression and the poet’s ability to use language effectively are more important than anything. The
“point of departure” in the journey of poets, Boland (2000b: xxix) argues, “remains clear. It is the
form of the poem. That form which comes as a truth teller and intercessor from history itself,
making structures of language, making music of feeling”. In Boland’s mature work, form will also

acquire great importance; but in contrast to her initial poetry, this time she won’t rely on
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conventional techniques and styles, but rather on experimental devices and “technical innovation”
(p. xxix). Like Kafka had done (Deleuze & Guattari 1986: 28), Boland will scrutinize, mostly in
her mature work, the ability of language to convey meaning, by writing poems wherein
‘signification’ and ‘content’ seems to escape representation. For Boland, language will not be an
exponent of power, but rather of powerlessness. By doing so, she will “reterritorialize” and subvert
those authoritarian (imperialist and nationalist) languages that have attempted to define ‘Irishness’

and ‘womanhood’ in essentialist terms.

6.5.3. A literary subculture with no previous tradition

As it has been outlined, one of the reasons why Ireland’s contemporary women poets greatly differ
from male ones is mainly due to the trouble Irish women have had in asserting their own identity
as poets, whereas male writers have found no difficulty in passionately committing themselves to
their art. In their common experiences of isolation and oppression from the Irish national literary
tradition, their poetry, and in particular Boland’s work, can be categorized under headings such as
‘minor’ and ‘subculture’. Most contemporary Irish women poets, with the exception of Nuala Ni
Dhomhnaill,"* insist on the intangibility of female predecessors, who are, in Mary O’Malley’s
phrase, “safely dead and mostly unread” (1999: 253-254). As Peter (2000: 13) explains, Irish
women writers find the strong necessity to find a literary history which will provide them with
necessary literary models to follow. This lack of a viable female tradition has been more strongly
bemoaned in Eavan Boland’s prose accounts. In this sense, her work can, once again, be
categorized as a “literary subculture” by its lack of (female) literary precedents (Showalter 1999:
11-12).

As Boland (1996a: 242) has argued in Object Lessons, women poets are a minority within
the expressive poetic tradition: “Much of [women’s] actual experience lacks even the most
rudimentary poetic precedent. ‘No poet’, says Eliot, ‘no artist of any kind has his complete
meaning alone’. The woman poet is more alone with her meaning that most”. When looking back
into Irish poetry, Boland (1996a: xvi) only finds silences on the part of women: “I wanted a story.
I wanted to read or hear the narrative of someone else — a woman and a poet [...], | remember
thinking that it need not to be perfect or important. Just there; just available. And I have
remembered that”. Boland observes how Irish poetry, with a few exceptions such as Emily

Lawless, was largely male and bardic in formation (p. 134). In this sense, she regrets the lack of a

'* Nuala Ni Dhomhniill, a contemporary woman poet writing exclusively in Gaelic, certainly finds a very strong
connection with ancient Irish women poets, such as Liadan, Cuirithir, Eibhlin Dubh Ni Chonaill, and Fedelm Banthile
(Praga 1996: 266).
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female literary tradition in Ireland, the absence of “an expressed poetic life” of women (ibid). The
influence that this lack of female literary tradition, what she calls “the influence of absences”,
exerts on Boland should not be underestimated (ibid). Isolation has a powerful effect on the

woman poet when she comes to write her own work:

It is difficult, if not impossible, to explain to men who are poets — writing as they are with centuries of
expression behind them — how emblematic are the unexpressed lives of other women to the woman poet, how
intimately they are her own. And how, in many ways, that silence is as much part of her tradition as the

troubadours are of theirs. (Boland 1996a: 248)

Boland’s impossibility to find female poetic precedents might result from her inability to read
native poetry written in Gaelic; this has created what Sewell (2003: 161) has called a “deaf and
blindspot” between herself writing in English and those writing in Irish, such as Mhac an tSaoi, in
whom Boland would have certainly found an “encouraging example”. As Montague (1974: 21-22)
has argued, one of the great tragedies for Irish poets who can only write in English is their
realization that “the larger part of [the Irish literary] past lies in another language”. On the other
hand, Boland’s inability to find any precedent in previous Irish women poets is also due to the fact
that access to the work of earlier Irish women writers was, and still is, barely adequate (Haberstroh
2001: 11). Nevertheless, one should bear in mind that women’s literature in Ireland is starting to
be known at present and that increasing research in the last decades of the twentieth century has
tried to uncover this work. A close reading of Kelly’s 1987 anthology of verse by Irish women
shows that women’s poetry has always existed since medieval times. In his study on women in
Celtic society, Berresford (1995: 162, 187-189) even draws upon the existence of female poets in
Ireland in the early medieval period, for example Liadin (the ‘Grey Lady’) in the seventh century,
and Gormfalith and Uallach in the tenth century. It has also been acknowledged that some of the
Love Songs of Connaught in the seventieth and eighteenth centuries were written by women (Kelly
1997: 11). In spite of this, sometimes the reason why it is hard to have access to Irish women’s
poetry before the twentieth century is that women often wrote anonymously or under male
pseudonyms, due to the contemporary social restrictions they experienced by their sex (ibid). In
pre-Christian Celtic society, women had a coequal role in society, and as such, they could attend
‘higher education’, taking prominent roles in the school of bards (Berresford 1995: 233-234).
Gradually, with the introduction of Christianity and the Norman and Anglo-Saxon conquests, the
role of women began to be diminished. After the Battle of the Boyne in 1690, the Gaelic tradition
finally went underground, the Brehon law system eventually disappeared, and women found more

restrictions to becoming poets.
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In spite of the difficulty of recovering female voices from ancient times to the present,
Kelly’s 1987 anthology has been able to offer contemporary women poets in Ireland a rich
amalgam of very different women writers, whose work reflects in various ways Irish social and
political history. Therefore, one might consider that Boland omits and ignores important and
valorous voices who widely recorded the anxieties of their sex and who conducted a savage social
criticism which was quite subversive at the time. This fact prompts Meaney’s (1993a) critique of
Boland. Meaney (1993a: 137, 144) argues that Boland does not take into account the diversity of
Irish women’s writing, and that the woman poet undervalues figures such as Emily Lawless, by
considering her complex adoption of the voice of Mother Ireland as a “small” thing within the
dominant tradition. Meaney (1993a: 144) also attacks Boland for ignoring those poetic
foremothers that appear in Kelly’s anthology, for instance, and argues that, by excluding her
female predecessors, Boland “comes dangerously close to deference to the cult of the great man,
the [male] poetic personality”. This attack has perhaps been sharper by other Irish critics such as
NiFhrighil (2003), who rebukes Boland for ignoring past and present Irish women poets writing in
Irish, such as Eibhlin Ni Chonaill, Maire Bhui Ni Laoghaire, or, indeed, Maire Mhac an tSaoi, who
was an established poet when Boland was beginning to write."> Both Meaney (1993a: 146) and
NiFhrighil (2003) also accuse Boland of not using the other possibilities offered by the Gaelic
tradition, which is not always idealizing in its representation of women (i.e. the conjunction of
fertility and sexuality in the literary and oral Cailleach Bhéarra tradition, for instance). In
particular, NiFhrighil (2003) argues that Boland oversimplifies the Irish literary tradition, by
exclusively equating it with bardic poetry and eighteenth-century aisling poetry.

On the other hand, Ni Dhomhnaill (1992: 24) does not agree with those critics who support
the existence of Irish foremothers, and claims that Irish women since antiquity have never been
allowed into the canon of Irish poetry: “Nowhere in the Irish poetic tradition can I find anything
but confirmation of Eavan Boland’s claim that women have been nothing else but the ‘fictive
queen and national sibyls’”. Ni Dhomhnaill also attacks Montague (1974: 22), who remarks that
one of the unique aspects of early Irish poetry, in contrast to other literatures in Europe, is its
unbroken line of women poets, indicating that “there was no discrimination against them”. Ni
Dhomhnaill (1992: 19) argues that Montague’s “lavish overpraising of mythical women poets of
some great prelapsarian past [is] an excuse for not taking proper cognisance of living women poets

of our own day”. This idealization of Ancient Irish women poets (fetishizing them as sexually free

'> NiFhrighil, Riona (2003). “The Poetry of Eavan Boland”, paper delivered in IASIL (in Debrecen, Hungary, on
Thursday 10 July 2003). I am deeply grateful to Dr. NiFhrighil for giving me a copy of her interesting paper before it
has been published.
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and exotic) that Montague carries out is, for Ni Dhomhnaill (1992: 31), an attitude akin to the
Orientalizing tendencies of the West Edward Said (1995) describes.

In response to those critiques, Boland argues that there are a variety of good reasons for not
finding in women poets, as those gathered in Kelly’s anthology, the example and model she is
looking for. As Boland (2001a: 98) asserts, while women poets “might [have] contribute[d] to the
canon with individual poems, they were unlikely to shift or radicalize the course of Irish poetry
itself”. This woman poet finds out that, when she looks back to the work of Katherine Tynan,
Rhoda Coghill, Susan Mitchell, and Sheila Wingfield, for instance, she misses the sense of
experiment — what she calls the “sense of surprise” of a proper poetic model to follow (interview
with Allen-Randolph 1999b: 303). It is in American poetry where she finds “that sense of not
knowing where the next upsetting of the apple cart is coming from” (ibid). With the absence of
women writers as appropriate models in Ireland, Boland finds other useful models in Europe and
America, such as Sylvia Plath, Ann Akhmatova, and Adrienne Rich (Haberstroh 1996: 66). As we
have seen, this is a feature shared by most postcolonial writers: their being influenced by models
from abroad so that they can move beyond the restrictions of national literature.

Before criticizing Boland’s omission of female predecessors as fairly justified or as
wrongly dishonourable, it is essential to have a look at Irish women’s poetry from remote times to
the present. It is indeed true that we find a female literary tradition totally uncritical of the
contemporary socio-political situations and the inherited literary conventions. Within courtly love
poetry, and following the conventions of traditional love poetry, we find Eibhlin Dubh Ni Chonaill
in the eighteenth century (Kelly 1997: 30). She composed a lament on the death of her husband,
entitled Caonieadh Airt Ui Laoghaire. Other women poets such as Elinor Mary Sweetman and
Winifred M. Letts in the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries also wrote love
poetry, employing traditional poetic motives and styles (pp. 69, 97). Conventional themes such as
peasant life-stories, and Gaelic myths and legends were also revived more or less in the same
period by women writers such as Jane Barlow, Mary Anne Hutton, Ethna Carbery, and Alice
Furlong. Furthermore, their internalization of mainstream literature is perceived by their recurrent
adoption of the male masquerade in their work (pp. 59, 65, 73, 85). As artists who hid their
femaleness, some of them, such as Emily Hickey in the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of
the nineteenth centuries, assimilated conventional images of women, by perpetuating in poems
such as “A Rose” the Christian myth that ‘Eve’ was the one who brought pain and despair for her
race and for the world at large (pp. 52-54). Taking all this into account, it is not surprising to find
that Boland cannot find any sense of experiment in her female literary predecessors: all these

women have written about what has been traditionally sanctioned in Irish poetry, without

144



6. Boland’s poetry as minority and postcolonial

attempting to denounce their marginalization and record their ordinary experiences as women. But
perhaps, this submissive attitude Boland finds in Irish women’s writing is best observed in those
women who undertook active and important roles in the furthering of Irish nationalism. Kelly’s
1987 anthology offers a long list of women writers in the nineteenth century and the beginning of
the twentieth who yielded to the nationalist cause, by constructing a poetry entirely dedicated to
expressing Ireland’s aspirations of liberty. In “Songs of Our Land”, for instance, Frances Brown
praises the bardic poetic tradition for maintaining the “spirit for freedom” of her nation (Kelly
1997: 41-42). Poems such as this one were published in The Nation, a newspaper marketed by the
Young Irelanders to reinforce emotive ideas of the Irish past and Irish identity. It also included
many female contributors who wrote ballads and patriotic verse anonymously or under
pseudonyms such as ‘Eva’ (Mary Eva Kelly) and ‘Finola’ (Elizabeth W. Varian). Among them, we
find Bridget’s highly ironical “English Schools and Irish pupils”, Mary Eva Kelly’s “The Patriot
Mother (A Ballad of ’98)”, and Ellen O’Leary’s “The Dead of Ireland” and “A Legend of Tyrone”
(pp. 42-50). Emily Lawless also employed highly nationalist imagery in poems such as “After
Aughrim”, where Mother Ireland addresses her sons, the warriors who died for Ireland (p. 56).
Charlotte Grace O’Brien, Rose Kavanagh, and Dora Sigerson Shorter were also ardent patriots, as
their respective poems “Wicklow”, “Christmas Eve in the Suspect’s Home”, and “Ireland”
exemplify (pp. 56, 60, 75). This list of nationalist women writers widens with other names such as
Susan Langstaff Mitchell, and her “To the Daughters of Erin”, or Eva Gore-Brooth, sister to
Countess Constance Markievicz, to whom she dedicated “Comrades” (pp. 83-84).

These women poets Kelly includes in her anthology do not conform to Boland’s view of
how Irish poetry should be. Their persuasive nationalist songs attempted to be, as Boland (1996a:
129) has argued, “an archive of defeat and a diagram of victory”. The problem with such notion of
Irish poetry is that it turned the “losses into victories”, and restated “the humiliations as triumphs”
(ibid). This betrays Ireland’s history, for, as we will see, Boland conceives the Irish past as a
history of defeat and dispossession. On the other hand, these women poets, under the influence of
the Irish Literary Revival, perpetuated the strong fusion of the feminine and the national, by
adopting nationalist allegories such as Mother Ireland and Cathleen ni Houlihan. In the process,
much of women’s actual experiences were omitted.

Therefore, this long list of traditionalist and nationalist women writers seems at first to
justify Boland’s refusal to find female predecessors in Ireland. Nevertheless, it is important to bear
in mind that there was also a more heterogeneous and less conformist writing, a form of literature

that was not always concerned with politics and women’s expected cultural roles. Boland omits
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other women poets, such as Mary Barber, for instance, who stands out in the eighteenth century
for her struggle for women’s right to have access to knowledge and writing poetry. In poems such
as “Conclusion of a Letter to the Rev. C-”, she defended women’s coequal role in society,
claiming that a husband should not “treat her the worse, for her being [his] wife”, and that he
should “Choose books for her study, to fashion her mind,/ To emulate those who excell’d of her
kind” (Kelly 1997: 28). A century later, Katharine Tynan was an advocator of women’s rights, and
she defended in poems such as “Any Woman” the social importance of women’s role as mothers
and caretakers (p. 63). Others such as Dora Sigerson Shorter, in “A Vagrant Heart”, more
explicitly denounced the conventional social laws on women and defended her right to enter “a
world of passion [...] for all its dangers” (p. 73). This feeling was also shared by other women
writers such as Mary Devenport O’Neill, who attempted to break the stereotype of ‘sentimental
poetry’ (p. 94). On the other hand, Boland’s emphasis on the need to recover ordinary women’s
experiences and make them suitable themes for poetry has also been advanced by women poets
such as May Norton, who gave in “Spindle and Shuttle” an extraordinary picture of Belfast women
weavers (p. 90). Social criticism was also an important motif for other nineteenth-century artists
such as Anna Brownell Jameson, whose feminist writing, mostly in prose but also in some of her
poems, described the social employment of women and the relative position of mothers and
governesses (p. 37). Although not so explicitly feminist-oriented, writers such as Blanaid Salkeld
also conducted social criticism of the miners’ conditions in “On the Rand (On Dif)” (p. 96). All
these women, in some way or another, have attempted to disrupt poetic and nationalist
expectations. Their subversive stance on conventional women’s roles, together with their defence
of including new themes within Irish poetry is akin to Boland’s project. In this sense, Boland’s
(1996a: 134) remark that contemporary Irish women’s poetry lacks “an expressed poetic life” runs
the risk of being simplistic and misrepresentative.

Boland’s omission of Irish women poets such as Mary Barber, Sigerson Shorter, May
Norton, and Brownell Jameson, has therefore been highly controversial. The woman poet does not
only refuse to find suitable poetic models in these women from the past, but also in her
contemporary Irish female colleagues, turning to other models from abroad. NiFhrighil (2003) has
argued that Boland denies the existence of female predecessors in both languages as a mechanism
to hail herself as a pioneer of Irish women’s writing, “Sappho’s daughter who will uncover the
hidden truths of female experience, challenge the preconceptions of the literary tradition, and make
it more inclusive as a result”. It can certainly be argued that Boland attempts to herald herself as an
initiator of Irish women’s poetry, as a precursor that has been able to turn women from being the

objects of Irish poems to being their authors. Nevertheless, it is essential to bear in mind some
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contextual factors: first of all, the fact that Boland experiences an extra handicap, as a woman poet
who does not master the Irish language and therefore cannot read much of the native literary
tradition; and secondly, the fact that much past Irish women’s work has only be recovered lately,
after Boland started to write in the late 1960s. On the other hand, I would like to argue that
Boland’s emphasis on the loneliness and isolation she experiences as a woman poet is also a self-
conscious strategy to ‘marginalize’ herself in order to act more subversively against the Irish
Literary Revival tradition and its emphasis on creating a truly national culture. As has been
theorized by Bhabha (1995: 157), occupying a ‘minor’ position allows the writer to elude
totalizing formulations, such as those offered by binary canonical thinking. As I will show, being
(or presenting herself) on the margins of historical and literary accounts allows Boland to stand at
the very edges of authoritarian discourses such as imperialism and nationalism. Marginality
enables this woman poet to occupy a resistant ‘in-between’ space that both dismantles dominant
ideologies, and denounces Irish women’s omission from historical and literary accounts. This act
of self-marginalization is even more explicit as Boland’s popularity increases. As we will see, by
the time she publishes The Lost Land (1998) and Against Love Poetry (2001), her position within
the Irish literary canon is well established. In this sense, her status as a “minor” writer changes by
time. As Renza (1984: 15) argues by quoting T. S. Eliot (1963: 46), due to the instability of canon
formation, what gets termed minor literature may vary, like “a stock market in constant
fluctuation” from period to period. Nevertheless, in spite of Boland’s prominent role within the
Irish literary panorama, and the great influence that this position can afford to her, she still avoids
writing herself as an authoritative poetic self. As we will see in her latest volumes of poetry,
Boland continues describing herself as a woman who has been doubly colonized, both by
imperialism and by nationalism. This (perhaps exaggerated) emphasis on the simplification and
omission Irish women have experienced throughout history is a mechanism to contest nationalist
discourses that lead to claims of cultural supremacy and historical priority. As I intend to

demonstrate, oppression is conceived in Boland’s poetry as a source of resistance.

