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Abstract

The figure of the “loser” has become something of a staple in recent Irish fiction,
especially fiction dealing with the major sociocultural transformations and crises that
have taken place in Ireland in the last quarter century—namely, the Celtic Tiger, the
economic crash, the clerical abuse crisis, and the end of the Troubles in Northern Ireland.
This dissertation examines why. In reading recent novels by Donal Ryan, Peter
Cunningham, Paul Murray, Claire Kilroy, Roddy Doyle, John Boyne, Paul McVeigh, and
Garbhan Downey, I contend that the loser figure proves particularly valuable in assessing
the difficulties of self-evaluation and self-definition within the transitioning social matrix
of contemporary Ireland.

Following an introduction in which I define “loserdom” and establish the social,
national, and gendered contexts in which the loser figure typically operates, I offer four
chapters, each examining a specific sociocultural transformation. In the first two chapters,
I analyse the economic boom and bust, respectively, and consider the ways in which Irish
novelists use the loser to respond to Irish society’s problematic embrace of neoliberal
ideologies as well as to challenge the narratives of blame that circulated after the
economic downturn. In the later chapters, I explore Ireland’s clerical abuse crisis and the
post-conflict period in Northern Ireland, respectively. In the first case, I argue that
novelists deploy loser characters as a way of emphasizing the degradation of Irish society
resulting from the abuse scandal and as a means of indicting the nation’s culture of
inaction and uncritical deference to the Church. Finally, I contend that novelists dealing
with the post-conflict North deploy the loser figure as a means of representing productive
dissidence. The losers in these texts, I suggest, embody a potential alternative to identities
rooted in those tribal narratives of ethnic pride that perpetually threaten to undermine an
already tentative peace in Northern Ireland. Taken together, these chapters explore the
various ways in which Irish fiction imagines contemporary Ireland as defined by an ethos
of failure.
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Chapter One

Introduction

1.1. A Time of Crisis
“Irishness is not primarily a question of birth or blood or language: it is the
condition of being involved in the Irish situation, and usually of being
mauled by it.”
(O’Donnell 78)
“There is both hot anger and cold fury, but these emotions are almost crowded
out by a host of other feelings. There is despair—a sense of futility and fatalism.
There is self-contempt—what could you expect from this bloody country?
There is fear . . . And above all there is shock and disorientation, the feeling of
being caught in an exposed place in a blinding snowstorm of woes, under the
command of clueless leaders, without a map.”
(O’Toole Enough 6)
There is little doubt that between the early-1990s and the early-2010s, the island
of Ireland had, to use Yeats’s familiar words, “changed utterly” (15). As Michael
O’Connell notes in his work from the mid-point of that period, though “change was
painfully slow and gradual” in the preceding decades, “Ireland in the 1990s changed
qualitatively, remorselessly, hungrily” (2), and this rapid transformation continued,
unabated, until well into the current decade. During this period of “general
modernisation” (Michael O’Connell 7), the pillars of traditional Irish society—staunch
Catholicism, political conflict, and widespread poverty—were overturned and replaced,
albeit in some cases only temporarily, by increasing secularization, intercommunal peace
in Northern Ireland, and remarkable economic prosperity. 1994 saw the beginning of the
period that would come to be known as the Celtic Tiger, a time during which the

Republic of Ireland’s GDP grew exponentially, and the country’s unemployment dropped

drastically (Donovan and Murphy 19). For effectively the first time in their history, the



