What I do think we can and should do – and this would be true to the history of Irish radicalism and to our natural strengths– is to come up with a highly novel political program, one that is true to the all-Ireland dimension, outward-looking, left of centre and rooted in a culture of non-violence. Having focused on such a programme, we should broadcast it widely and secure the financial resources to implement it.

Let me take an instance of such a programme that no-one else is majoring in or advocating – joint stewardship of the north and de facto joint authority over it by the Irish and British governments. First of all it would be our job to dismantle the illusion that Stormont can ever offer appropriate government or be anything other than a two-horse race towards a further sectarian head-count. We could deconstruct the political discourse of unionism and old-fashioned northern nationalism and show how the oppositional nature of the local legislature might be transcended.

Secondly, it could be our job to show the immense benefits of an innovative overlap of Irish and British legislative powers and economic structures. A region like ours can share what is best out of what is offered by both regimes. In doing so we could give an example to comparable places throughout the world such as Kashmir, Sri Lanka and Palestine, where territoriality is in dispute, building up new ways of looking at what national sovereignty means in an era of globalization.

Recent commemorations of the Easter Rising have made us aware of Ireland’s leadership in the dismantling of the world’s greatest 19th century empire and the genesis of that ubiquitous 20th century phenomenon, the nation state. Soon after the events on the streets of Dublin in Easter 1916, other peoples were following suit. In the Indian sub-continent, in the African colonies and eventually in Australia and Canada, the realities of national independence would eventually pull the British Empire apart.

So it is appropriate that some contemporary sociologists see Ireland as once more leading the way in the construction of new types of political and cultural identity. Recently, the American academic Saskia Sassen delivered lectures in Dublin in which she outlined ways that she sees Irish people already experimenting with forms of allegiance in which, before long, “territory will no longer be geographical, authority will no longer come from nation-states and rights will have to be defined and protected through new kinds of legal instruments.�?
She believes that a new generation of Irish men and women have taken with unparalleled enthusiasm and skill to a “multi-layered�? lifestyle where they may work, say for an American company, keep their money in a German-owned bank, dress in Italian fashion, own a second home in a Mediterranean location, read an English newspaper, support a Scottish football team, travel regularly to India as part of their job, eat at weekends in a restaurant where they may be served by a Latvian, Nigerian or Pole and spend a considerable amount of their time in cyberspace, whether at work or at play.

Although globalization is a widespread 21st century phenomenon, Sassen believes that the citizens of Ireland are particularly adroit exponents of the new ‘globalism’, in large measure because of the way in which the Irish Diaspora always created a sense of pan-global identity for a network of global citizens who shared an Irishness which was more about a sense of belonging than residence in the domestic territory.

To the flexible citizen of the earth’s new and accessible highways, “the boundaries of any particular nation-state are matters for his lawyers and accountants to sort out�? The new ultra-modern inhabitants of the world will be of necessity “not citizens of nations…but members of a new order that we will have to consciously create�?. In this reconfiguration of identities, it seems to be the Irish who are leading the way, in creating a sense of belonging which is a chosen composite of allegiances and interests in “cyber-emotional space rather than a physical place�?.
In this dawning post-territorial era we should surely broadcast the notion of an overlapping and shared set of political allegiances and suzerainties here in the north of the island. The decision-making in such an overlapping and multi-layered political environment of plural governance would, of course, have to have the sophisticated voting models we have debated in the Group rather than the simplistic formulae of majoritarianism.

To finish, I must say that I believe that our strength is as a source of ideas– not as a facilitator and that it is with that clarified raison d’ etre that we should move forward. We must present radical political ideas rather than getting back to sterile debates about our ‘ republican roots’. Let us work for an Irish Res Publica for the 21st century.
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