6.5.4. Boland’s “anti-anti essentialist” postcolonial poetry

If we embrace Boehmer’s (1995: 3) and Kiberd’s (1996: 6) definition of postcolonial literature,
Boland’s work can indisputably be categorized as such. Her poetry, mostly her mature production,
constantly scrutinizes Irish women’s subjugation in terms of imperialist and nationalist practices.
In this sense, Boland creates a text committed to cultural resistance towards their double

colonization as Irish citizens and as women.
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In her essay “Daughters of Colony”, Boland (1997e: 10) argues that it is very difficult to
measure the colonial effects because they vary not only from one culture to another, but also

among those people belonging to the same community:

the aftermath [of a colony is] profoundly different in different cultures, it also changes from life to life. Not
only it is different in India, and different in Africa. It was also different from the friends I had when I was

young, who lived only a few miles away from me in Dublin: who played cricket and ate afternoon tea.

What it is interesting to note is that, in spite of the obvious differences that seem to separate
colonial experiences, Boland’s poetry can be read in the light of those theoretical paradigms
proposed by postcolonial critics such as Homi Bhabha, Edward Said, and Gayatri Spivak. In fact,
her essay contains one of the few instances where this woman poet openly discusses the possibility
of adopting a postcolonial approach to Irish literature. Here, Boland (1997e: 18-21) explicitly
declares the need to study Irish women’s writing from a perspective that not only attends to
imperialist colonization, but also to women’s colonization by the Irish literary canon (with their
manifold simplifications) and by later postcolonial literary scholars (such as the Field Day’s, with
their 1991 anthology). In this sense, as I have already pointed out, she advocates a “gender-
conscious postcolonial critique” (p. 19). Postcolonial theorists such as Bhabha (1995), Said (1994),
and Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin (2002a), for instance, offer the grounds from which to approach
Boland from such a perspective. Many of the strategies of decolonization they find in postcolonial
literary productions surface in her poetry: reclaiming a history previously unrecognized by
imaginatively recreating it; the production of alternative poetic representations to those offered by
authoritarian discourses; the subversive use of the imperialist language; the intermingling of Irish
and European traditions; and the way that exile, migrancy, and hybridity are combined to resist the
binary politics of imperialism and nationalism.

As we have seen, postcolonial literature can be classified, broadly speaking, into two types.
First of all, we find those postmodernist writers who opt for an imminent anti-essentialism and
anti-nationalism. They discard notions such as cultural identity, and therefore, they celebrate
national and historical rootlessness. Secondly, we find those writers for whom the sense of cultural
identity is still very important and, as a consequence, they try to construct, through their work, a
viable national and historical continuity that might give them a sense of stability.

It is widely acknowledged how Eavan Boland’s work revises concepts such as nationhood
and ‘Irishness’ for a more inclusive category that can embrace her ordinary reality as an Irish
woman. As we will see, she needs to establish a dialogue with the idea of the nation. Cultural

identity is very important for this woman poet, and as she has admitted in an interview, she
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considers herself to be an “Irish poet” (Wilson 1990b: 84). In this sense, Boland looks for a
different relation with the past and with Irish identity. Her work is moulded according to the
imperative of recovering that (female) life that stands on the margins of official historical and
literary accounts. This prompts her interest not only in revising Irish traditions and myths, but also
in creating a collective self, an imagined community of Irish women in the past who suffered the
wounds from patriarchy and colonialism. That is why she constantly focuses on women from the
Irish past, and their involvement in painful Irish events such as emigration and the Great Famine.
In the way Boland often attempts to speak on behalf of women’s oppression, her writing is similar
to the Third World women’s writing Mohanty (1991a) discusses. As this critic has argued, some
postcolonial women poets feel compelled to establish a collective link with other women from the
past. A central concern of postcolonial literature, as Mahonty (1991a: 34) argues, is to rewrite
history and recover lost stories from the past. This process is significant not only for bringing to
the fore the misrepresentations of hegemonic (and patriarchal) historical narrations, but also
“because the very practice of remembering and rewriting leads to the formation of politicized
consciousness and self-identity” (ibid). In this perspective, Boland’s work can certainly be
categorized within the second type of postcolonial literature Mohanty identifies. Nevertheless, her
stance is more complicated than it looks at first sight. Very few critics, with the exception of Mills
Harper (1997: 192) and Fulford (2002a: 213), have noticed Boland’s postmodernist techniques in
her poetry. While her poems certainly attempt to construct a viable sense of cultural identity, they
dwell more on rootlessness and non-identity than on the formation of a stable and grounded self.
As I will show, whenever Boland wants to assert in her mature work her own ‘Irishness’ and
‘womanhood’, she can only do so by means of fluidity and dissolution. In this sense, an unstable
sense of identity flourishes in almost all her poems. Furthermore, her ability to recreate a sense of
cultural continuity with her own past will be constantly undermined. She will be unable to forge a
collective (Irish and female) self and the past will always be presented as an inaccessible terrain
that escapes artistic representation. In this sense, Boland’s work can be located ‘in-between’ both
forms of postcolonial literature mentioned above. While she constantly attempts to construct a
suitable and stable sense of cultural identity, she does not escape the postmodernist splintering of
the subject in the process.

Therefore, the stance that Boland adopts in her work can be categorized as “anti-anti-
essentialism”, a term coined by the Irish critic Arrowsmith (2000: 69). Arrowsmith (2000: 66)
maintains that some contemporary Irish women writers are, nowadays, particularly interested in

exploring the ways they can position themselves beyond the constraints of essentialism of a
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dogmatic nationalism, and “the nihilism of anti-essentialism™. This critic gives the example of
Anne Devlin’s play After Easter (p. 67). This is certainly Boland’s position. On the one hand, this
woman tries to avoid the creation of an essentialist nationalist discourse, in which the poet claims
to be speaking on behalf of an oppressed community, to act as an authoritarian and privileged
spokesperson. On the other hand, Boland attempts to move away from the postmodern uncertainty
(anti-essentialism and anti-nationalism) of writers such as Rushdie and Beckett, by asserting the
importance of notions such as nationhood. As I will demonstrate, Boland’s search for cultural
identity is, as Hall (1990: 230) would define it, rather than a search for an essence, a way of
“positioning” herself within the discourses of history and culture. The construction of a new Irish
woman in Eavan Boland’s poetry attends to her cultural national identity, while at the same time

moving away from defending her Irish identity in essentialist and exclusive terms.
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7.1. Boland’s work seen against Showalter’s, Memmi’s, and Fanon’s critical models

7.1. Introduction

In Boland’s evolution as a poet, we come across an Irish woman striving to overcome the internal
trauma of her colonized nation, and a woman gradually searching for her own place as a female
poet in a mainly andocentric literary tradition. That is why Boland gradually redefines two
essential categories for her identity: ‘womanhood’ and ‘Irishness’. In the process, her poetic career
follows a certain evolution, from an initial imitation of the prevailing models of the literary
tradition, to a gradual rejection and subversion of them. In order to analyze this development, I
will apply the theoretical models proposed in Elaine Showalter’s 4 Literature of Their Own
(1977), Memmi’s The Colonizer and the Colonized (1957), and Franzt Fanon’s Black Skins, White
Masks (1952) and The Wretched of the Earth (1961). The resemblance between these feminist and
postcolonial models indicates that there is a common pattern of evolution for both the gendered
subject and the colonial subject.

In A Literature of their Own, Showalter (1999: 13) argues that, in relation to the literary
mainstream, women’s writing has moved through the phases of subordination, protest, and
autonomy. Her main focus is the evolution of a female literary tradition in the English novel. In
order to study this evolution, this critic looks at English women novelists collectively, establishing
a parallelism between women’s writing and what she has termed “literary subcultures” (pp. 11-13).
Like all literary subcultures, Showalter (1999: 13) argues, women’s writing goes through three

major phases:

First, there is a prolonged phase of imitation of the prevailing modes of the dominant tradition, and
internalization of its standards of art and its views on social roles. Second, there is a phase of protest against
these standards and values, and advocacy of minority rights and values, including a demand for autonomy.
Finally, there is a phase of self-discovery, a turning inward free from some of the dependency of opposition, a

search of identity.

These stages are identified respectively as “Feminine”, “Feminist”, and “Female”.
Showalter proceeds to explain that these phases are “obviously not rigid categories”, clearly
“separable in time” (p. 13). Much to the contrary, the three stages may be present in the career of a
single writer and they may overlap.

A clarification of concepts such as ‘feminine’, ‘feminist’, and ‘female’ might be useful
here. Moi (1997: 104-116) offers a very illuminating distinction between these often confused
concepts within feminist literary criticism. ‘Femininity’ is a social construct, and the ‘feminine’
stands for those “patterns of sexuality and behaviour imposed by cultural and social norms” (p.

108). According to this definition, Showalter’s ‘Feminine’ phase would be understood as that

153



New Territory for the Irish Woman in Eavan Boland’s Poetry

stage when women writers remain uncritical of these socio-cultural constructs. On the other hand,
the words ‘feminist” and ‘feminism’ are political categories: they involve a political commitment
to the fight against all forms of patriarchy and sexism (pp. 104-106). This definition coincides with
what Showalter defines as the ‘Feminist’ phase, a stage where the woman writer both protests and
advocates minority rights. Finally, ‘femaleness’ is “a matter of biology”: it relates to the biological
aspects of sexual difference. By using terms such as ‘femaleness’ and ‘masculinity’ in her
discussion of women'’s literature in their final stage of evolution, Showalter may run dangerously
close to suggesting that there are ‘natural’ and ‘innate’ patterns in the way women write. Although
I will denominate Boland’s mature work ‘Female’, I do not intend to suggest that her poetry is
biologically and sexually determined. Much to the contrary, I will show how in her final
evolutionary stage Boland attempts to find artistic decolonization by moving beyond essentialist
definitions of categories such as ‘Irishness’ and ‘womanhood’. In fact, Showalter’s categorization
of women writers in their final evolutionary period moves towards a possibility of deconstructing
stable identity-formations.

Showalter’s tripartite structure of artistic development resembles Memmi’s and Fanon’s
critical models of decolonization. Franzt Fanon offers a very interesting analysis of the colonized
writer, this time oppressed by race and not gender. In the Wretched of the Earth, Fanon (1990: 31-
149) distinguishes between three different phases in the process of decolonization. Memmi’s The
Colonizer and the Colonized (1990) proposes a tripartite structure of decolonization very similar,
if not identical, to Fanon’s. Memmi’s book was published in 1957, four years before The Wretched
of the Earth came into print. This makes anyone think that it would probably be this anti-colonial
intellectual, and not Fanon, who inaugurated this influential evolutionary model, something
ignored by postcolonial theorists and critics such as Said (1994) and Amuta (2002). For the
purposes of this study, I will summarize Memmi’s and Fanon’s pattern of evolution for the
colonized both during and after the colonial era.

First, Memmi (1990: 168) argues that there is an initial phase of ‘“assimilation” or
“petrifaction”, in which the colonized accepts colonization. Before passing on to the stage of
revolt, any colonized subject attempts to be like the colonizer: he or she adopts the colonizer’s
language and ideology. According to Memmi (1990: 190), this attempt is proven unsuccessful, for
the colonized can never entirely resemble the colonizer: “In order to be assimilated, it is not
enough to leave one’s group, but one must enter another; now he meets with the colonizer’s
rejection”. This phase corresponds to Fanon’s (1990: 31-32) initial stage of “oppression”. As he
explains in The Wretched of the Earth, it is not enough for the settler to circumscribe physically

the place of the native with the help of the army and police force (pp. 31-32). The colonized is
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being dehumanized, he or she becomes “a sort of quintessence of evil”, and all native traditions
and myths become “the very sign of that poverty of spirit and of their constitutional depravity” (p.
32).

Both Memmi (1990: 195) and Fanon (1990: 74) agree on the fact that, in order to move
away from the colonial situation, the colonized engages in a second (bloody) phase of protest. This
violent phase is based on a vigorous attempt to recover and assert the self, the autonomous entity.
Now the colonized entirely rejects the colonizer, and defends with passion his/her own
distinctiveness. For Memmi (1990: 95), colonialism creates the patriotism of the oppressed, who
attempt to affirm their exclusivity in national selthood. In this phase, there is a reconstruction of
old myths and neglected traditions, a return to religion and the native language, together with all
those aspects which have been previously neglected by the colonizer (p. 199). Similary, Fanon
(1990: 74) states that this second phase in the evolutionary process starts in the “building-up of the
nation”, at that very moment when the native realizes he or she is not “an animal”, and he or she
“decides to come to terms with his own humanity” (p. 33). It is at this phase when decolonization
begins, and the native population is mainly focused on the achievement of national liberation.

But this second phase, as Memmi (1990: 201-205) and Fanon (1990: 38-39) explain, does
not mean ultimate liberation, for, even after the struggle for national freedom has succeeded, there
are certain features of the former colonial power which are still maintained in the national
governments. The reason for this, as Memmi (1990: 202) explains, is that the colonizer continues
to define him/herself in the same terms imposed by the colonizer. On the other hand, nationalism
can become as restrictive and exclusionist as imperialism (p. 201). Like Memmi, Fanon shows his
reluctance to accept nationalism as a legitimate means of decolonization. His argument is that the
national economy of this period of independence is not set “on a new footing”, and a split occurs
between an incompetent native bourgeoisie in power and the peasants, who are mainly moved by
the ideal of “bread and land” (Fanon 1990: 38-39). Their hostility towards the bourgeoisie
becomes plainly visible: “the masses begin to sulk, they turn away from their nation in which they
have being given no place, and they begin to lose interest in it” (p. 136). On the other hand, the
leader of the country, refusing to break bonds with the national bourgeoisie, “asks the people to
fall back into the past and to become drunk in the remembrance of the epoch which led up to
independence” (pp. 135-136). Thus, Fanon implies that this period, governed by an ideal of
nationalism which does not look into the present or the future, is incapable of bringing national
unity and incapable of ‘decolonizing the mind’ of the native population.

Both Memmi (1990: 198) and Fanon (1990: 148) believe that the second phase in the

decolonizing process is a prelude to a more “positive” and “liberating” movement. Memmi argues
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that, in the previous phases, the colonized depended on the figure of the colonizer, as a model to
follow or as an antithesis to reject. He believes that it is only in “the decomposition of this
interdependence” between colonizer and colonized that any sort of viable decolonization is
possible (p. 7). In this sense, Memmi agrees with Showalter (1999: 13), who argues that women in
their final phase of decolonization are “free from the dependency of [establishing their]
opposition” towards a patriarchal literary culture. As Memmi (1990: 216) puts it: “[f]or the
colonized just as for the colonizer, there is no way out other than a complete end to colonization”.
The colonized has to cease defining himself through the categories imposed by the colonizers, and
this would certainly imply moving beyond boundaries such as East vs. West, colonized vs.
colonizer. Memmi’s (1990: 217) call for “revolution” and the creation of “a whole and free man”
advances Fanon’s (1990: 28) later advocacy of the “veritable creation of new men”. Fanon writes
against fixed and stable forms of nationalist narratives. By speaking of a “zone of occult instability
where the people dwell”, Fanon (1990: 182-183) advances later claims (mostly by Bhabha) that
the heterogeneous reality of the people disturbs the fixed principles of the national culture that
attempts to revive a ‘true’ national past. Although Fanon (1990: 198) defends the “expression of
national consciousness” as a viable means of decolonization, this must not be confused with
nationalism. Fanon’s notion of liberation moves away from any form of exclusive patriotism.
Fanon’s “national consciousness” must be understood in an international dimension; he defends
the establishment of connections between different people, different nations. In other words, his
national consciousness is a force that unites the people within a single cause, a force that enables
the discovery and encouragement of universalizing values. As he asserts, “[i]t is at the heart of
national consciousness that international consciousness lives and grows. And this two-fold
emerging is ultimately the source of all culture” (Fanon 1990: 199). Said (1994: 277) similarly
understands Fanon’s idea of a liberating “national consciousness” not as a narrow nationalism, but
as “a more generous and pluralistic vision of the world”. Fanon, wishing to move away from
nativist nationalism, argues for the transformation of a national consciousness into “a
consciousness of social and political needs, in other words, into humanism” (Said 1994: 325).
Both Memmi and Fanon seem to move towards a very similar humanism and universalism, that
can be summarized by these words Sartre (1990a: 20) dedicates to Memmi’s The Colonizer and

the Colonized:

caught between the racist usurpation of the colonizers and the building of a future nation by the colonized,
where the author suspects ‘he will have no place’, he attempts to live his particularity by transcending it in the

direction of the universal.
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Perhaps, the main difference between both intellectuals is that Fanon’s final phase of liberation is
explained in less abstract terms than Memmi’s. Fanon (1990: 148-149) argues that in this last
stage, the national bourgeoisie, realizing that in the previous period it copied its methods from
those of Western political parties, finally “hears the needs” of the peasants. It is only when “the
middle class’s trading sector is nationalized”, and “a programme of humanism” which aims at
developing “the brains of its inhabitants” begins, that the country is governed by the mass of the
people, and liberation is finally brought about (ibid).