Irish had money to spend, and they did not have to leave home to earn it. The same year,
the North’s various paramilitary groups declared the first significant ceasefire of the
Troubles period. Despite failing, this initial ceasefire helped set the stage for the peace
process that ultimately lead to the Good Friday (or Belfast) Agreement (GFA) and the
formal end, in 1998, of the conflict. A few years earlier, in 1992, scandals that involved
the Catholic Church in Ireland and highlighted its underlying culture of hypocrisy and
secrecy began to surface: by the first years of the twenty-first century, early revelations
about Catholic priests fathering children in secret had already been overshadowed by
more shocking allegations of physical, psychological, and sexual child abuse perpetrated
by Irish clerics. Though it was not solely responsible, the “clerical abuse crisis” and the
damage it caused to what Tom Inglis describes as the Church’s “monopoly over
morality” exacerbated the secularization taking place alongside Ireland’s economic
upswing (MM 2).! Finally, by the end of this period, in the late-2000s, Ireland again fell
into a recession (and, later, a depression) when its Celtic Tiger economy collapsed partly
as a result of a national banking crisis and a significant downturn in the real estate
market. These economic woes largely nullified the progress made during the boom years,
and they forced the Irish government to accept a bailout from the European troika and to

implement harsh austerity measures.

! Donnelly and Inglis explain that though “it is not possible to make direct causal links
between, on the one hand, [the clerical abuse scandal] and, on the other hand,
secularization” (10), there was an identifiable pattern of increasing “secularization” and
growing distrust of the Church as reports of clerical abuse emerged, something which
perhaps suggests that media reporting of the clerical abuse scandal and the consequent
broader public awareness of these crimes were “important catalyst[s] in the demise of
church practice and loyalty to the institution” (13).



Obviously, each of these transformations had a significant effect on society and
culture in Ireland, and although they were not all necessarily harmful—there are few, for
instance, who would argue that the de-escalation of sectarian tensions in Northern Ireland
or that attempts at protecting young people from degenerate clergy were detrimental to
life on either side of the border—the cumulative sociocultural effects of these shifts have
led many to imagine this period in Ireland as one of crisis, especially with respect to
issues of identity. For example, Berbéri and Pelletier’s recent collection gathers essays
that examine the ways in which, together, “the advent of the Celtic Tiger and the ensuing
recession,” the “declining influence of [Ireland’s] traditional political parties,” the
“challenge to the authority of the Catholic Church,” and the “new authorities endowed
with legislative and executive powers [in Northern Ireland]” are indicative of a “crisis of
the mainstays of [modern Ireland]” (3). The collection, the editors explain, evaluates the
ways Ireland’s crises “challenge and transform various forms of authority whose efficacy
and legitimacy thus [become] liable to rejection or renewal” and, as such, explore the
ways these crises alter the relationships between “specific types of social, cultural and
political authority” and “particular definitions of ‘identity’” (3). Similarly, Declan Kiberd
has noted that, although “there have been various crises” since the early days of Irish
independence, “the Troubles in the North, and . . . the widespread fear at the end of the
century that ‘the most globalized country in Europe’ had lost its identity” represent “very
different existential crises” (47 x). These existential crises are suggestive, he claims, of
“the final failure of the national project” established centuries earlier (x). Michael
O’Connell, too, describes this era in Ireland as one undergirded by a kind of existential

crisis or uncertainty. He claims that “it’s hard to put your finger on it,” but in spite of the



occasionally positive sociocultural developments of this period, “the perception is of a
lingering sense of ambiguity and a vague sense of unease . . . It is as though we’re
enjoying the pithivier of pigeon with fondant of kumquat but wonder . . . maybe the
bacon and cabbage tasted better” (7). Though he does not use the term “crisis,” his
description of a “belief, widely felt if less often explicitly stated, that the cost of
modernisation[,] economic success [and] hegemonic bland liberal consensus is the loss of
identity and character, and a sense of who we are” points to the collective ambivalence
regarding these transformations and this decisive turning point in Irish society (7).