There are some theoretical models which bear important similarities to Memmi’s and
Fanon’s evolutionary process of decolonization. In “New Ethnicities”, Stuart Hall (1996a) shows
how Memmi’s and Fanon’s second and third stages can be applied to the current political context
of England. Hall focuses on two different phases of England’s black cultural politics. These
phases, Hall (1996a: 441) asserts, are not clearly discernible movements, and they ‘“constantly
overlap and interweave”.

The first phase that Hall describes is dominated by a form of cultural politics which
became extremely important in the British anti-racist struggles of the 1970s. It was designed to
challenge and resist the stereotypical image of blacks as “the invisible ‘Other’ of predominantly

white [...] cultural discourses”. In this phase,

the term ‘black’ was coined as a way of referencing the common experience of racism and marginalization in
Britain and came to provide the organizing category of a new politics of resistance, among groups and

communities with, in fact, very different histories, traditions, and ethnic identities. (Hall 1996a: 441)

Different communities suddenly became unified by a singular and unifying notion of “the black
experience” as a counter-hegemonic form of resistance. In “Cultural Identity and Diaspora”, Hall
(1990: 223) defines this form of cultural politics “as a sort of collective ‘one true self’”. Later, Hall
(1997: 52) calls this form of cultural politics “Identity Politics One”. He highlights the usefulness
of this counter-politics moment on the grounds that it is a necessary step that the people on the
margins must take in order to begin to contest, speak, and come to representation.

This first moment in black cultural politics Hall describes bears significant similarities with
Memmi and Fanon’s nationalist phase. Both constitute a defensive collective identity, the
construction of categories such as ‘nation’ and ‘blackness’, defended culturally and politically.
Similarly, the moments these anti-colonial intellectuals and postcolonial critic speak about are
captured by Showalter (1999: 13), when talking about a ‘Feminist’ phase in which the female artist

relies on the construction of a category “Woman’ which would contest imposed and negative
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images. As Hall (1997: 54) explains, the category “Black” was created as a consequence of the

following ideological struggle:

You have spent five, six, seven hundred years elaborating the symbolism through which Black is a negative
factor. Now I don’t want another term. I want that term, that negative one, that’s the one I want. I want a
piece of that action. I want to take it out of the way in which it has been articulated in religious discourse, in
ethnographic discourse, in literary discourse, in visual discourse. I want to pluck it out of its articulation and

rearticulate it in a new way.

It is difficult not to apply this passionate discourse to those women writers appropriating the
category “Woman” in order to give it a positive twist. Indeed, this is what Boland does in her
‘Feminist’ phase, taking the term ‘woman’ as “it has been articulated in religious discourse, in
ethnographic discourse, in literary discourse, in visual discourse”, and rearticulating it “in a new
way’”.

Although Hall asserts that this notion of “the essential black subject” is necessary as a first
instant of resistance, he implies that this form of cultural politics cannot take the black
marginalized community very far (1996a: 442). Negritude is not the solution, for it embraces the

binary nature of the Western philosophical tradition. In a later essay, Hall (1997: 56) openly states

his opposition to this kind of essentialist politics, explicitly mentioning its pitfalls:

The truth is that in relation to certain things, the question of Black, in Britain, also has its silences. It had a
certain way of silencing the very specific experiences of Asian people. Because though Asian people could
identify, politically, in the struggle against racism, when they came to using their own culture as the resources
of resistance [...], when they wanted to create, they naturally created within the histories of the languages, the
cultural tradition, the positions of people who came from a variety of different historical backgrounds [...].

These are the costs, are well as the strengths, of trying to think of the notion of Black as essentialism.

Accordingly, this notion of black cultural politics was obliterating the reality of other
marginalized communities, not only the Asian community, but also the poor white working class,
or the Black women themselves, who were also denied a suitable position of resistance (Hall 1997:
56-57). Hall’s critique is similar to that carried out by Fanon (1990: 131-134) concerning
nationalism. As we have seen, Fanon criticizes nationalism for its obliteration of the realities of the
masses. A nationalist government, Fanon states, duplicates the same errors of the colonial regime,
and therefore, does not ultimately bring liberation for the people on the margins. As Hall (1997:
57) puts it, “[y]ou cannot, as it were, reverse the discourses of any identity simply by turning them

upside down”. As I will argue, this is Boland’s main error in her ‘Feminist phase’; in her desire to
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overcome marginalization, she replicates the binary logic which has been so damaging for women.
She ends up creating an essentialist discourse that homogenizes women’s heterogeneous realities
under a common biological female nature.

For Hall, there is a second form of cultural politics which is the appropriate one for the
marginalized community. As he advanced in “Cultural Identity and Diaspora” (1990: 225-237),
this is a politics which recognizes that all individuals are made of multiple identities, and therefore
seeks to negotiate and not obliterate these differences. In this phase, Black cultural politics
suddenly realizes “the extraordinary diversity of subject positions, social experiences, and cultural
identities which compose the category ‘black’”, and recognize that race is “essentially a politically
and culturally constructed category, which cannot be grounded in a set of fixed trans-cultural or
transcendental racial categories” (1996a: 443). Its relation to the past cannot be a “simple ‘return’
or ‘recovery’ of the ancestral past which is not re-experienced through the categories of the
present” (p. 448). A real cultural and revolutionary politics would involve a complex mediation
and transformation of the past by “memory, fantasy, desire” (ibid). By adopting this sort of
cultural politics, Hall envisages “the beginning of a positive conception of ethnicity of the
margins, of the periphery” (1996a: 447). It is here where he locates a possible decolonization for
the postcolonial individual located on the margins.

These stages of evolution applied to the political and social terrain can also be observed in
(post)colonial literature. Interestingly enough, Fanon, unlike Memmi, applies this evolutionary
schema to the realm of culture. This might be the reason why Fanon’s evolutionary schema has
been more influential among postcolonial theorists and critics anxious to analyze postcolonial
literary productions. Fanon (1990: 166-199) dedicates one entire chapter in The Wretched of the
Earth to explaining the effects of this process of decolonization on the cultured individual of the
colonized race — what he calls “the native intellectual” (1990: 178). Fanon asserts that these levels
are more clearly observed in the work of colonized poets (p. 177). He focuses on the literary
evolution the colonial subject (at times symbolized by the figure of “The Negro of the Antilles”)'
experiences in order to achieve an ultimate decolonization, which includes the following: (1) a
phase of “occupation” (in which the “Negro” wants to become white and in order to do so he or
she assimilates the imperial culture); (2) a phase of a constraining “cultural nationalism” (in which
this figure attempts to define him/herself by asserting his/her negritude through writing); (3) a final

phase of “liberation” (in which negritude is not considered to be the final state of liberation, and

"In The Wretched of the Earth and mostly in White Skin, Black Masks, Fanon consistently employs the term “Negro of
the Antilles” in order to refer mainly to the male colonized subject. That is why, as we have seen, he has been widely
accused by critics such as Gopal (2002: 41) and Miller (1990: 122) of ignoring the reality of the gendered colonial
subject.
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the colonial subject attempts to assert him/herself within terms not imposed by the colonizer) (pp.
178-195). In Culture and Imperialism, Said (1994: 331) criticizes Fanon on the grounds that he
does not specify how this idea of artistic decolonization is obtained, and that his idea of
“liberation” is described more “as a process than as a goal”. Indeed, Fanon’s characterization of
the writer’s role in liberating the colonized community is loaded with abstract and ambiguous

imagery, as when he states from a revolutionary stand-point:

We must join [the people] in that fluctuating moment which they are just giving shape to, and which, as soon
as it has started, will be the signal for everything to be called into question [...]; it is to this zone of occult
instability where the people dwell that we must come; and it is there that our souls are crystallized and that

our perceptions and our lives are transformed with light. (Fanon 1990: 182-183)

The liberationist phase is described as “a fluctuating moment” in which people dwell in
“occult instability”. This ambiguity will prompt postcolonial reformulations of Fanon’s idea of
liberation by Said (1994) and Bhabha (1995) (see section 7.4.4.2.1).

Fanon’s paradigm has become one of the most “enduring value[s]” in contemporary
criticism (Amuta 2002: 158). Critics of various kinds, such as Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin
(2002a: 4-6) and Walder (1998: 77-78), have implicitly or explicitly applied Fanon’s critical mode
to discuss various literary productions. In The Empire Writes Back, Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin
(2002a: 4-6) observe that there are three main phases in the development of postcolonial
literatures. These critics identify a first stage of writing produced in the colonies “by
‘representatives’ of the imperial power”, such as Rudyard Kipling (p. 5). Writers like Kipling tend
to privilege the ‘metropolitan’ centre over the ‘provincial’. Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin go on to
identify a second stage of post-colonial writing characterized by its potential for subversion. Third,
there is a final stage which marks the development of independent literatures characterized by
what these critics call the “abrogation” and “appropriation” of the colonial language “for new and
distinctive features” (p. 6). Walder (1998: 77-78) more explicitly applies Fanon’s model to writers
in the newly decolonized nations of the Caribbean Islands and Africa. The first phase Fanon talks
about is exemplified in the “assimilationist” poetry of Francophone Négritude writers such as
Senghor. This critic observes Fanon’s second stage of cultural decolonization in the early
autobiographical writings of Ngiigi wa Thiong’o or the Trinidadian Michael Anthony. On the
other hand, Walder notes how the Jamaican poet Loiuse Bennet exemplifies in her production
Fanon’s triple paradigm.

Said (1994) and Kiberd (1996) have also used Fanon’s tripartite structure to discuss

Ireland’s history and Irish writers. In Culture and Imperialism, for instance, Said (1994: 271)

160



7.1. Boland’s work seen against Showalter’s, Memmi’s, and Fanon’s critical models

relies on Fanon’s theories in order to discuss the Irish people’s process of decolonization. He
explains that, within the Irish Nationalist Revival, there were two distinct political moments,
moments which have a correspondence with Fanon’s phases: an initial moment of an anti-
imperialist resistance which produced nationalist independent movements; and a more openly
liberationist moment which occurred during the Western imperial mission after WWII (ibid). It is
during this last phase, Said states, when the conventional nationalism of Pearse was proven to be
inadequate, and it “comes the idea of liberation, a strong new post-nationalist theme that had been
implicit in the works of Connolly”, for instance (ibid). Furthermore, Said (1994: 282) establishes a
very interesting parallelism between Yeats’s poetry, “written under the shadow of imperialist
domination”, and “the narrative of liberation depicted so memorably in Fanon’s The Wretched of

the Earth”:

Fanon’s is a discourse that anticipated triumph, liberation, that marks the second moment of decolonization.
Yeats’s early work, by contrast, sounds the nationalist note and stands at a threshold it cannot cross. [...] One
might at least give him credit for adumbrating the liberationist and Utopian revolutionism in his poetry that

was belied and even cancelled out by his later reactionary politics. (p. 283)

Thus, Said locates Yeats within those nativist movements which resulted from the colonial
encounter.” His attack on Yeats is based on the poet’s “outright fascism, his fantasies of old homes
and families, his incoherently occult divagations” (p. 275). Yeats’s nativist views prevented him
from imagining a full political liberation (pp. 287-288), and therefore, he is not considered to be a
‘liberationist’ (p. 279).

Within the Irish academy, Fanon’s model has also aroused great interest. Lloyd (1993: 7),
for instance, recognizes his indebtedness to Fanon’s “critique of the identity politics of the
negritude movement” and his attack on the national state. Kiberd (1996: 184) is also a self-
declared follower of Fanon’s dialectic of decolonization (from occupation, through nationalism, to
liberation) which he uses in order to refer to Ireland’s history as a colonial and postcolonial
country. He deploys Fanon’s theory of the three stages of decolonization to explain, for instance,
the Literary Revival’s attempt to forge a national culture that would recover a lost history and
celebrate liberation from domination. As this critic (1996: 551) asserts: “The history of
independent Ireland bears a remarkable similarity [...] to the phases charted by Frantz Fanon in the
Wretched of the Earth”. At the cultural level, Kiberd finds in Fanon’s theoretical model a useful

point of reference for an understanding of the work of Synge, Yeats, and Joyce. The tripartite

% In this sense, Said (1994: 283) departs from those who argue that Yeats’s poetry moved away from nationalist
claims, as in his famous poem “The Second Coming”: “Things fall apart, the centre cannot hold” (Yeats 1989: 184).
He attacks these critics on the grounds that “their use of Yeats is minority”.
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structure of Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World would correspond very systematically with
Fanon’s dialectic of decolonization (p. 184). In Act One, Christi encounters a false image of
himself in the broken mirror of his father’s merciless house, reflecting Irish self-disgust under
colonial rule. In this sense, this would stand as an allegory of Fanon’s “occupation phase”. In Act
Two, Christi then “discovers an over-flattering image of himself in the perfect mirror of Pegeen’s
shebeen”. This would equate the Irish feeling of self-worth under the conditions of a self-
glorifying revival, and consequently, Fanon’s “nationalist phase”. In Act Three, Christy, not
concerned anymore with the good opinion of others, throws the mirror away and “constructs
himself out of his own desire”, instead of becoming the focus of the desire of others. Christy will
form a conception of himself, rather than existing as a conception of others, and this would take
him to Fanon’s “liberationist phase”. According to Kiberd (1996: 288), Synge’s play, as it is
structured, is indicative of the fact that the playwright clearly understood that the problem with
cultural nationalism was its mimicry of the English stereotypes of the Irish. In Yeats’s
observations on national culture, Kiberd (1996: 325) finds another instance of Fanon’s
“liberationist phase”, contradicting Said’s assertions. According to Yeats, when the ego is released
from the mirror phase of mimic nationalism, what the poet called “a nationalism of mourning”, a
deeper self is freed (p. 291). In order to achieve the third phase of liberation, Yeats recurred to
style, described as “a form of self-conquest”, evinced in A Vision (p. 325). Finally, Kiberd (1996:
334) reads Joyce as an exemplary writer of Fanon’s liberationist phase. Joyce, foreseeing the
failure of nationalism, attempted to represent the spiritual liberation of his country by unleashing a
plurality of voices. Ulysses records these full range of voices “which would sound together the
notes that moved beyond nationalism to liberation” (p. 338). By analyzing in such a way these
three writers, Kiberd shows the Irish version of Fanon’s “veritable creation of new men” (1990:
28).

Similarly, I believe that Fanon’s evolutionary model is also highly significant for an
understanding of Boland’s poetry. Even so, what I am talking about here is not a notional easy fit
between Fanon’s model and Boland’s poetry. Memmi and Fanon neglected important issues like
feminism, and as the example of Eavan Boland’s poetry immediately shows, their work needs to
be viewed critically from a feminist standpoint.

Some critics have mentioned the difficulty of applying American, or indeed, European
theories of feminist aesthetics to the Irish context (Fogarty 1994: 92). In this work, I will challenge
these assumptions by demonstrating that in Boland’s poetry we may observe the three phases
advocated by the American feminist Elaine Showalter. As in the case of Showalter, applications of

Fanon’s theories to discussions on current literary productions have been looked at suspiciously.
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Marcey (2000: 3), for instance, has attacked current applications of Fanon out of the historical
circumstances in which he wrote his work. In particular, this critic rebukes Homi Bhabha’s for
locating Fanon’s writings as “exist[ing] outside time and space and in a purely textual dimension”
(ibid). Later in his work, Marcey (2000: 26) criticizes Edward Said for quoting Fanon and W.B.
Yeats in a single paragraph, arguing that Fanon’s theories cannot be understood as transhistorical
‘facts’. Against this view, it is clear that Fanon’s “insurgent and liberationist rhetoric”, as Brennan
(1994: 57) characterizes it, can be linked to the situation of the oppressed elsewhere. As Kwadwo
(2002: 30-40) notes, Fanon often identifies his ideological project “in ways that went beyond the
specific Algerian situation in which he was involved”. As he himself argues at the end of The
Wretched of the Earth, “the process for liberation of mankind” is independent of the particular
situation in which a person finds himself or herself, and “concerns the whole of humanity” (Fanon
1990: 253). Thus, it is not surprising to find that his writings have been approached when
attempting to consider other political and theoretical uses, such as the contemporary repression of
the Third World (Bewes 2002: 9), or most relevantly for the purposes of this study, the oppression
of the gendered subject. Dubey (1998: 2) argues that Fanon’s work can provide useful information
for the projects of postcolonial feminism. Similarly, Bell (2002: 17) defends reading Fanon within
a feminist theory, on the grounds that the feminist struggle is linked with Fanon’s theories in its
interest in anti-colonial and anti-racist movements.

Taking into account the above mentioned, I consider Showalter, Memmi, and Fanon very
helpful for understanding Boland’s decolonizing process, both as a woman poet and as an Irish
citizen.’ I will show that the resemblance between their theoretical models indicates that the
gendered subject and the colonial subject share in many ways not only the phenomenon of
oppression but also the methods employed in order to overcome their marginalized status. It is my
intention to portray the evolution of this particular woman writer, and how she tries to overcome

marginalization as a postcolonial gendered subject in the traditionally andocentric field of poetry.

3 Despite the fact that these three phases follow a coherent order in Boland’s work, they are not rigid categories.
Although her evolution as a poet underlies a process of initial imitation, intermediate protest and final artistic
autonomy, the departure from the inherited poetic tradition is not an easy step to take, and Boland, in her process to
attain self-assurance as a poet, shows backward and forward movements. Her second volume, The War Horse (1975),
illustrates how Boland’s (ideological) progression towards self-affirmation is at times delayed by the constraining
tradition she has inherited. Furthermore, the three phases proposed by Showalter, Memmi, and Fanon overlap at times
in Boland’s career.
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7.2. “Feminine/Assimilationist” phase

7.2.1. Introduction

Showalter (1999: 13) argues that the first phase in the literary work of a woman artist is
characterized by the imitation of the predominant modes of the hegemonic tradition and the
internalization of its values. This stage of evolution, or ‘Feminine’ phase, bears great resemblance
to the initial phase anti-colonial intellectuals such as Memmi (1990: 168) and Fanon (1990: 178)
identify in the process of decolonization. Memmi (1990: 168) argues that there is first a phase of
“assimilation” or “petrifaction”, according to which “[t]he first ambition of the colonized is to
become equal to that splendid model and to resemble him to the point of disappearing in him”
(ibid). In this phase, there is a systematic self-denial, because the colonized does not only try to
resemble the “white” man but also he rejects “his true self” (p. 187). According to Memmi (1990:
190), this attempt is proven unsuccessful, for the colonized can never entirely resemble the
colonizer. This phase corresponds to Fanon’s (1990: 31-32) initial stage of “oppression”. Unlike
Memmi, Fanon applies more specifically this phase to the literary career of a colonized subject. He
argues that, in this first phase, “the native intellectual gives proof that he has assimilated the
culture of the occupying power” (Fanon 1990: 178). This is a period of unqualified assimilation,
where the writer, in an attempt to overcome his/her marginalized status and become “whiter” or
“blackless”, is more influenced by the culture of the colonizer than by his/her own distinctive
culture. As Fanon (1990: 176) explains: “He will not be content to get to know Rabelais and
Diderot, Shakespeare and Edgar Allan Poe; he will bind them to his intelligence as closely as
possible”.

Boland’s initial work, in particular Poetry by Boland and New Territory, published in 1963
and 1967 at the age of nineteen and twenty-three, is an instance of Showalter’s ‘Feminine’ phase
and Memmi and Fanon’s ‘Assimilationist’/ ‘Occupation’ phase. Critics tend to identify New
Territory as Boland’s first volume of poetry, ignoring other previous smaller collections such as
Twenty Three Poems (1962), Autumn Essay (1963a), and Poetry by Boland/ Prose Joseph
O’Malley (1963b). These “chapbooks”, as Boland defines them, are out of print (interview with
Villar Argéiz 2005a). A close look at Poetry by Boland and New Territory might give us an insight
into Boland’s poetic aesthetics in her initial years as an Irish woman writer. Both volumes of
poetry show Boland at her most uncritical stance, as she seems to internalize, both formally and
ideologically, the poetic conventions of the (Irish) past. In her beginnings as a poet, she defines
herself as “a sexless, Victorian” woman, as “a product of nineteenth-century ideas” (Boland
1996a: 218). Significantly enough, Showalter (1999: 13) identifies the ‘Feminine’ phase as the
period from the emergence of the male pseudonym in the 1840s to G. Eliot’s death in 1880. In

fact, Boland is, as we will see, concerned with nineteenth-century ideas, such as the poet’s role,
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her relation to society, and Celtic myths and legends which constitute the Irish identity. On the
other hand, and as Fanon (1990: 178) advanced, Boland reads and tries to imitate the accepted
masters of the poetic tradition. Throughout Object Lessons, Boland (1996a: 24, 83, 124, 138, 141,
221) recalls how, as a younger self, she ‘devoured’ books by English authors such as Keats,
Chatterton, Byron, Arnold, the Court poets of the Silver Age (i.e. Wyatt and Raleigh); and by Irish

poets such as Yeats, Padraic Colum, and Francis Ledwidge. As she has argued elsewhere,

I read all kinds of poetry [...]. I also read about poets. I was eighteen. [...] I read about Eliot in Paris. And
Yeats in Coole. I read Pound and Housman and Auden. It was the reading of my time and my place: Too

many men. Not enough women. Too much acceptance. Too few questions. (Boland 1997b: 24)

All these poets, in some way or another, had simplified women’s lives in their work, but they
enabled Boland “to internalize a sense of power and control” (Boland 1996a: 191).

Some insight into the social and historical conditions under which Boland was writing is
essential for the understanding of the social and cultural limitations this woman poet felt at the
time, and which prompted her to adopt this uncritical (or submissive) attitude. Boland wrote most
of the poems in Poetry by Boland and New Territory when she was attending Trinity College,
Dublin, in the 1960s. At that time, women in Ireland were still relegated to the private domestic
sphere, and their educational and employment opportunities were significantly limited. Another
woman, Catherine Shannon, also in the early 1960s, recalls her days as a graduate student at
University College, Dublin, and explains how she was startled by women’s political, social, and

economic powerlessness:

The impact of social conditioning was clearly apparent at University College, Dublin, where female
undergraduates were only 28 percent of the student body. Most were from upper middle-class backgrounds
[...], and spent more time worrying about getting a man than in using a very unique and privileged

opportunity to obtain a university degree in preparation for a career. (Shannon 1997: 258)

Although Boland was studying at a different institution, she surely experienced this same
atmosphere of powerlessness. In their particular social and cultural condition, women did little to
challenge the authoritarian structures of this unequal society. Similarly, Boland seems to accept the
inherited social and cultural values, as her first volumes illustrate. She prefers to make for herself a
place among the well established (male) literary canon, by adopting conventional poetic features,

rather than by defying them, and so asserting herself as a female poet.
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As a young student in Dublin in the 1960s, Boland (1996a: 27) has explained how she
could associate with male poets like Derek Mahon, Brendan Kennelly, and Seamus Heaney. She
could even see Patrick Kavanagh in the pubs and coffee-shops. As this woman poet asserts,
“everywhere, at least to my eyes, there were signs of the command and ascendancy of poetry”
(ibid). Nevertheless, within this enriching literary atmosphere, Boland could also feel some sense

of exclusion:

There were [...] depravations to be a woman poet in that situation, and I don’t want to minimize those [...],
especially as the depravations carried some actual dangers to identity. Although there were rich and
interesting parts of [the Dublin Literary Life] climate, there was real narrowness. The oral history of poetry,
which matters in every poetic community, did exist. But it didn’t fit subject matter for it. The woman as poet
was very alien to that way of thinking. [...] Male poets would say things like “the best thing about your work

is that you would never know it was by a woman”. (Interview with Allen-Randolph 1993b: 118)

Boland wants to be part of the poetic community surrounding her, but she knows that in
order to do so, she has to conceal the woman in her in order to become “an honorary male poet”
(ibid). There are several significant features in the poems of Poetry by Boland and New Territory
which indicate that Boland is a woman writer in her ‘Feminine’/ ¢ Assimilationist’ phase:

(1) Showalter (1999: 19) points out that women, at the first stage in their literary career, do
not see their writing as an expression of their female experience. The direct conflict between their
vocation as writers and their status as women prompt them to hide their womanhood, sometimes
by the use of a male pseudonym, or under the masquerade of a male persona (ibid). This is a
feature of Boland’s initial work. As Boland (1996a: 65) explains, she adopts in her initial poetry
“the properties of the hero”, the male voice recurrent in Western literary tradition. Gilbert and
Gubar (2000: 15) have argued that the initial stages of a writing career for a woman start in her
“searching glance into the mirror of the male-inscribed literary text”. This is precisely what Boland
does in Poetry by Boland and New Territory, creating a “male-inscribed literary text”. She begins
to use her writing as an artistic mirror of the poetic conventions she inherits, rather than as “a
method of experience” (interview with Wilson 1990b: 82). With the exception of “Athene’s Song”
and “Malediction” (New Territory), Boland avoids the use of the feminine persona. Since there is
no sense of self-awareness in her poems, she tries to conceal her womanhood under an apparently
neutral “I” who is in the end male rather than female.

(2) Showalter (1999: 20) has demonstrated that in the ‘Feminine’ phase, women writers’
main focus is to participate in the mainstream of culture, which involves having an uncritical

attitude towards their own (oppressive) situation as women. In her initial work, Boland does not
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only disregard her own female reality, but also perpetuates traditional depictions of Irish women.
Her initial poems describe powerful dangerous female creatures (such as Aoife in “Malediction”),
or passive female objects, ideal icons of eternity and beauty (such as Etain in “The Winning of
Etain”). In her indulgent stance, she remains faithful to the literary aesthetic tradition, ignoring
what she will later call “the real myths” of the Irish woman (Boland 1996a: 12).

(3) Boland also hides her own female identity with the employment of traditional epic
topics and conventional poetic concerns. The woman poet (1996a: 104) describes her initial poetry
as “a hybrid: half British movement and half Irish lyric”; in other words, she internalizes two
different kinds of poems which were dominant when she began writing in the Dublin of the
1960s.! The first “half British movement” poem refers to the metropolitan poem which was
influenced by the romantic movement in the nineteenth century (Boland 1996a: 92). This poem,
which was “an outcome of British civilization”, proposed a radical relation between an inner and
an outer world, becoming “a commanding text of an interior life” (pp. 92-93). At this initial stage
in her career, Boland internalizes the romantic concept of the poet as “a person set apart from
ordinary life”, who, as Allen-Randolph (1993a: 6) argues, is specially endowed with “powers of
vision and articulation”. As we will see in “Appraisal”, “The Poets”, “New Territory”, “Mirages”,
and “Migrations”, Boland represents poets as powerful “hero[es]”, “lions”, “birds”, or “strenuous
sailing men” who inhabit the realm of the stars and constellations.

The second kind of poem Boland (1996a: 104) refers to as “half Irish lyric” is “sharper and
more bitter” (p. 92). This kind of poem is more concerned with the external meaning of the poet’s

life, which Boland (1996a: 92) describes as follows:

It was the history of the bard, the prince’s friend, the honoured singer. Who made his way from village to
village, shifting from praise to invective as the occasion demanded. [...] Who became, reluctantly, a witness

to the totality of the British conquest and the loss of the vital language.

In New Territory, we also come across this second kind of poem, which is “deep in Irish
life” (p. 93). Boland internalizes the conventional Irish literary strategy of sublimating and
aestheticizing the national turmoil. We will see how in “After the Irish of Egan O’Rahilly”, for
instance, Boland develops the traditional Irish political poem. The communal voice is speaking on

behalf of a dispossessed Irish people; it addresses the enemy, the Protestant English, who is

"In Object Lessons, Boland (1996a: 95) has argued that this mingling of metropolitan and nationalist tendencies in
Irish literature is personified by the city of Dublin itself. The statues of Goldsmith and Burke at the main entrance of
Trinity College remind her of this metropolitan poem. On the other hand, Grafton Street is linked in her imagination to
a lost world of Irish poetry, “a place where the Irish bard Aodghan O’Rathaille has seen the Gaelic order collapse and
his own patrons flee after the Treaty of Limerick failed at the end of the seventieth century”.
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destined to be driven from Ireland. Boland recurs to important events in Irish history, such as the
overthrow of the Gaelic order (“The Flight of the Earls”), the Easter Rising (“A Cynic at
Kilmainham Gaol”), or the Irish Civil War (“Yeats in Civil War”). The “history of the bard, the
prince’s friend, the honoured singer” Boland (1996a: 92) refers to makes its appearance in the
troubadour searching for his king in “The King and the Troubadour”, as well as in those mythical
Classical and Celtic figures (such as Oedipus, Isaiah, Paris, and Lir’s son) in “The Pilgrim”, “New
Territory”, “The Flight of the Earls”, and “The Dream of Lir’s Son”. Boland’s consistent choice of
conventional themes and figures of the dominant aesthetic tradition reflect her desire to achieve,
not only genuine excellence as a poet, but also the acceptance of Dublin’s literary community.

(4) Showalter (1999: 27-28) argues that women writers at this stage develop “innovative
and covert ways to dramatize the[ir] inner life”, in order to give expression to their repressed
feelings. In fact, Boland develops covert ways to dramatize (or give voice to) her inner anxiety. As
a woman, she feels she is writing in a denied territory, and therefore, she experiences a fear of
failing as a poet. Precisely because of this, the poetic figures in New Territory (e.g. “New
Territory”, “The Gryphons”, and “The Flight of the Earls™) usually encounter difficulties when
expressing their own thoughts. Although they are successful in the end, their journey towards
artistic expression is, as we will see, continually fraught with difficulty.

(5) Another important feature of Poetry by Eavan Boland and New Territory is the
importance Boland attaches to her literary forefathers. Eight of the twenty-one poems in New
Territory are dedicated to well-recognized poets at the time (Derek Mahon, Michael Longley,
Eamon Grennan, Philip Edwards, and Brendan Kennelly). With the exception of “On Giving a
Cyclamen 19617 and “Athene’s Song”, dedicated to her mother and father respectively,
significantly all her poems are written with a particular male-poet addressee in mind. At the same
time, some of these poems praise canonical literary writers, such as Yeats (in “Yeats in Civil
War”) and Shakespeare (in “Shakespeare” and “Comic Shakespeare”). These two aspects indicate
Boland’s anxiety to be included in Ireland’s (andocentric) literary canon. As Derek Mahon (to
whom “Belfast vs. Dublin” is dedicated to) argues, Boland’s praise of male writers indicates her
need “to assert herself in what she correctly perceived to be a male-dominated literary culture”
(Mahon 1993: 24).

(6) Boland’s conservative stance is also reflected in the structure and language of the
poems. In her first years of poetic career, Boland’s formalism was part of the strategy to show
certain artistic ‘masculinity’. Adrienne Rich (1979: 40), who will exert an enormous influence on
Boland’s next phase (‘Feminist’/ ‘Cultural Nationalist’ phase), has also admitted using formalism

in her initial years of her poetic career to conceal her womanhood. Boland attempts to master the
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poetic language of canonical poetry, to achieve the “exhilaration of language” of male poets
(Boland 1996a: 27). It seems, as Fanon (1991: 18) asserts, that dominating the oppressor’s
language affords remarkable power: “The Negro of the Antilles will be proportionately whiter —
that is, he will come closer to being a real human being — in direct ratio to his mastery of the
French language”. According to Fanon (1991: 38), the colonized subject attempts to gain a
mastery of the imposed language in order to overcome his/her marginalized status. Similarly, it
seems that Boland will be a greater poet by showing her command and assurance with the
language of her male poetic ancestors. Writing within a constraining tradition means sticking to
well defined poetic forms. Therefore, there is a recognizable regularity in New Territory of
traditional metrics and rhyme schemes. These poems are usually rhymed, always stanzaic, and
have identifiable moving parts: a beginning, middle, and ending. As Boland (1996a: 77) states, her
initial work was concerned mostly with form, with the shaping of the stanza and the pure line, with

the fitting of the rhyme and with finding “a real music for the cadence™:

It was a very intense book to write. I understand the impatience some people have expressed about it being
formalist and so on. On the other hand, it’s too much of a received truth of poetry critics to talk about
formalism in a young poet as something negative, or as necessarily covering an evasion of feeling. I don’t
quite see it that way. There is a fear of feeling in almost every emerging poet. You’re not sure what’s the
proper self and what’s simply untransmuted egotism. Somehow the engagement with form helped me to

know one from the other. (Interview with Allen-Randolph 1993b: 120)

In order to exemplify the features that characterize what I have called Boland’s ‘Feminine’/
‘Assimilationist’ phase, I have written the following sections which approach her work more
deeply. But, before that, I think it is necessary to analyze the ways in which Irish poets, especially
W.B. Yeats, influence the initial years of Boland’s literary career.

Yeats, as Haberstroh (1996: 60) rightly asserts, has a remarkable influence on Boland’s
initial work in various aspects. Derek Mahon (1993: 25) explains that when he first met Boland in
Dublin, she seemed to be “obsessed” with Yeats, “as if she had to come to grips with this man, in
combat or in love”. The influences this poet exerts over Boland are numerous. First of all, Yeats
attempted to create a national culture by relying on a disregarded past or a set of disinherited
values: the legendary, the mythological past of Ireland (Webb 1991: xx). His fascination with Irish
myths is represented in lyrics such as Crossways (1889), The Rose (1893), and The Wind Among
the Reeds (1899) (volumes collected in Yeats 1889, 1991), in which Yeats shows his interest in
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Celtic folklore and the oral tradition of ballads.”> One of Yeats’s objectives in his employment of
myth was to give voice to Irishness, to a distinctive literary tradition. According to this poet, the
Irish themselves scorned their own distinctive culture, because, in their coercive colonization, they
had learned to look at it from an English perspective. As Yeats stated, “[florms of emotion and
thought, which the future will recognize as peculiarly Irish, [...] are looked upon as un-Irish
because of their novelty in a land that is so nearly conquered that it has all but nothing of its own”
(cited by Webb 1991: xxxiv). Thus, he saw an imperative prerogative for the Irish writer to
recover those myths and legends of an ancient Gaelic past in order to create an ‘authentic’ Irish
poetry of its own. Boland resembles Yeats in her constant evocation of Celtic myths, topics, and
characters. She retains the magnetic splendour of Celtic legends, such as the myth of the Children
of Lir and the legend of Etain. At the same time, she also shows her interest in the Irish oral
tradition, with ballads such as “Lullaby” and “The King and the Troubadour”. As Yeats had done,
in her initial work she tries to restore the values of a lost civilization. Yeats’s attempt to capture
Irishness was of essential importance for Boland. She spent most of her childhood living in
London and New York because her father was an Irish diplomat. She did not return to Ireland until
she was fourteen. In her essay “Imagining Ireland”, Boland (1997a: 17) recalls how she felt
detached and estranged from her country and her subsequent need to feel Irish. In order to
overcome this physical and emotional displacement, she had to reconstruct her childhood and this
implied gaining some insight into what to be Irish meant: “The word Ireland should have become
the name of my childhood. Instead it became the name of my hope, my invention, my longing”
(ibid). Thus, Boland felt the need to go back to the literary tradition of Ireland, in order to find her
own identity. Yeats, in his aim to portray Irishness, was a powerful model for Boland to follow.
Secondly, Boland inherits Yeats’s romantic idea of the poet: the poet is a bard, a special
individual with visionary powers. Yeats was a self-declared romantic: his poetry focuses on the
individual’s expression of emotion and imagination (Webb 1991: xxii). He viewed the poet “as [a]
craftsman and as [a] hero” who has to confront reality by using the creative power of the mind. As
Webb (1991: xxxvii) explains, Yeats’s posture is best described as bardic in “the grand declarative
gestures of his rhetoric”. He believed in a sense of personal nobility, and built his art around it. In
her aspiration to become a well recognized “honorable male poet” (interview with Allen-Randolph

1993b: 118), Boland finds in Yeats’s example an appropriate influence.