The critic arguably most vocal about the crises of Ireland’s recent history is Fintan
O’Toole. In Enough is Enough, his polemical assessment of the state of the Irish
Republic in the years since the economic crash, O’Toole suggests that “contemporary
Ireland” is “beset by a blizzard of woes,” and he claims that “no developed society since
the Second World War has faced to quite the same extent Ireland’s combination of an
internally generated crisis in which financial, environmental, economic and political
uncertainties run so deep” (2-3). For O’Toole, contemporary Ireland’s crisis is
compounded by the fact that “so many of the old landmarks have disappeared” (3). By
the time the economic stability offered by the Celtic Tiger was undone, he explains, the
“twin towers of . . . Irish identity—Catholicism and nationalism[—]” had already been
razed by the combined forces of secularization and the Church’s own internal scandals,
by the abhorrent violence of the Troubles, and by “the effects of membership of the
European Union [and] cultural globalisation” (3). Together, these factors produced, in
O’Toole’s view, a situation in which it is “not just money that has been lost” since the

crash, “it is a sense of what, for better and worse, it meant to be ‘us’” (4). According to



O’Toole, Ireland has existed in a state of “shock and disorientation” since the 1990s, and
despite the seemingly productive transformations of the last twenty-five years—or,
perhaps, because of them—it continues to trudge through its “blinding snowstorm of
woes . . . without a map” (6).

To be clear, the contemporary “crisis” in Ireland that I have been describing
consists of more than those substantial sociocultural transformations that have taken place
over the last two-and-a-half decades—the Celtic Tiger, the economic crash, the clerical
abuse scandal and concurrent secularization, and the end of the Troubles. Indeed, the
“crisis,” as I see it, consists of a broader and subtler contemporary Irish experience of
being “at once animated by, and ambivalent towards, modernisation” (Brewster 18). It is
a kind of existential crisis or crisis of identity that, although triggered by the uncertainty
surrounding these individual crises or transformations, exists apart from them. It is in the
experience of the broader existential crisis provoked by each sociocultural transformation
that I am interested here, and it is in an attempt to explore Irish perceptions of this crisis
and its effects that I turn to a central figure of contemporary Irish fiction: the loser.

As will become apparent in subsequent chapters, the figure of the “loser” has
become something of a staple in Irish fiction from the post-crash period, especially
fiction dealing with Ireland’s sociocultural transformations. My goal in this work is to
examine why. Though the loser might seem a surprising object of inquiry in a study
broadly interested in both the crisis of identity and its roots in Ireland’s recent
sociocultural shifts, this figure proves useful, I will argue, in thinking about these issues
and assessing their significance particularly in the context of contemporary Irish fiction.

For one, insofar as this crisis concerns the “loss of . . . a sense of who we are” (Michael



O’Connell 7), or involves questions of what it “mean[s] to be ‘us’” (O’Toole Enough 4),
it is a crisis closely aligned with issues of leadership, or lack thereof, and the weakening
of sociocultural forms of authority. Again, Irish cultural critics have often drawn links
between Ireland’s sociocultural transformations and matters of authority.? As such, given
that the loser is, as I will show, by virtue of his social positioning, a figure effectively
without authority, or one whose authority remains elusive, he is a fitting symbol of
contemporary Ireland’s political, economic, cultural, and existential crises. Likewise, if
the loser is, at least in part, the epitome of failure, and if being a “failure,” as Judith
Halberstam puts it, “implies [having] a plan and then fail[ing] to execute it” (94), there is
arguably no figure better suited to represent the recent “failed execution” of Irish
socioeconomic modernization, and therefore no figure more worthy of critical attention in
a project exploring cultural perceptions of the crises produced by these failures. Given the
loser’s personification of failure, uncertainty, vulnerability, submissiveness,
incompetence, and powerlessness, it 1s, I am proposing, logical that this figure has gained

traction in contemporary Irish fiction as a model of the island’s recent struggles. More to