? See, for example, Yeats’s “The Madness of King Goll”, “Fergus and the Druid”, “Cuchulain’s Fight with the Sea”,
and “The Song of Wandering Aengus” (Yeats 1989: 14, 27, 29, 55).
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Besides the concept of the poet, Yeats’s influence upon Boland is also observed in her
dedication to poetic technique. In “A General Introduction for my Work”, Yeats (1924) explained

the importance of form and defended his use of traditional verse forms as follows:

If I wrote of personal love or sorrow in free verse, or in any rhythm that left it unchanged, amid all its
incidence, I would be full of self-contempt because of my egotism and indiscretion, and foresee the boredom
of my reader. I must choose a traditional stanza, even what I alter must seem traditional. [...] Ancient salt is

best packing. (Quoted in Webb 1991: xxv)

In the same way, Boland develops the strictly regulated and received verse form. Her emphasis on
artifice is a legacy of Yeats’s formalism, a formalism he justified by saying: “Art is art because it
is not nature” (cited by Webb 1991: xxi). The demanding requirements of technique exert a
discipline in Boland which prevents her from expressing the emotional exaltation of the inspired
artist. Thus, she inherits Yeats’s emphasis on technique and on keeping the mind under control
(Webb 1991: xxiii). This self-imposed discipline as regards poetic technique is recognized by
Boland herself, when she explains her initial obsession with poetic form, with “the rhetoric of a
callow apprenticeship”, “the dissonance of the line and the necessity of the stanza”, the fact “that
the poem is pure process, that the technical encounter is the one which guarantees all others”
(Boland 1996a: 132). In this sense, the poetic persona in New Territory is distanced by her
adherence to conventional forms, by its formal and observant tone.

Apart from poetic technique, Boland inherits another feature of Yeats’s poetry: his
distance from the speakers of the poems, whether imagined, legendary, or historical. In New
Territory, for instance, Boland employs several well-known classical and mythological characters
(Oedipus, Lir’s Son, Aoife, and Isaiah). By depicting characters of recognized superiority, Boland

tries to acquire the poetic authority which she herself lacks as a woman writer at this first stage.

7.2.2. The poet as hero set apart from ordinary life

Boland’s main concern in Poetry by Boland and New Territory is to explore the poet’s role, and to
highlight ‘his’ powers of vision and elocution. Her poetic figures are raised to metaphysical status
by their ability to have access to a knowledge that is hidden to ordinary human beings. Boland
(1996a: 191) has argued that in her initial years as a writer her reading of the “accepted masters of
the tradition” prompted her internalization of “a sense of power and control”. In fact, Boland
inherits from Irish poetry its authoritative stance, the inflexible association between poetry and
privilege; that is, what she calls “the shadow of bardic privilege”, a belief which gave Irish poets

“an authority long taken from and renounced by their British counterparts” (ibid). As we have
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seen, Yeats perpetuated this idea of the romantic poet, in order to portray him both as a visionary
and a representative of an ancient, traditional, and mystical past, a more ‘authentic’ Irish past
(Webb 1991: xxxix). Yeats’s notion of the Irish artist takes us back, in this sense, to the figure of
the druid in Ancient Ireland, a prominent figure within Celtic society who enjoyed high status as a
royal adviser and, in some instances, even as a ruler. As Green (1997: 7) explains, Irish druids
“were involved in politics, sacrificial rituals, prophecy”, the practice of magic, and “the control of
the supernatural world”. As faithful keepers of the oral tradition, they were considered to be the
tribe’s history and its identity. In this sense, their role was often intermingled with that of the Bard
and Filidh, lyric singers and seer-poets (p. 15). The influence Yeats’s romantic vision of this Irish
bard/poet exerts over Boland in this period of her life is enormous. In the poems I am about to
analyze, Boland takes us back to a time when bards enjoyed high prestige.” Her intention is to
portray the poet as a prominent figure of high status, with a great responsibility towards ‘his’
society.

In poems such as “Appraisal” (Poetry by Boland), Boland inherits this romantic figure of
the male Irish bard, a special person whose poetic visions single him out as a privileged individual.
As the very title indicates, Boland is going to carry out an official valuation of the role of the poet.
Her main concern in poems such as this one is to describe the whole process of writing as difficult

and painful, but successful and illuminating in the end:

The climb
To consciousness is slow, not to discuss
The pain. And you must have great patience now
With my evidence and hero. He is preoccupied
With waking up, escaping from the truss
Of sleep he has inherited: You must allow
Him youth, and freedoms hitherto denied.

As is typical of Yeats, Boland maintains a detached position from the poetic figure she represents.
The narrative voice distances itself from the male poet: a figure described as a “hero” who wishes
to escape from the constraints of humanity itself, “the truss/ of sleep” in which his community has
fallen. As Green (1997: 50) explains, druidic poets were “genuine thinkers, who disdained the
humdrum world of human concerns”. Boland’s poetic figure tries to get away from the boredom of
ordinary life. The speaker is explicitly addressing the Irish national tradition, a tradition of
exclusively Irish male writers where women have no place. By using the pronoun in the third
person singular (‘he’), Boland is clearly adopting an uncritical attitude towards the omission of the

female voice in this prominently andocentric tradition. On the other hand, the use of the modal

? As Canny (1989: 95) explains, special provision was made by the priestly office for the maintenance of the families
of bardic poets.
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‘must’, implying obligation, indicates that the poetic voice is authoritarian. While it is tempting to
read the last assertion of this stanza as a feminist denunciation of the omission of women as active
voices within the Irish literary panorama, Boland’s claim is not as subversive as it might sound.
The voice demands the national tradition to be patient with this figure, for his access to poetic
vision is slow and painful. Boland emphasizes that achieving artistic expression and perfection is
difficult. That is why the act of writing poetry, like in other poems from this collection, is
allegorized in terms of designing and constructing large buildings. Like in “Conversation” (Poetry
by Boland), where the poet “has still responsibility to architect/ His own survival”, in “Appraisal”,
he is represented as a young amateur “in this new and hard cathedral”. In both cases, therefore,
poets are represented as ‘architects’, professional figures who must mould their poems according
to a pre-ordained design or pattern. Poetry is conceived as an art that must follow an orderly
arrangement, a skill that is prescribed by its necessity to rely on aesthetic pattern and organization.

In this sense, form acquires great importance for this figure:

He knows that rhymes
Must replace the rhythm, petty words the fair,
Free, elegant confusion, a dripping tap the maelstrom.

Now all his past observances recoil

Upon him. He must understand for

Every scribe and singer with his toil

Of destiny, that incoherence, though the core
Be purest vision, is as impermissible

As silence and less beautiful.

The preponderance of a modal indicating obligation, typical in Boland’s initial work,”
indicates that the poet feels compelled to write according to well-defined aesthetic parameters.
Form and “rhymes” give harmony, cohesion, and “beauty” to what is apparently confusing and
incoherent. Boland conceives the poet as a powerful creature who is able to express a chaotic
reality. This figure shows his mastery by expressing his thoughts in a clear and orderly manner. In
fact, Irish bardic poets were regarded as skilled and persuasive rhetoricians (Green 1997: 44). For
this poetic figure in “Appraisal”, verbal skill is also very important. Rhetorical emphasis, the
capacity to use language effectively and persuasively is an achievement. As Boland (1996a: 27)
has argued, an “exhilaration of language” is inseparable from its power. For the poet in
“Appraisal”, “silence” is “impermissible”, for it would be understood as a weakness. In her mature
poetry, Boland will highlight more the poet’s silences than her ability to achieve declamatory force

in her verse. Her objective will be to express a powerless and non-authoritarian poetic voice,

* See, for instance, the use of this modal verb in “The Pilgrim”, “Lullaby”, and “Requiem for a Personal Friend” (New
Territory).
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whose vision can only be incomplete and partial. Nevertheless, in her initial phase, she feels
compelled to rely on form, on what is rhetorically sanctioned. In “Shakespeare” (New Territory),
Boland praises this major English writer on the grounds that he “made of every quill the fire which
men/ Primitively lit against the beasts, whose flames/ Were agile sentries between them and
chaos”. In his plays and lyric poetry, Shakespeare showed his ability to give order to the “chaos”
of an age devastated by hunger and the plague. His pen (the “quill”’) was like the fire ancient
people used to defend themselves from external dangers; his writing achievements were of such
magnitude that they acted as “agile entries” of a world which, without them, would be otherwise
destructive and unbearable. In this sense, form gives shape to those realities and experiences that
apparently escape the artist’s control. On the other hand, by relying on formalism, the poet can
dominate his unrestrained enthusiasm, or as Boland puts it in “Appraisal”, “All the first
exuberance of knowledge”.

In his ability to use language effectively, the figure in “Appraisal” distances himself from
common ordinary people. Poetry is viewed as an art entirely restricted to a professional and
learned class. Green (1997: 31) notes how druidic poets were “trained specialists (taking as long as
twenty years to learn their craft), set apart from the common people”. This special ‘knowledge’
that characterizes Boland’s poetic figures runs throughout all the poems in Boland’s initial work.
Poets are represented as druids endowed with a power of prophecy and bound to fulfil a divine
duty. “For what his spirit saw”, as Boland argues in “Appraisal”’, “no word was made”.
Highlighting the difficulties the poet encounters in his journey towards artistic mastery is a
mechanism to extol his tremendous achievement.” Boland employs the traditional metaphor of
darkness in her depiction of a poet, who, enclosed in his room, strives ambitiously with the lines

and stanzas of his poem:

When the room flicks to dark

And his wrist flicks away the first glass light,
He cannot see the room inside its run

Of walls, nor faraway the covers and the mark
He left upon a waiting page; he has no sight.

Only a minute goes before, impatient

And quick-fingered, he unseals the tomb-

The new bulb fitting tightly in its socket

The light flares round into the hidden room;
Then he takes up the book and reads the twice
Beloved lines, and feels the whetted appetite

> In “Shakespeare” and “The Comic Shakespeare” (New Territory), Boland depicts the harsh conditions this poet and
playwright had to undergo in the Elizabethan period. By so doing, she pays homage to someone who managed to
produce noble masterpieces in a tough and toilsome age. As she implies in the last couplet of “The Comic
Shakespeare”, his achievement was a consequence of the hardship he had to go through: “Would each comedy,/ Each
festival and whistle of your prime, / Today exist if you had wept in time?”.

177



New Territory for the Irish Woman in Eavan Boland’s Poetry

Inside him, gradually lose consciousness

Until he reads the memory of the lights

Away into a trivial past of things.

There is the lesson of that man, who placed his great
Experience into the pitiless contraction

Of a chosen word, and watched it wring

His vision out like drops from cloth: Late

Is the night, and late his pain before reaction

Comes to him.

The poet in this poem “cannot see the room”, “he has no sight” and therefore, he is presented as
someone limited both physically and also apparently intellectually. As Boland (1997/1998: 156)
has argued, “the blind poet is at the heart of the myth of the poet. As far back as Homer, the blind
poet is an allegory, not only of outer limitation, but of inner vision”. This myth of the blind poet,
as Boland explains, is not only a legacy of the Greek epic poet Homer, but it is well rooted in Irish
culture. She mentions, for instance, Antoine Raftery, one of the most important poets of the oral
tradition at the end of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth. According to
Boland (1997/1998: 155), blindness was “at the heart of his identity”, and this explains “the fame
which attended his recovery by the Irish Revival”. In “Appraisal”, Boland perpetuates this allegory
of the blind poet, in order to highlight the strength rather than the weakness of poetic vision; in
other words, with a view to stressing “the poet’s privilege, the poet’s power” (p. 157). The poetic
figure in this poem seems to claim, by his blindness, what Boland will sharply criticize as a mature

poet:

See me, the poet seems to say. See me, because I cannot see you. Yet even without this essential quality, I am
powerful. Even without the human faculty of sight, I have the divine power of vision. There is a hubris

concealed in the legend which has always made me uneasy. (Boland 1997/1998: 157)

It is this lack of sight ascribed by Boland to her poetic figures that makes them both authoritarian
and mystical. Darkness is associated with the poet’s lack of external vision and also, paradoxically,
with his strength of internal vision. In this sense, it is precisely this physical handicap that makes

his later achievements more precious:

And then when all his hope

Is fleeced away, and he is bare-backed

As the first complaining ewes, who meet

The Spring with sacrifice, he sets his sacked
And plundered mind to read the words. Ah there
Is nothing to resemble what he knows

When lines he wrote in darkness start to flare
Around his bones, with all the genius of speed
That words have shouted down a hill in summer.
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The moment of sudden revelation is represented by an abrupt eruption of lightness. The
lines the poet wrote in a dark room begin “to flare” and with them, his “genius” reaches its
summit. In Boland’s initial work, lightness is in this sense associated with knowledge and
discovery. Poems such as this one emphasize the poet’s movement from darkness towards
lightness and poetic vision.® As Boland (1996a: 101) states, at the beginning she holds the belief
that poetry is “magic”, and that “to name the lighting is to own it”. Although the ultimate fate of
the poet is to discover this ‘magical’ realm in isolation, he is linked in his creative discernment
with a literary community that both supports and inspires him. The poet at the end of “Appraisal”

reasserts his own value by restoring his sense of kinship and “affinity” with every artist:

He has been right he finds; he thinks of anglers

Catching princes of the loch with worms,

He feels affinity with every mummer,

And his lines, by rote, his paint, the wranglers

And the clowns, the wooden stage, where truth is reaffirmed.

As is usual in Boland’s initial work, “Appraisal” is a narrative poem clearly written with a
beginning, middle, and end. The thought is compressed in the metrical framework; that is to say,
each stanza contains one description or narrative event. “Appraisal” is written with nearly end-
rhyme schemes and it follows the traditional lay-out. In contrast to what I will call Boland’s
‘Feminist’/ ‘Cultural Nationalist’ phase, where there is a clear lack of punctuation marks,
punctuation is explicit and lines are syntactically complete. On the other hand, there are no
enjambments between stanzas, in contrast to Boland’s mature work, where sentences will unfold
down the page. The use of the present tense, usually simple present, is also a common feature of
her initial work. Boland uses it not only to give vividness and dynamism to her account of the
poet’s journey towards artistic vision, but also to state what she believes to be a universal ‘truth’.
As Quereda Rodriguez-Navarro (1997: 111) explains, this basic verb form is sometimes employed
when the speaker wants to emphasize that his/her statements are timeless: “[t]he facts stated are
usually valid all the times”, and consequently they have “a universal validity”. Boland’s use of the
simple present is deliberate. She is talking about the role of the poet, a role which is socially and
culturally pre-established. In this sense, she is making a universal ‘appraisal’ which is “valid all
the times” and which should be considered as axiomatic and absolute.

On the other hand, the poet’s self-conscious struggle with form parallels the diction of

“Appraisal”. Boland wants to write poems of reflection and thought, and in order to do so, she

% As we will see in Boland’s mature work, she will reverse this movement. Her poems tend to end by highlighting the
speaker’s powerlessness and her immersion in darkness. Her later use of dark and diffuse lights, rather than simply a
metaphor of poetic failure, will be the best context where the boundaries between past and present begin to blur, and
where Boland finds the summit of her poetic inspiration.
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2 ¢

employs a vocabulary containing words of Romance origin, such as “resignation”, “preoccupied”,
and “impermissible”. As Reeves (1965: 158) explains, these words derived from Latin make the
text more abstract and intellectual, because they convey the impression of pompous and self-
conscious grandeur. Boland uses words such as these in order to give dignity and solemnity to her
‘heroic’ account of the poet. “Appraisal” draws us back to the epic tradition, to Homer and Virgil’s
narrative poems concerned with the deeds of a national hero, and the memorable events of the past
(Reeves 1969: 66-73). This kind of poem is suitable for Boland’s aim: to explore the magnificence
of Irish poets with a language also intellectual.” Rhetorical language is also observed in Boland’s
use of hyperbatons (e.g. “late is the night”). It is significant how this poem is composed of long
sentences with large chains of modifiers. This dense syntax makes Boland’s initial work at times
difficult to read. As Hurtley et al. (1996: 17) explain, one of the reasons of bards’ prestige was the
complexity and elaboration of the prosodic system. They needed a long process of learning and
training in order to use this system with mastery and skill. In this sense, the poetry they produced
was extremely difficult to understand and interpret. Boland attempts to create this high elaborated
language. Since she believes that poets are distanced from ordinary human beings, her work
similarly attempts to remove itself from a simpler, easier and vulgar use of language. It seems that
only well educated readers can have access to the poetic realm. Boland’s attempt to demonstrate
her artistic craftsmanship, her poetic elaboration of language, and her ability to employ
conventional verse forms and poetic devices is further manifested in “The Poets”, the poem which
opens New Territory.