2 Berbéri and Pelletier claim, for instance, that the transformations and crises Ireland
underwent between 1990 and 2010—exemplified, for them, most clearly by the financial
crisis—served “as a catalyst” revealing the “various structures of authority giving way
under pressure” (3). Likewise, Zamorano Llena and Gray claim that Ireland’s
contemporary crises—again, typified for the pair by the most significant: the economic
crash—revealed the need for “a fundamentally different political discourse,” one that
“consciously avoided the temptation of falling back into self-delusional and self-
congratulatory political and cultural narratives that prevented individuals in authority
from recognising Ireland’s dangerous trajectory” (3). Recall, too, O’Toole’s description
of Ireland’s crises: the “blinding snowstorm of woes” is not simply a product of
sociocultural shifts (6); it is, he claims, equally a result of being at the “command of
clueless leaders,” at the mercy of a “ruling elite” whose “frantic shovelling . . . is not the
digging of an escape tunnel” but, rather, “is merely the widening of the hole” (Enough 6-
7).



the point though, it is the loser’s qualities that make this figure particularly useful in a
critical discussion of how contemporary Irish writers have addressed the island’s
contemporary struggles and crises.

In reading a number of Irish novels that make heavy use of “loser” characters to
explore the sociocultural shifts that have taken place on the island, I contend that
contemporary fiction’s apparent fascination with losers can be explained by the ease with
which this figure illuminates how these shifts have affected Ireland’s sense of itself.
Looking at recent works by Donal Ryan, Peter Cunningham, Paul Murray, Claire Kilroy,
Roddy Doyle, John Boyne, Paul McVeigh, and Garbhan Downey, I claim that the loser
proves invaluable in fictional attempts to “come to terms with the political and economic
crises of [the contemporary period],” something that, in his searing assessment of Irish
literature’s “enfeebled . . . response” to recent social changes, Joe Cleary claims “Irish
writing finds it difficult to [do]” (138-9).% I argue that each of these sociocultural shifts
provoked both a sort of existential crisis in Ireland, as mentioned above, and also a crisis
of representation. In addition to broader existential anxieties about “what it mean[s] to be
‘us’” (O’Toole Enough 4), these transformations raised questions about how precisely to
represent contemporary Ireland and contemporary Irishness in view of the sociocultural
failures and crises to which these shifts gave rise. In this way, this work is Janus-faced. It
considers, on the one hand, what fiction’s fixation with loser figures tells us about the

Irish experience of the island’s recent transformations. At the same time, it asks what the

2 <

3 Cleary’s critique of Irish writers’ “tendency . . . to tiptoe quietly around” the island’s
sociocultural transformations and their difficulty in producing work that engages
“directly with the new Northern and Southern Irish situation” and offers “a penetrating
work of social commentary” centres mainly on the issue of the economic collapse and its
ties to neoliberalism, an issue I address more fully in Chapter Three (140).



tendency in recent fiction to interpret the effects of these transformations using the figure
of the loser tells us about how the Irish view themselves and contemporary forms of
Irishness. Overall, in my work here on Irish novelists’ dependence on loser figures in
their analyses of recent sociocultural transformations and their effects, I attempt to show
how contemporary Irish fiction confronts and imagines what Zamorano Llena and Gray
describe as the overwhelmingly “self-delusional [or] self-congratulatory political and
cultural narratives” of progress, liberalization, and modernization that, at least outwardly,
defined Ireland at the turn of the century (3). I show, in short, how these writers envision
and portray the difficulties of self-evaluation and self-definition within the transitioning
social matrix of the island’s contemporary period.
* * k

Given the complex and generally fraught nature of place names in the Irish
context, I want to very briefly clarify here a few points related to my terminology in this
chapter and those that follow. First of all, though I use “Ireland” and “the Republic of
Ireland” (and its variants) roughly interchangeably in Chapters Two through Four, I use
the term “Ireland” and “Irish” here in a much more general way. I use the terms, that is,
primarily in reference to the island of Ireland—*Irish fiction,” for instance, refers to

fiction by writers from the island of Ireland broadly.* I reserve “Republic of Ireland,”

* Though I recognize the potentially questionable or problematic nature of my conflation,
here, of “Ireland”’/“Irish” with the whole of the island, especially given that the
sociocultural transformations that I am investigating are frequently analyzed within a
specific sociocultural or sociopolitical context, I justify my use of these all-island
designations by pointing to the degree to which all of these transformations were
significant in one way or another for the entirety of the island. Though largely contained
in the streets of Belfast and Derry, for instance, the violence of the Troubles often spilled
over into the Republic. Likewise, though the most damning reports regarding abuse in the
Catholic Church involved priests and institutions located in the Republic, there were also



“Northern Ireland,” and occasionally “the North” in this chapter to refer to the states
established following the partition of Ireland. I use the latter two terms as neutral
designations of the territory which, though home to a community that imagines itself as
culturally distinct, is largely coterminous with the boundaries of the state. In instances in
which I mean to refer to groups or material related to the sociocultural specificity of the
region that essentially corresponds with Northern Ireland but do so without isolating
these things from the broader Irish context with which they are fundamentally
intertwined, I use the uncapitalized “northern Irish.” In this way, I follow critics including
Fiona McCann who highlight the importance of acknowledging that certain terms imply
an “acceptance of the constitutionalised partition,” something that a substantial portion of

the population of Northern Ireland continues to resist (12).°

1.2. What is a Loser?: Situating Loserdom

As is probably obvious, the terms “loser” and “loserdom” are closely related; the
“loser,” of course, experiences “loserdom.”® What this state of “loserdom” is, and what
being a “loser” consists of, however, is perhaps not immediately evinced by the terms

themselves. Given the centrality of these concepts to my discussion of contemporary Irish

noteworthy investigations into Protestant institutions (e.g. the Manor House in Lisburn)
and individuals (e.g. Brendan Smyth) who abused children and were convicted in
Northern Ireland (“Profile”).

> For more on the issue of place names in Ireland, see Hawes-Bilger’s War Zone
Language, Morris’s ““H’ is for History: Uses of the Past in Place Name Debates in New
Zealand and Northern Ireland,” Murray’s “From Shibboleths to Shared Terminology?:
The Divisive Place Names of Northern Ireland,” and Nash’s “Irish Place Names: Post-
colonial Locations.”

6 Of this latter term, I want to emphasize that, unless otherwise noted, I do not use the
suffix “-dom” in “loserdom” to mean “realm of” (as in “kingdom”). Rather, “~-dom” in
“loserdom” refers to “the state or quality of being a loser” (as in “boredom”).



fiction, and given that there is, to my knowledge, no single comprehensive or precise
definition of either term dictating how or when they actually get deployed (both in
Ireland and elsewhere), it is worth establishing how I define these words as well as laying
out some of the conceptual parameters guiding their application in later chapters.

What is beyond question when it comes to the ideas of losers and loserdom is that
they inherently consist of a “negative” identity and quality, respectively. In other words,
being a loser or being in a state of loserdom means, in my figuration, occupying an
unfavourable social position. It is, as such, a “relational” concept, an identity largely
defined in relation (i.e. opposition) to others.” Whether a character’s loserdom is, as I will
later show, manifest as or through failure, powerlessness, inadequacy, vulnerability,
incompetence, shame, regret—all, arguably, negative characteristics—it is always a
powerlessness, inadequacy, and so on relative to the ostensible power, capability, and
strength of others. In other words, the losers I examine in subsequent chapters typically
exist in opposition to characters who occupy a more “normalized” or “accepted” form of
being in the world or relating to others. Their difference, in turn, serves to scrutinize the
ways in which Irish society navigates the seismic sociocultural changes of the last three
decades and articulate the problems therein. Though I fully resist the idea that loser
figures are necessarily unhappy—as I show in Chapter Five, Mickey Donnelly of
McVeigh’s The Good Son is quite optimistic and content despite his loserdom—

loserdom, in this way, has much in common with, and in fact might even be a form of,

7 For the sake of brevity and to avoid redundancy, I will primarily define the concept of
the “loser” as an identity in this section. The qualities I describe and assign to this
identity, however, remain applicable to the concept of “loserdom.” To be in a state of
loserdom is simply to demonstrate or experience these qualities.