As we have seen, the end of “Appraisal” depicts a poet who is firmly integrated within the
literary establishment. This emphasis on a male literary community becomes the main topic of
“The Poets”. The article ‘the’ in the title shows that Boland is talking about a specific, definite
entity the speaker and hearer are familiar with, or have spoken about previously, in contrast to
“Poets”, which would be generic. On the other hand, this article is used to indicate uniqueness, to
emphasize a group of writers as the most outstanding and prominent.® “The Poets™ offers a view
of the poets as powerful and privileged figures. Like in “Appraisal”, this poem follows an
interesting movement. The speaker begins by depicting the limitations poets encounter when

writing, if only to highlight at the end their strength and authority:

" As we will see, Boland combines two poetic traditions. Whereas poems such as “Appraisal” clearly follow the epic
tradition, others such as “The King and the Troubadour” follow the ballad convention.

¥ The use of this exclusive and non-generic article is also employed in “The Gryphons” (New Territory). Boland wants
to make clear that the group she is talking about is well-defined and enclosed.
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They, like all creatures, being made

For the shovel and worm,

Ransacked their perishable minds and found
Pattern and form

And with their own hands quarried from hard words
A figure in which secret things confide.

Poets are initially presented as normal human beings, “like all creatures”, bound to live and
perish. Like in “Appraisal”, their artistic endeavor is everything but simple, because finding their
exact words for their poems is a laborious task. Nevertheless, these poets are set apart from
ordinary life by their virtue to find “pattern and form”, and by their power to see “secret things”.
Their special status is reinforced by placing these poets in the realm of the constellations, rather

than in an earthy and human landscape:

They are abroad: their spirits like a pride
Of lions circulate,

Are desperate, just as the jeweled beast,
That lions constellate,

Whose scenery is Betelgeuse and Mars,
Hunts without respite among fixed stars.

This second stanza equates poets to “lions” and “beast[s]”, traditional symbols of power
and strength. Rather than isolated creatures, they are united cohesively in their project. Their
strong sense of literary community is emphasized by the metaphor of the constellation: poets form
a group or cluster of stars that are orderly arranged in a specific configuration. The use of the
constellations in Boland’s initial work is not accidental. As Green (1997: 10) explains, druidic
poets had much knowledge of “the stars and their motion, of the size of the world and of the earth,
of natural philosophy”. This link between poets and astrology is made evident in “The Poets”. The
process of writing is an act of deciphering, of knowing how to read the position of the stars. On
the other hand, poetry is also equated to something violent. These figures are hunters in pursuit of
a precious treasure, a ‘jewel’. They are working without interruption and “respite” in another
sphere of existence unreachable to common human beings. “Fixed stars” implies the unchanging,
definite, and everlasting supreme position of poets. Nevertheless, this image also suggests
confinement. Poets can only write within a poetic tradition whose tenets are already fixed,
established, and where no experimentation is allowed. Boland emphasizes how, by inhabiting
such a closed system, their access to an ‘original’ vision is achieved with difficulty. Once again,
the speaker implies that it is precisely because of their imprisonment of insight that their final
achievement becomes more valuable and precious. In the last stanza, Boland identifies poets as
suns, stars which will not only survive but will sustain life on earth, as everlasting sources of heat

and light:
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And they prevail: to his undoing every day
The essential sun

Proceeds, but only to accommodate

A tenant moon,

And he remains until the very break

Of morning, absentee landlord of the dark.

Like the sun which is at the centre of the planetary system, the poets’ power, importance,
and influence will not diminish with the passing of time, but quite the contrary. Their poetry will
remain like an “absentee landlord of the dark”, until the “break / Of morning”, when another poet
or reader revives their work. The overlexicalization of terms referring to land and its occupation in
this poem are powerful metaphors which bear witness not only to the poet’s role in society but also
to Ireland’s history. Boland establishes a comparison between farming and the very act of writing.”
In the first stanza, poets are presented as ‘quarrying’, digging, and excavating the land with their
“shovel”. As Herrmann (1981: 169) explains, “man’s place is a space of domination, hierarchy and
conquest, a sprawling, showy place, a full place”. In contrast, this feminist critic believes,
woman’s place is not conceptualized in terms of supremacy over the ‘Other’. The violent
metaphorical images “The Poets” develops refer to this world of ‘domination’ and ‘conquest’
Herrmann mentions. These figures can explore and plunge into the land as they wish. By owning
and dominating this external landscape, they exercise their literary power. That is why they
become at the end of the poem powerful “landlord[s]” who “accommodate” a “tenant moon”.

Furthermore, it is important to bear in mind that the issue of land and land ownership has
been central to the colonial situation of Ireland. The plantations this country experienced in the
sixteenth and seventieth centuries were re-enacted at the end of the nineteenth century, when the
British government carried out plenty of evictions in several counties such as Donegal and Mayo
(Quinn 1997: 51). Irish tenants were obliged to abandon their lands and properties, which were
occupied by British landlords.'® Eagleton (1995: 4) explains that, as a consequence of their
distinctive historical circumstances, Britain and Ireland have a different way of perceiving land.
Whereas in England land is treated as an aestheticized object, in Ireland land becomes rather a
political and economic category, as well as a sexual subject (the torn victim of imperial

penetration):

The word ‘land’ in England has Romantic connotations, as befits a largely urbanized society [...]. Ireland also

witnesses a romanticizing of the countryside, in contrast to the morally corrupt, English-oriented metropolis;

? For a similar comparison between poetry and agriculture see Seamus Heaney’s poem “Digging” in his volume of
poetry Death of a Naturalist (Heaney 1966: 13).

' These evictions prompted the foundation in 1989 of the United Irish League, with the intention of creating a
bourgeois peasantry (Quinn 1997: 52), and establishing local programs to allow the movement of people to a better
land (Murphy 1997: 94).
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but this is more an ethical than an aesthetic matter. ‘Land’ in Ireland is a political rallying cry as well as a

badge of cultural belonging, a question of rents as well as roots. (Eagleton 1995: 7)

Land in “The Poets” is also perceived as a politically and socially relevant category.
Boland employs images of land labour and land occupation to explore issues of power and
superiority, in short, to examine the sources of poetic authority. She describes poets as “absentee
landlords”, surprisingly depicting them as British colonizers. The fact that she locates them in the
imperialists’ side and not in the colonized’s, may be surprising at first, for Boland, as her later
poetry will demonstrate, is deeply concerned with the sufferings of the Irish people during the
colonial period. Yet, Boland may depict the figure of the poet as an “absentee landlord” for three
different reasons, all of them interrelated. Firstly, she wants to show the powerful role of male
poets. As we have seen, the Irish land was traditionally represented as feminine by the imperialists,
wishing to show the disadvantage and inferior position of the colonized; and by Irish nationalists,
who saw in Mother Ireland a sign of their distinctiveness. At the end of this representational
spectrum, Britain was always allegorized in masculine terms, as the powerful colonizer in the
superior position of male/ husband. By portraying poets as landlords, and ultimately British,
Boland implicitly seeks to express their ‘masculine’ superiority, their power to dominate the ‘stars’
as well as the ‘tenant moon’. The second reason to designate poets as “absentee landlords” may be
that Boland wants to grant them all the grandeur and nobility of traditional British landowners in
Ireland. As Eagleton (1995: 53) explains, in contrast to Irish landlords, English landlords, “the
oldest agrarian capitalist class in the world”, have been regarded as “a model of hegemonic rule,
bound to their tenants by custom, affection, and paternal care”. As English landlords, poets are
able to evoke in their ‘tenants’ (readers, other poets) a grateful loyalty. This loyalty is shared by
Boland, as a faithful disciple to the inherited poetic tradition. In this sense, she becomes the
“tenant moon” of the last stanza, occupying a terrain which is not hers, and showing affection and
loyalty to her lords. Finally, at a more symbolical level, “absentee landlord” may also refer to all
those Gaelic landlords who had to escape to Europe after the defeat in their battle of Kinsale in
1601. This event will be explained in detail in a later poem in New Territory, “The Flight of the
Earls”, where Boland mourns the overthrow of the Gaelic order in Ireland. In this sense, Boland
portrays Irish poets as survivors of this ancient and native race, as those bards and druids who
enjoyed great status in the Gaelic society. The fact that poets are, in this sense, ‘absentee’ implies
that they have not perished; they are just ‘abroad’. Thus, Boland portrays Irish poets as bards who
have been able to survive and who can enjoy their original majesty. In spite of the different
interpretations one might hold as regards this potent metaphor, one thing is clear: Boland

conceives poetry as a highly hierarchical terrain, an art that is dominated by literary masters
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(‘landlords’) to whom mere apprentices (‘tenants’) such as herself show her devotion. This is well
observed in poems such as “Shakespeare” and “The King and the Troubadour”, as we will see,
where poets are described as minstrels, “siblings/ Of the court” singing and praising their
masters.'’

“The Poets” is exemplary of Boland’s initial reliance on traditional lyric forms. It follows
the usual technique of measuring verse in English (the accentual-syllabic meter), in its pattern of
regularity in the number of syllables and stresses. Close to the conventional blank verse, the poem
is written in three sestets. Most of the lines are iambic, though they are intermittently combined
with trochees (“Pattern and form™). This variety within regularity gives a musical effect by
interposing rising and falling rhythms. We can also observe a progression of pentameters,
trimeters, dimeters, and tetrameters. The speed slows down in the second and fourth lines of each
stanza, as the number of syllables decrease with respect to other lines. This fact, together with the
regular distribution of stressed and unstressed syllables, enables the musical continuity of the
verse. The low pace is contrasted with the rhyming of plosives (‘break’ / ‘dark’) of the last couplet,
at the end of the poem.

Together with these prosodic factors, which reflect that Boland is aware of the poetic
(routine) licences of the aesthetic tradition, we might observe what Leech (1969: 15) would call, a
“poetical” language; that is to say, an archaic and conventional use of language. The abundance of
hyperbatons (e.g. “their spirits like a pride / Of lions circulate”; “to his undoing every day / The
essential sun, / Proceeds”) reinforces Boland’s desire to imitate traditional lyric poetry. On the
other hand, the first stanza, for instance, contains pleonasms, such as “perishable minds”, a phrase
self-evidently true, and “Pattern and form”, where the meaning of both terms is somehow
redundant. As regards schemes (foregrounded repetitions of expression), we come across
phonological parallelisms, as in the second stanza: “Of lions circulate / That lion constellate”
(pararhyme of initial consonant and last syllable). Although the overall effect of the poem is
unrhythmical, there are some end-rhyme schemes such as ‘worm’/ ‘form’ and ‘Mars’/ Stars’; and
a final repetition of plosives connoting hardness: ‘break’/ ‘dark’. The most significant syntactic
regularity is the appearance of the third person pronoun ‘They’ referring to the poets at the
beginning of each stanza, giving rhetorical emphasis to what the poem is communicating. The fact
that Boland is referring to the poets without including herself (there is not a single first person

pronoun) implies that she feels excluded from the Irish poetic community. Boland deliberately
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" Precisely because of this, a medieval world of “kings”, “princes”, “troubadours”, “minstrels”, “sycophants”,
“clowns”, “immoral courtiers”, “mummers”, and “wranglers”, is constantly evoked in almost all the poems of
Boland’s initial work, especially in “Appraisal” (Poetry by Boland), “Mirages”, “Shakespeare”, “The Flight of the
Earls”, “After the Irish of Egan O’Rahilly”, “The King and the Troubadour”, and “The Winning of Etain” (New

Territory).
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detaches herself from these figures, showing her respect as a mere apprentice. As in “Appraisal”,
she avoids any sort of emotional involvement and she is mainly concerned with specifying the
poet’s role and his source of authority in an aloof and removed manner. The narrative voice gains
her authority only by perpetuating the traditional position of the (male) poetic voice, a position
Boland has described as “right in the middle of the poem — the voice directed in a triangle relation
with the subject and object” (interview with Allen-Randolph 1999b: 299). “The Poets”
exemplifies this distance between the poetic voice and the subject matter of the poem.

This notion of the artist as a person removed from ordinary life that Boland develops in
“Appraisal” and “The Poets” is also made explicit in the title poem of New Territory. In this poem,
the poet is allegorized as an ancient seafarer who must dangerously travel to his own destination,
“land hove”. “New Territory” recovers the Irish genre of “Immram”, which flourished in Pagan
Ireland, and consists of stories of journeys of discovery and exploration, generally fantastic
navigations to the world beyond.'> As is typical in Boland’s initial work, this poem is well
structured thematically. In contrast to “Appraisal” and “The Poets”, the poetic voice does not
maintain a detached position from her poetic characters. From the very first line, the speaker

includes herself as one of the men on board:

Several things announced the fact to us:

The captain’s Spanish tears

Falling like doubloons in the headstrong light,
And then of course the fuss —

The crew jostling and interspersing cheers

With wagers. Overnight

As we went down to our cabins, nursing the last
Of the grog, talking as usual of conquest,

Land hove into sight.

The use of the first person plural pronoun is typical in Boland’s initial work, and it appears not
only in “New Territory”, but also in poems such as “The Gryphons”, “A Cynic at Kilmainham
Gaol”, “Yeats in Civil War”, and “The Flight of the Earls” (New Territory). In all these poems
these pronouns refer to an explicitly male community, and therefore, they are indicative of
Boland’s attempt to be included within the Irish national tradition. In “New Territory”, Boland
introduces her own voice and identifies herself with a mariner within the crew. Therefore, she
continues concealing her womanhood. As she has argued, the only way by which she could “feel
the power of the nation” was to “take on the properties of the hero” (Boland 1996a: 65). Her desire

to be recognized as a ‘national’ poet forces her to hide her gendered identity, and adopt the

"2 The Irish genre of “Immram” was also employed by Yeats in The Shadowy Waters (Butler 2001: 136), and by
contemporary Irish poets such as Paul Muldoon in Why Brownlee Left (Praga 1996: 178) and Nuala ni Dhomhnaill in
“The Voyage” (Keen 2000: 21).
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masculinity of the traditional poet. Nothing in the first stanza (nor in the whole poem) tells us that
this is a woman talking, quite the opposite: she jokes with her male comrades in the ship, and she
gambles and shouts with them in unison. The fact that the captain of the ship is Spanish might be
surprising at first, but a look at the history of Ireland shows that Ireland and Spain have tended to
be closely associated. As a Catholic country, Spain was of great help to the Irish landlords when
fighting English rulers, mostly in 1601, at the battle of Kinsale (Canny 1989: 113). On the other
hand, it is important to note that native Irish myths have tended to trace the origins of the Celtic
race in Spain. Rolleston (1998: 96) explains that some legends claim that Irish people originally
came from the mysterious regions of the dead. Later Irish records written by monks endeavored to
reconcile this mythical account with Christianity. They invented for the Celtic race a descent from
Scriptural patriarchs, and an origin in earthly lands such as Spain. Spain, therefore, becomes in
some Irish legends “a rationalistic rendering of the Celtic words designating the ‘Land of the
Dead’” (Rolleston 1998: 102)."* By identifying the captain as Spanish, Boland creates an effect of
ancient times, of fearful pirates exploring the seas, of seafarers anxious to find land in sight and of
Celtic races invading undiscovered territories. Like in “The Poets”, these poets/ mariners are

described as travelling through penetrating “constellations”:

Frail compasses and trenchant constellations
Brought us as far as this,

And now air and water, fire and earth

Stand at their given stations

Out there, and ready to replace

This single desperate width

Of ocean. Why do we hesitate? Water and air
And fire and earth and therefore life are here,
And therefore death.

Like the “lions” of the previous poem circulating desperately “among fixed stars”, these
pirates have explored “the single desperate width / Of ocean”. Sky and water are complementary
images in the volume, suggesting the mysterious and undiscovered territory where poets navigate.
Images of entrapment occur once again: in these ‘“dark™ landscapes poets feel imprisoned,
desperate. They even hesitate when seeing land, when descending to earth and coming to terms
with their own human (mortal) condition. As is typical in Boland’s initial work, the Atlantic Ocean
embodies a savage, wild, natural, and nomadic life, the strength of the poet in the beginning of a
sea-journey towards vision, truth, and articulation. The poet becomes in this way, someone who is

more suited than any other to understand the whole significance of life:

13 We should take into account, nonetheless, that the Celtic conception of the realm of death differed from that of the
Greek and the Romans. The Other-World, as Rolleston (1998: 89) explains, “was not a place of gloom and suffering,
but of light and liberation. The Sun was as much the god of that world as he was of this”.
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Out of the dark man comes to life and into it

He goes and loves and dies,

(His element being the dark and not the light of day)
so the ambitious wit

of poets and exploring ships have been his eyes —
riding the dark for joy —

and so Isaiah of the sacred text is eagle-eyed because
by peering down the unlit centuries

he glimpsed the holy boy.

As a person who has come from the dark (from the Celtic Land of the Dead), the poet is
endowed with a natural ability to perceive and understand reality. In his ambition to explore new
‘territories’, he is like a mariner. Boland, furthermore, views poets as prophets who, like “Isaiah of
the sacred text”, are “eagle-eyed” to peer down “the unlit centuries”. Like in “Appraisal” and “The
Poets”, lightness symbolizes special knowledge, and darkness the common state of human kind.
Boland praises Isaiah as the model poet par excellence. Together with Job, Isaiah is considered to
be one of the greatest poets in the Bible for his great compositional skills and power of evocation.
He was also a soothsayer, able to predict the coming of “the holy boy”. The introduction of the
figure of Isaiah is interesting. As in other poems, such as “Appraisal”, where Boland compares her
poetic character with Judas and his “vision-selling”, in “New Territory” Boland inserts a biblical
figure. This intrusion, nevertheless, reinforces, rather than diminishes, the mysterious and magical
qualities attributed to the poets. Poets are gifted with divine inspiration; they are interpreters of the
will of God.

“New Territory” is composed of three stanzas of nine lines each. Like in the other poems,
Boland shows her skillfulness when combining trochees and iambs. There is a regular succession
of pentameters (in the first, third, fifth, seventh, and eighth lines of each stanza) and trimeters (in
the second, fourth, sixth, and ninth lines). This creates musical rhythm, “frail compasses”, for the
longest lines are read faster than the short ones, whose pace slows down. There is some occasional
end-rhyme, such as ‘us’/‘fuss’, ‘overnight’/‘sight’, and ‘dies’/ ‘eyes’. Interestingly enough, some
of these rhymes parallel the content of the poem: ‘tears’ rhymes with ‘cheers’, denoting the mixed
and complex feelings the mariners/ poets experience in their journeys. ‘Constellations’ rhymes
with ‘stations’, reinforcing the fixed, organized, and closed system the poets inhabit. Finally, ‘joy’
rhymes with ‘boy’, expressing the poets’ happiness in their hope of the coming of the Messiah and
their final poetic achievement. All these prosodic features are a sign that Boland is fully aware of
poetic resources as regards rhythm, meter, and rhyme, and how she can use them in order to
convey meaning.

The symbolic portrayal of poets as mariners is recurrent in Boland’s initial work. In

“Mirages” (New Territory), Boland also equates poets with “strenuous sailing men” who are able
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to see “creatures of myth / Scattering light at the furthest points of dawn”."* Once again, lightness
and astrology come to represent the poets’ ability to use their knowledge, to see beyond the
worldly surface, and to decipher the unknown. In their sea-journeying and consequent adventurous
exploration, mariners and poets are more in touch with the divine, with the unseen. Green (1997:
32) explains that Irish bards were also Pagan priests and, therefore, they could act as mediators
between the human world and a supernatural world of divine deities. “Mirages” makes explicit this
role of the poet as priest. As the speaker says in this poem, they are entrusted to decipher correctly
those “mirages” that “revisit generations”. Reeves (1965: 44-45) explains that poets, by their
powerful capacity to articulate sensations and their ability to express much more than just physical

awareness of their own environment, were often believed to be insane:

In former times poets were often regarded as mad. This was simply a way of expressing the feeling that only
poets were aware of the forces of unreason and in contact with them through inspired speech. [...] It is
because poets have something in common to lunatics that they were once regarded, and are perhaps still

regarded, with suspicion.

Boland explores the traditional suspicion surrounding poets, who in “Mirages” have (in
their irrationality) to confront a society based entirely on reason. As she says, theirs is not an easy

task, for

Reasonable men, however, hold aloof,
Doubting the gesture, speech and anecdote
Of those who touch the Grail and bring no proof —

In this poem, like in some others such as “Conversation” (Poetry by Boland), Boland
asserts the viability of the existence of mirages and therefore, poets’ reliance on magic. Poets
should be credited, for they just decipher what, though unseen to most people, is highly relevant to
our daily experience. She views the poet as bard, as a person who knows how to ‘read’ and predict
miracles. This is a figure which beliefs in magic and has touched the Grail, but who is unable to
offer actual evidence to confirm this mirage.

In this way, Boland explicitly equates poetry with magic. As she has argued in her essay
“Virtual Syntax, Actual Dreams”, “[t]he first poets were certainly magicians. Keepers of secrets.

Makers of encantations. Coaxers of rain and harvest. Holders of spells. But the dream did not die

with the keepers of it” (Boland 2003a: 26). Certainly, in poems such as “Appraisal”, “The Poets”,

'* In this poem, the scope of the comparison widens. Poets are also compared to “kings riding to battle”, royal rulers
who are in touch with the irrational and are able to see “crosses burn / In the skylight of the winter solstice”.
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“New Territory”, and “Mirages”, Boland keeps this dream of the Irish native poet alive. The poet’s

access to magic results from his ability to use language efficiently. As Boland (2003a: 26) puts it:

The idea of the poet, under an arc of stars, at the edge of a harvested field, at the centre of society has a true
charm. But the idea of the poet in possession of a particular language to control all these has more than that.
Furthermore, the idea that the poet will find the right name for these constellations, will keep the rain away
from the harvest or guarantee a firstborn son is compelling. Not because these things give the poet access to

magic. But because they give access to power.

In this quotation, Boland is explicitly portraying the poet as a powerful druid who is able to have
nature at his mercy by his ability to master language. In her initial work, the woman poet appears
as a faithful inheritor of Romanticism, not only in her view of the role of the poet in society but

also by following a conventional poetic language and style.

7.2.3. The poet as pilgrim

As the poems above exemplify, Boland presents poets as heroic figures, as lions and mariners who
are bound to travel mysteriously through “trenchant constellations” and dangerous oceans. In this
sense, she also portrays the artist as an incessant pilgrim, internalizing an important tenet of the
Irish literary tradition. As Kiberd (1996: 580) has explained, the Irish Renaissance fostered a
notion of the artist as a person “at war with social consensus”, “a crusader for some ideal which
existed more often in the past or in the future, but rarely in the present”. In Beckett’s Waiting for
Godot, for instance, the poet figures as a tramp (Kiberd 1996: 537). Synge signed his letters to a
friend as “your old tramp” and in plays like /n the Shadow of the Glen and The Tinker’s Wedding
he also portrayed his characters as uprooted ‘pilgrims’ (ibid). In Yeats’s poetry, the speaker
usually personifies a rootless Anglo-Irish, “caught wandering across no-man’s-land between two
cultures” (ibid). The central character in Boland’s initial work is a version of this wanderer, this
pilgrim, who frequently appears in Western epic literature, and particularly in Yeats’s poetry. As
Haberstroh (1996: 60) explains, Boland’s figure bears great resemblance with “the Yeats-inspired
voyager” or “the traditional religious pilgrim seeking a way to deal with death”. In “Appraisal”,

for instance, Boland perpetuates the myth of the Irish poet as romantic pilgrim, a “tripper”,

Who has stopped at small, unthought of towns
Upon his journey. Now he sets his sights again
Thinking he must watch among the browns
And grays and scenes of winter pain,

Until he too is fitted in the scheme — told

In a secret mystery what is his part

In this. [..]
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He travels in the hills, and there the trees
And birds, the frozen animals the grass
Sway with a dancer’s rhythm and the ease
Of centuries. His eyes dim with the pass
Of cavalcades of harmony, until

No single thing distinguishes itself

From any other, not from him: The still
Hollow, ecstatic time is come — the pelf
Of genius.

As a free spirit, Boland’s poetic character can harmonize more easily with the forces of nature than
with any member of the settled community. The speaker portrays a landscape which is highly
romanticized, an ideal Edenic place where the poet can find “the pealf/ Of Genius”. As we will see
in poems such as “Lullaby”, Boland portrays an ideal land, a profoundly loved and cherished
territory where the poet finds ‘his’ self-fulfilment. Nevertheless, in most poems, land is also
depicted as a place where the poet cannot live. He feels compelled to emigrate, to go into exile to
another landscape where he is to keep his integrity, where his artistic creativity can flourish. In this
sense, Boland’s poems recall the voluntary exile of those Irish writers and intellectuals throughout
the twentieth century who felt the need to leave a country strongly conservative both culturally and
religiously, in order to be creative and defend their ideals. This is the case of James Joyce and
Samuel Beckett, who emigrated to Switzerland and France respectively, among many other Irish
writers such as Oscar Wilde, Sean O’Casey, Brian Moore, George Moore, Louis MacNeice, and
John Hewitt, for instance (Hurtley et al. 1996: 100).

Emigration becomes the main topic of “The Pilgrim” (New Territory). This poem is
dedicated to one of the fellow poets Boland met during her university years: Eamon Grennan.
Grennan was born in 1941. Although he was educated at University College, Dublin (Welch 2000:
138), and Boland in Trinity College, they had the chance to meet each other and discuss their
work, for poetic gatherings were held in Dublin’s pubs and coffee-shops in the evening. As it has
been hinted earlier, the fact that Boland dedicates several poems of New Territory to her male
colleagues is a sign that she is trying to create a place for herself within the poetic community of
Dublin and that she undoubtedly respects the members of this masculine tradition. “The Pilgrim”
revives the conventional idealist figure of the poet in the Irish Renaissance period. In this poem,

the artist must travel alone, sharing the fate of all those birds which are bound to emigrate yearly:

When the nest falls in winter, birds have flown
To distant lights and hospitality.

The pilgrim, with his childhood home a ruin,
Shares their fate and, like them, suddenly
Becomes a tenant of the wintry day.

Looking back, out of the nest of stone

As it tumbles, he can see his childhood
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Flying away like an evicted bird.

Boland’s initial work, as we have seen in “The Poets”, is loaded with land imagery, and concepts
involving land ownership, property, and spiritual and physical exile. In this poem, the pilgrim is
portrayed as “a tenant” in “eviction” who has to abandon his country. Like the birds, he must
travel alone, “to distant lights and hospitality”. Boland’s portrayal immediately reminds one of the
landlords and earls who were banished from Ireland from the seventieth century onwards, an
image which will be made more explicit in poems such as “The Flight of the Earls”. In his
fortitude, the pilgrim is compared to the conventional male hero Oedipus, a classical figure
commemorated also in Yeats’s poetry.”> Greek mythological figures are common in Boland’s
initial work. “The Gryphons” focuses on these creatures (usually represented as having the head
and wings of an eagle and the body of a lion) who kept the treasure of Apollo, and who also did
service to Dionysus (Falcon Martinez et al. 1980: 276). From the very beginning of her poetic
career, Boland shows her admiration for myth, for the strange wisdom and magical power of
legends such as this one, although she does not subvert mythological accounts until her more
mature work. In this sense, she resembles Yeats, whose poetry was more concerned with “Pagan
rather than Christian beliefs”, and who was himself obsessed with the invisible world, rather than
the mortal world, with Celtic folk tales and Classic legends (Boland & Mac Liammoir 1971: 23).
Boland uses mythological figures such as the Gryphons and Oedipus in order to raise the poet to a
magical and mystical status. Oedipus was a son to Laius and Jocasta and he was abandoned at
birth (Falcon Martinez et al. 1980: 463). He stands as a tragic figure because he unwittingly killed
his father and then married his mother. In “The Pilgrim”, the poet becomes a figure who, like

Oedipus, is tragically doomed to wander restlessly in search for atonement:

Underground although the ground is bare,
Summer is turning on her lights. Spruce
And large and massive chestnut will appear
Above his head in leaf. Oedipus

Himself, cold and sightless, was aware

Of no more strife or drama at Colonus:

He became, when he could go no further,
Just an old man hoping for warm weather.

At journey’s end in the waters of a shrine,

No greater thing will meet him than the shock
Of his own human face, beheaded in

The holy pool. Steadily he must look

At this unshriven thing among the bells

And offerings, and for his penance mark

13 See, for instance, Yeats’s poem “Owen Aherne and his Dancers” (Yeats 1989: 233), where one section is entitled
“From ‘Oedipus at Colonus’”. In this poem, Yeats honours the memory of Oedipus: “Endure what life God gives and
as no longer span;/ Cease to remember the delights of youth, travel-wearied aged/ mad”.
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How his aspiring days like fallen angels
Follow one another into the dark.

The sinister picture of “an old man” striving to survive in harsh conditions contrasts the romantic
and peaceful view of nature, of life flourishing and resurrecting in summer. As the pilgrim reaches
the end of his journey and he faces death, he is forced to look at his own reflection, and deal with
those “unshriven” deeds of his life. Boland gives the impression that the pilgrim, as most humans
in ancient primitive societies, is not totally dependent upon his own actions, but he is at the mercy
of some powerful external forces; call it gods, elemental powers, or magical beings. In fact, this
last stanza sees a proliferation of words which bear religious connotations. As in other poems from
Boland’s initial work, such as “Conversation” (Poetry by Boland) and “The Gryphons” (New
Territory), there is an explicit reference to magical rites of Pagan religions. The pilgrim seems to
find no “penance”, and therefore, he can foresee his own death, his beheading, in the reflections of
the water of “The holy pool”. These words loaded with religious implications seek to elevate the
pilgrim to the status of the mystical and martyred figure trying to come to terms with his own
death, and suffering great grievances while making the journey of life. Thus, the atmosphere
created in “The Pilgrim” is very similar to that observed in previous poems. Boland is constantly
exploring the visionary powers of poets and bards, the fortitude of pilgrims in their journey to life,
the mystery of male heroes and other mythical figures who are in contact with the gods. In short,
by means of conventional themes she explores all those sinister forces male figures, mostly poets,
must face when dealing with a chaotic world of ‘constellations’ (which must be deciphered) and of
‘penance’ marks and punishments (which must be suffered). The use of the simple present tense, a
recurrent tense in Boland’s initial work, reinforces the feeling the pilgrim is stalking restlessly
through the centuries in search of expiation. Time is suspended; the traveller seems to be frozen in
an eternal present. As we will see in “The Flight of the Earls”, Boland is giving voice to the typical
view of Irish history, in which, according to Eagleton (1995: 190), past is continuously re-enacted
in the present. As this critic explains, “a wrong, once perpetuated, can never be undone by
chronological succession but is doomed ceaselessly to re-enact itself”. In this sense, the pilgrim,
like Oedipus, acquires vividness in his doomed search for the expiation of sins and wrongdoings
which will never be undone.

Like in the other poems, the metrical structure of the poem is regular, denoting Boland’s
concern with form. It is written in three stanzas of octaves and it follows an unrhymed scheme. In
this poem, Boland plays with trochees in trimeters, tetrameters, and pentameters. Though trochees
are combined with iambs, the former abound. As Boland asserts in an interview, in the initial years

of her poetic career, she is fascinated with trochees (Allen-Randolph 1993b: 120). The use of
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trochees in “The Pilgrim” helps to enhance the mood of melancholy, creating a falling rhythm and
slowing the pace of every line. On the other hand, the lines in this poem are longer, and so are the
syllables in which stress falls (“bare”, “aware”). This contributes to slowing the movement, and
reinforcing the elegiac tone of the poem. The diction of the poem highlights this mood of solitude
and woefulness. Most of the words have pessimistic connotations: “ruin”, “fate”, “wintry day”,
“evicted bird”, “cold and sightless”, “dark”. Once again, Boland uses some words derived from the
Latin with the aim of taking us back to ancient times, to a primitive society which believes in fate
and magical rites: “distant”, “massive”, “drama”, “Colonus”.

The image of poet as pilgrim reappears in “Migration”, also from New Territory. Once
again, Boland dedicates this poem to one of the fellow poets she met during her university years,
Michael Longley, who studied classics in Dublin. In “Migration”, Boland develops the notion of
poets as a community of birds which are moved by the necessity to embark “on every wind”. The
bird has been a traditional icon used for patriotic motives. Francis Ledwidge was one Revival poet,
together with Patrick Pearse and Joseph Plunkett, who strongly engaged in national issues (Welch
2000: 193). In “The Blackbirds”, Ledwidge recurs to the well-known allegory of the Poor Old

Woman in order to incite patriotic feelings. In this poem, a helpless woman summons the

blackbirds to fight for her:

I heard the Poor Old Woman say:

‘At break of day the fowler came,

And took my blackbirds from their songs
Who loved me well thro’ shame and blame.

No more from lovely distances

Their songs shall bless me mile by mile,
Nor to white Ashbourne call me down
To wear my crown another while.

With bended flowers the angels mark
For the skylark the place they lie,
From there its little family

Shall dip their wings first in the sky.

And when the first surprise of light

Sweet songs excite, from the far dawn
Shall there come blackbirds loud with love,
Sweet echoes of the singers gone.

But in the lonely hush of eve
Weeping I grieve the silent bills.’

I heard the Poor Old Woman say
In Derry of the little hills. (Quoted in Kennelly 1970: 305)

“The Blackbirds” illustrates the easy blend of the feminine and the national in the Irish

Literary Revival. Whereas the blackbirds are humanized as the Irish rebels and patriots who will
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save the country from the colonizers, the Poor Old Woman is merely a mouthpiece, an emblem of
Ireland. In “Migration”, Boland retains the allegorical image of birds to signify the Irish
community of poets. Although she slightly changes the notion of Irish rebellious patriots as it
appears in “The Blackbirds”, the poets/birds of “Migration” are in some sense patriotic figures as
well, “literary patriots” as Boyce (1991: 233) would call them. As Boland has explained, the poet
has been traditionally conceived as a public artist, a “communal” voice, writing for the benefit of
‘his’ society (interview with Allen-Randolph 1999b: 297). This conventional notion of the Irish
poet is made explicit in “Migration”, where poets are depicted as figures which must support and
defend the culture of their community. This poem begins by depicting the migration of birds at the

end of the summer:

From August they embark in every wind,
Managing with grace

This new necessity, widely determined

On a landing place.

Daredevil swallows, coloured swifts go forth
Like some great festival removing south.

The sailing men of “New Territory” and “Mirages” are recalled by the main verb “embark”
and the bird’s necessity of “landing” in a new “place”. Birds and seafarers resemble poets in their
setting out on dangerous adventures. These are represented as migrant birds, inner émigrés
escaping “towards the sea at night”, travellers whose uprooted intellectuality causes them to feel
uneasiness in the place where they live. Everything in the poem suggests movement: most of the
verbs are lexical verbs of action: “embark”, “go forth”, “return”, “lift up”. This dynamism
enhances the birds/ poets’ determination to emigrate, to journey to new (unexplored) lands. This
flight of birds forms a highly organized community: they march in an orderly whole, “in complete

agreement”, and they show a “bright geometry”:

Cuckoo and operatic nightingale

Meeting like trains of thought

Concluding summer, in complete agreement, file
Towards the sea at night,

And find at last their bright geometry
(Triumphant overland) is not seaworthy.