10



Sara Ahmed’s conception of (un)happiness. Like happiness which, as Ahmed explains,
“is a form of being directed or oriented, of following ‘the right way’,” and like happiness
which is therefore “a quality of a person . . . a kind of trait” as much as it is a “reward,”
loserdom arises as a (negative) “quality” out of one’s “orientation” or adherence to
“wrong” or, at the very least, different things (Promise 9). In that losers embody a
deviation from the “norm,” they share with Ahmed’s “affect alien” a tendency to
experience both “the same [or a similar] affect [as others] but in relation to different
objects, which are judged by others as ‘the wrong objects’,” and an undeniable difference
from those “others” (Promise 171). Notably, both these “others” and the losers
themselves perceive this difference as “negative” (Promise 171). Although Sandage roots
it less in issues of “abnormal” deviation and ties it more explicitly to the issue mentioned
above regarding the failed execution of a plan, especially an economic one, he too alludes
to the negative “relationality” of loserdom. In Born Losers—a text which is, to my
knowledge, the most sustained and detailed critical examination of the idea of the
“loser”—Sandage notes that “to a nation [i.e. the United States] on the verge of anointing
individualism as its creed, the loser was simultaneously intolerable and indispensable,”
confirmation that “the republican fathers had replaced destiny with merit” (27). In his
“intolerability,” the loser is indispensable, according to Sandage: the loser embodies
failure and so ensures socioeconomic progress by normalizing, if not insisting on,
economic ambition, and therefore effectively prompting people to “orient” themselves, as
Ahmed might put it, away from this figure and his qualities. Perhaps more to the point,
Sandage explains that “to know a ‘great loser’ . . . is to glimpse our own worst future,” to

see what we are not and what we want to avoid becoming (18). The loser not only fits

11



into what Sandage calls ‘the language of exclusion,” but is indeed “the epithet of choice”
within this language (275). Relative to other labels of failure, “nerd, dork, dweeb, geek,
wimp, freak, jerk, slacker, weirdo, and even fag,” that of “loser” most effectively captures
the state of being “a misfit or outcast” and the implicit threat such social positioning
poses (275). Loserdom is an unfavourable state, but it is one whose “unfavourable-ness”
emerges from its position within a specific network of normative identities and desires.
Even when it comes to a more popular usage and understanding of “the loser” and
“loserdom,” the concepts retain their inherently negative attributes. In the few articles
that address the cultural status of the figure of the loser, this figure is almost uniformly
defined as having characteristics that are somehow unbecoming or otherwise undesirable.
In much—though not all—of this scholarship, the figure of the loser gets used, in
particular, to express a failure to conform to heteronormative codes of masculinity, an
issue I discuss in more detail below. Nevertheless, whether explicitly gendered or not, the
concept of the loser in this “popular,” if informal, application consistently signifies a
social aberration, a deviation from “standard” identities but always in an adverse way.
For example, in an important article on the “radical inadequacy of the male
protagonist[s]” of Canadian film—something he sees as “an expression of national sense
of self” (241)—Robert Fothergill describes the loser as an “unappealing person, trapped
in his own limitations” (235-6). He characterizes the figure as one who is “blocked or
stunted” and one whose humiliations do not constitute a “painful-step-towards-maturity”

but rather make up the “pattern of his fate” (236).® Likewise, in a more recent article on