2 13

In spite of their heterogeneity and difference, “daredevil swallows”, “coloured swifts”,
“cukoo[s]”, and “operatic nightingale[s]” are able to form a cohesive group. Boland’s emphasis on
a singular and homogeneous community of Irish poets is linked to that cultural nationalist attempt
to ‘invent’ a national literature which integrates differences and unites the Irish people in a social

bond. As Lloyd (1993: 43) has explained, according to cultural nationalists such as Daniel
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Corkery, the writer must be “the people’s representative”, in other words, he must represent the
common identity of the Irish people. He envisages a literary culture which is “the prime agent and
ground of unification” (p. 16). The terms of mid-nineteenth-century nationalist discussions are
reproduced half a century later in the Irish Literary Revival. Yeats devoted three decades of his life
to cultural nationalism (Lloyd 1993: 60). His earlier writings exemplify an attempt to found and
forge a nation.'® Nationalist allegories such as Cathleen ni Houlihan, which Yeats for instance
used in his famous 1902 play, are employed in order to convey what Lloyd names “political
coherence”, a common identity which overrides class and ethnic differences and unites people in a
unique goal: achieving an independent nation (p. 17). We have seen how Boland captures this
notion of collective unity and kinship in a good variety of poems such as “Appraisal”, “The
Poets”, and “New Territory”. Likewise, in “Migration”, this community of birds form a single
totality. They record a national unity, what Bhabha (1995: 141-147) would call a “pedagogical”
formation of identity that seeks to turn “People into One”. These birds, constantly emigrating in an
organized community, resemble poets, who also meet “like trains of thought”. Like in “The Poets”
and “New Territory”, birds/poets also find obstacles in their difficult voyage towards artistic

mastery:

Sandpiper, finch and wren and goldencrest,

Whose baffled

Movements start or finish summer, now at last

Return, single and ruffled,

And lift up their voices in a world of light,

And choose their loves as though determined to forget.

Once again, images of entrapment and desolation appear in order to symbolize that poets,
as birds, may feel “single and ruffled” in their exploration. “Their bright geometry”, though it
compensates at times (“Triumphant overland”), does not always bring happiness and it may not be
“seaworthy”. Like in “New Territory”, the sea implies the dark side of human life. The ocean is
the origin but also the end of life. As mortal human beings, poets also suffer the weakness of the
human condition. Though endowed with the power of insight, they find difficulty when crossing
the sea. They try to find relief in their poetry, as birds do when lifting “up their voices in a world
of light”. The contrast of light-dark recurs once again. Music and lightness imply the poets’ ability
to reveal a hidden truth, a knowledge inaccessible to common human minds. The importance of

the poet’s role in society results from their ability to provide lightness to “the sea at night”.

'® Lloyd’s contention is that the poem “Easter Rising 1916” (Yeats 1991: 119-122) marks “a certain rupture in Yeats’
poetics” (1993: 70). With the nation that was founded after 1916, Yeats loses any sense of connection with
nationalism, and he feels marginalized as a poet.
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Though some managed to sing their songs loudly, many of them “Tumbled together without name

or burial”:

As though upon their travels, as each bird

Fell down to die, the sea

Had opened, showing those above a graveyard
Without sanctity —

Birds and their masters, many beautiful,
Tumbled together without name or burial.

Those poets who manage to traverse the sea achieve “sanctity”, that is, a prominent role
within the literary tradition. Yet, the sea becomes for many unknown and unsuccessful poets (as
for many birds which fell down before reaching land) a symbolic unholy graveyard. Boland pays
tribute to those “without name or burial” by remembering them and recalling that they belonged to
a “bright geometry”, a community composed of “birds” and “masters”.'” Like in “The Poets”,
poetry is viewed as a highly hierarchical artistic terrain. Boland gives voice to what commonly
concerns male authors: the presence of literary predecessors, of a long tradition of ‘forefathers’,
from which the conventions of genre, style, and topics are inherited. This is what Harold Bloom
(1973) calls the “anxiety of influence”, the frightening prospect the male artist experiences that the
writings of his literary forefathers take priority over his own work (Gilbert & Gubar 2000: 46). In
“Migration”, this poetic anxiety is also experienced. Boland stands as a faithful inheritor of the
work of her predecessors, a whole patriarchal literary tradition. On the other hand, she expresses
her concern for all those unrecognized poets who have died “without name or burial”. We may
find in this assertion Boland’s radical fear to be excluded from the (male) literary canon. She feels
like a ‘fledging” among powerful ‘sandpipers’, ‘nightingales’ and ‘goldencrests’. Her gender and
inexperience in a terrain which she has just occupied causes her anxiety to ‘tumble’ as those birds/
writers who have died anonymously.

In this sense, the theme of emigration in Boland’s poem can suggest various things. First of
all, it recalls the journey towards death and disappearance all poets as human beings are bound to
experience. Some of them are able to “survive” as “absentee landlord[s]” (“The Poets”), whereas
others are destined to perish without “name or burial”. It is significant how Boland, at the age of
22, is obsessed with the theme of death.'® Her compulsive preoccupation with death reflects her
inner anxiety to fail as an Irish artist, to lose the acceptance of Dublin’s literary community.

Secondly, the theme of exile recalls the large-scale number of emigrants bound to abandon Ireland

17 Curiously, this second-to-last line of the poem, “Birds and their Masters”, becomes the title of an essay by Medbh
McGuckian (1993), in which she describes her indebtedness to Boland, who has been a role model for her.

' Note the preponderance of words such as ‘death’, ‘mortal’, and ‘human’ in poems such as “Conversation” (Poetry
by Boland), “The Gryphons”, and “The Winning of Etain” (New Territory).
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in the nineteenth century, due to the devastating years of the Great Famine (Eagleton 1995: 13),
and in the twentieth century, as a consequence of the poverty and bad economic conditions of the
country (Murphy 1997: 92). Thus, Boland feels bound to remember the lives of those who had to
abandon their country, in a poem of nationalistic and elegiac tone. Thirdly, and most importantly,
“Migration” perpetuates the Irish Renaissance myth of the poet as an uprooted intellectual who
feels the need to ‘emigrate’ in order to be creative and defend his integrity as an artist.

As Boland attempts to imitate the (patriarchal) literary tradition not only thematically, but
also formally, she writes “Migration” following the conventional ‘accentual meter’. This poem is
composed of four sestets and it follows regular stresses (ranging from three stresses in trimeters, to
four and five stresses in tetrameters and pentameters). Most of the verse lines are thymed, or near-
rhymed, following the verse pattern ababcc. Interestingly enough, Boland plays with stress,
combining trochees and iambs (an iambic line is usually followed by a trochaic one). This pattern
of regularity is disrupted in the last stanza, where iambic lines follow one another. This succession
of rising rhythmic lines anticipates the climax of the poem. The very absence of trochees, together
with the repetition of items such as ‘And’, ‘as’ and ‘as though’ in the poem creates expectation and
suspense. The point of greatest intensity is achieved in the last two lines of the poem, with two
trochaic lines.

Emigration, exile, the tendency of the Irish spirit to abandon home are observed in the
adventurous nature of almost all poetic figures in Boland’s initial work: in Yeats’s escape “aboard
a spirit-ship” (“Yeats in Civil War”, New Territory), in the Gaelic landlords’ flight to Europe in
1607 (“The Flight of the Earls”, New Territory), or in Derek Mahon’s portrayal as a homeless
pilgrim with “a rag tied to a stick” (“Belfast vs. Dublin”, New Territory). The Romantic movement
represents a departure from the attitudes and forms of classicism, and a rebellion against social
rules and conventions. These poems develop precisely this image of poets as romantic dissidents,
“immoral / Courtiers in unholy waste” (“Belfast vs. Dublin”), whose ethics are contrary to
society’s established principles, and who therefore feel uneasy in their own country.

“The King and the Troubadour” (New Territory) summarizes this view of the Irish artist.
In this narrative poem, Boland shows, once again, that she is an excellent pupil of the dominant
aesthetic tradition. This poem shares most of the defining characteristics of ballads. Reeves (1969:
50-56) explains that ballads in oral tradition were usually concerned with magical themes and
recorded the emotions of the ancestors (memories of battles, revenge, and supernatural elements,
for instance). As they were intended to be sung and remembered easily by itinerary singers, their
rhyme was usually complete; their language was vigorous and direct. “The King and the

Troubadour” is consequently written in rhyming quatrains. Its language is conventional and
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familiar to all readers. As a ballad, it is loaded with vivid images and verbal parallelisms,
compressed into short lines. On the other hand, it is magical in theme: it deals with a troubadour,
who, like those pilgrim figures in the previous poems, feels bound to engage in a desperate search
for his king, who has been imprisoned by “bitter spells” in a tower."” By exploring themes of
sentimental nature, Boland is faithful to the Irish literary tradition. Welch (2000: 18) explains that
the ballad was one of the most popular poems written in Ireland after the seventieth century. In the
nineteenth century, in the hands of Irish nationalists such as Thomas David and Charles Gavan
Duffy, it became a means of raising political awareness (ibid). As a political poem, it usually
contained a mournful lament for the lost kingdoms of Gaelic Ireland, and “a more practical
aspiration towards modern nationhood” (ibid). Writers of the Literary Revival, such as Padraic
Colum in “She Moved Through the Fair”’, made extensive use of the form (ibid). By employing
this poetic form, Boland shows her internalization of the dominant aesthetics of the Irish literary
movement of the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth. The troubadour
in this poem is more than a poet and singer loyal to his king; he reminds one of the primitive Celtic
bard endowed with an instinctive understanding and knowledge.

The first stanzas offer an image of a poet who, like the male characters in “The Pilgrim”
and “Migration” wanders, restlessly under harsh conditions, and who gradually loses his young

vigour:

A troubadour once lost his king

Who took a carven lute

And crossed the world and tuned its heart
To hear it sing.

Starved, wasted, worn, lost,

His lute his one courage,

He sang his youth to fumbling age,
Fresh years to frost.

The image of the “carven lute”, essential for the troubadour, becomes a living entity. There
is something magical about music, as though supernatural powers spoke through it. Rolleston
(1998: 155) has explained that poets’ skill in music is constantly referred to in Irish legends. The
enchanting and bewitching effect of music highlights the metaphysical portrait of the Irish poet, a

druid, who, as this critic explains, was not only a master of verse, but also of other artistic skills

' Other poems from New Territory, such as “The Gryphons”, also combine some of the elements of the traditional
ballads and folk songs of the Ancient Celtic tradition. It touches the border of the fantastic, as in its narration of a
Greek man “who begged [the gods] for deathless life”.
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such as music and science (p. 137).% In the third stanza, Boland introduces the figure of the king,

who is confined within his palace and cannot hear his troubadour singing:

In bitter spells his king lay bound,
In bitter magic walled;
Within a cruel shape swelled love no sound,

Like in other poems from New Territory (“The Dream of Lir’s Son” and “Malediction”),
Boland immerses us in a world of myth where human beings are subject to “bitter spells” and
“bitter magic”. The king is under a powerful spell from which he cannot be saved: “No sight, no
troubadour searching / Could set [him] free”. The doomed state that he suffers reminds one of
some tragic narratives in Celtic myths and legends. Rolleston (1998:165) explains that every Irish
chieftain or personage of importance had “a bond, a spell, a prohibition, a taboo, a magical
injunction” which he was not supposed to transgress. This was known as the geis. If ever this geis
was violated, it led to “misfortune and death” (ibid). In this narrative poem, both the troubadour
and the king defy the geis. The minstrel, in his loyal attitude to the king, transgresses this magical
spell, by finding his master and addressing him. This becomes the turning point in the tragic

narrative. As “fiercely”

Came he singing finally
“My king, my king.”

To the window the king’s head
Came. The troubadour

Dashed his lute on leaf and flower
And tumbled dead,

And the king at one glance
Seeing ransom ruined,
Majesty perplexed, pined
In magic silence.

There are hardly any hyperbatons in the poem, contributing to the highly quick narration.
Whenever there is a disruption in the word order, as in the line that opens the stanza above, it
contributes to heightening the poetic style of the poem. Boland introduces the troubadour’s
dialogue, creating vivacity in the narration. As his minstrel, the king similarly violates the “bitter
spells” and goes to the window of the castle to hear his troubadour singing. Consequently, tragedy

occurs, and the exhausted troubadour perishes. Therefore, the king cannot be rescued, and he is

0 In “Requiem for a Personal Friend” (New Territory), Boland makes even more explicit how skill in music is the
prerogative of the druidic poet. In poems such as this, Boland keeps the flavour of the oral tradition of Bardic poetry
by equating the act of writing with the act of singing.
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drawn back to his former doomed state. Nevertheless, this dramatic story is resolved positively at

the end:

The rain of God gathering
Surrounded the smashed lute,
Solving its fragmented heart
Into Spring.

The king who in a cruel husk
Of charms became as tragic
Through monotonies of magic
As the dusk,

Each minstrel spring was called and sent
No horrid head, but came

Above the ground, a grassy atom

Hearty as a giant.

With the aid of the “rain of God”, the troubadour’s shattered lute recovers its initial shape.
Once again, the lute is depicted in animistic terms: its “heart” has not died, but it is transformed
into an enormous tree. This divine intervention could be attributed to the Christian God or to the
Greek God Zeus. The introduction of the figure of the Christian God in Boland’s ballad would not
be surprising. Rolleston (1998: 138-139) explains that, when Ireland was converted to
Catholicism, the monks rewrote the Celtic legends, loaded with Pagan beliefs and divinities, by
introducing Christian motifs. On the other hand, this God can be interpreted as Zeus. Zeus, as the
father of all Gods and Goddesses, reigns over the universe, the skies and the weather phenomena
(such as the rain) (Falcon Martinez et al. 1980: 630). His power over the weather is associated with
fertility. Thus, when Zeus exerts “rain”, the magic lute is ‘resurrected’. Although the tragic king is
still doomed and he cannot listen to the sound of the lute, for he still remains confined in the tower
under the “cruel husk of charms”, the troubadour survives with the aid of God, whether Christian
or mythological.

The figure of the troubadour is suggestive. He does not ultimately die at the end of the
poem, because his soul, or rather his lute, is able to outlive as “a grassy atom”. As that male figure
in “Appraisal”, the troubadour becomes one with nature, mingled with the flowers and the leaves
of spring. In this sense, this minstrel inevitably reminds one of the poet Amergin, the founder of
poetry in Ancient Ireland (Rolleston 1998: 150). When Amergin arrived for the first time in

Ireland, he is said to have chanted ““a strange and mystical lay™:

I am the Wind that blows over the sea,
I am the Wave of the Ocean;

I am the Murmur of the billows;

I am the Ox of the Seven Combiats;
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I am the Vulture upon the rock;

I am the Ray of the Sun;

I am the fairest of the Plants;

I am a Wild Boar in valour;

I am a Salmon in the Water;

I am a Lake in the plain;

I am the Craft of the artificer;

I am a Word of Science;

I am the Spear-point that gives battle;

I am the god that creates in the head of man the fire of thought.
Who is it that enlightens the assembly upon the mountain, if not I?
Who telleth the ages of the moon, if not I?

Who showeth the place where the sun goes to rest, if not I? (Rolleston 1998: 134)

In Amergin’s composition, the poet is the “Word of Science”, the god who gives man “the
fire of thought”. As science is not distinguishable from its object, as God and Nature are but one,
the poet is fused with the winds and the waves, with the warrior’s arms and the wild animals. In
the same way, the central figure of the troubadour in Boland’s poem seems to be mingled with
nature. Although he is not able to overturn the geis imposed on his king, he survives at the end
“hearty as a giant”. There is something magic in his “carved lute”, something supernatural in the
songs he sings. Boland’s portrayal of the troubadour follows traditional depictions of the Irish
poet: he is portrayed as a pilgrim constantly travelling, and also as a bard embued with an intuitive

wisdom.

7.2.4. The poet’s affinity with nature
Apart from developing the image of the poet as an uprooted traveller, in her initial work Boland
also idealizes the natural landscape. In the two poems I am going to comment on, “The Dream of
Lir’s Son” and “Lullaby” (New Territory), the poetic speakers, clearly male, establish a very close
and emotional relationship with nature. In both cases, the natural surroundings are not only
personified, but they are also viewed as something which exerts a powerful influence on human
beings. In this sense, Boland’s initial work perpetuates the idealization of nature in early Irish
poetry and more recently in the Irish Renaissance literature.

Early Irish literature offers a large amount of “nature poems”, which, as Heaney (1984b:
181) explains, exalt the untouched and unpolluted beauty of Irish landscapes.”’ These poems
exemplify the profound love and admiration early Irish poets felt for nature, and which might have

its origin in the sacramental value the Celts attributed to landscape (Green 1997: 24).

21 Another important genre within Gaelic poetry which is related to nature poetry is the dinnsheanchas (meaning
“knowledge of the lore of places”). As Welch (2000: 90-91) explains, early Irish literature preserves a toponymic lore,
according to which “placenames are explained by reference to legends which are linked to them by means of pseudo-
etymological techniques”. A large corpus of this literary tradition was gathered in the eleventh and twelfth centuries,
and medieval Irish poets were expected to learn it by heart.
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Although bardic poetry declined under the Elizabethan and Tudor reconquests of Ireland,
their tradition did not completely die. There were still Gaelic poets in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries who gathered in rural communities in the so-called “courts of poetry”, where
they recited poetry and interchanged material (Praga 1996: 217-21