8 For more on this critically significant discussion of Canada’s cinematic “losers,” see
Ramsay’s “Canadian Narrative Cinema from the Margins: ‘The Nation’ and Masculinity
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the proliferation of loser figures in beer advertisements, Messner and Montez de Oca
describe these figures as “chumps,” individuals “always on the cusp of being publicly
humiliated, either by their own stupidity, by other men, or worse, by a beautiful woman”
(1887). More significantly, they claim that through their obvious failings, relational
humiliations, and resulting social exclusions, these losers help to “clarify the bounds of
[white] masculine normality” and demonstrate the way in which those who “transgress
these boundaries . . . are suspect” (1894).° In an updated response to Messner and Montez
de Oca’s article, Green and Van Oort also claim that the loser is not only “a delusional
dope—ypitiful, stupid, and downright disgusting,” but also a “frighteningly pathetic victim
of collective delusions™ (696). Like their critical predecessors, they acknowledge that the
loser, in his “pathetic-ness,” functions in ads primarily to foreground “general
expectations of normative masculinity concerning physical prowess and economic
security” (696). In Corbett’s discussion of the “projectile force and projective work™ of

the typically homophobic term “faggot”—a term he sees as closely linked to ideas of

in Goin’ Down the Road,” and Parpart’s “Cowards, Bullies, and Cadavers: Feminist Re-
Mappings of the Passive Male Body in English-Canadian and Québécois Cinema.”

? Although all of the Irish losers I examine in subsequent chapters are white, it is worth
noting that much of the scholarship on loserdom also points to the fact that cultural
depictions of loserdom broadly present a white male loser. Indeed, critics such as
Messner and Montez de Oca read loserdom as partly born out of the challenge “to white
male supremacy by people of color and by immigrants” (1882). In one of the very few
discussions of “racialized” loserdom, the pair suggests that “if white-guy losers risk
punishment or humiliation . . . the level of punishment faced by black [losers] can be
even more severe” (1894). Though the critics note that there are few examples of such
black losers in advertising—and even fewer examples of mixed-race, Latino, or Asian
losers—they claim that race exacerbates losers’ “negative” attributes and humiliations
(1894). Whereas “the screwups that white-guy losers make [can be] forgivable,” they
assert, “a black [loser’s] transgressions” exist in the “cultural and institutional contexts of
suspicion and punishment for African American boys and men” and thus deserve harsher
punishment (1895).
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loserdom—he similarly identifies both the derogatory nature of the term “loser” and its
links to social variance from forms of heteronormative masculinity (3). Describing how
the Columbine shooters were viewed by their classmates as “alienated losers,” Corbett

bN19

suggests that the boys’ “alienation was perceived . . . as a consequence of their manifest
rejection of popular codes/ideals and the manner in which they repeatedly failed to adopt
cultural standards of distinction and value” (5). Although he does not expand on the
specific ways in which the shooters exhibited their loserdom, Corbett again uses the
notion of loserdom to not only characterize a state of “difference” from more normative
cultural modes of being, but also to define failures to either adopt these modes or to
accept their ostensible merit. Making a similar point about losers’ deviation from cultural
standards—albeit in the context of female losers and in relation to a much less serious
situation than the Columbine shooting—Sharp and Ganong suggest that unmarried
women’s sense of “loserdom” arises from their perceived inadequacies in living up to
social expectations and their resulting rejection on the basis of this inadequacy. In one of
the only articles dealing with female losers, Sharp and Ganong analyze one woman’s
description of her experiences participating in the bouquet-toss at weddings. They probe
the woman’s account of feeling as though “I’m a loser, ’'m not married, let’s all just look
at me” (974), and emphasize the “heightened visibility” of losers as well as the
“vulnerability” that comes with the impression that there is something “wrong with them”
(974). For each of these critics, then, loserdom exemplifies an “unhappy,” inherently
vulnerable state; it is the product of an inadequacy with respect to some social

expectation and the shame or embarrassment that accompanies this inadequacy. And

though the examples of losers these critics provide are rooted in an American context, we
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will see, in subsequent chapters, how contemporary Irish fiction’s losers operate in much
the same way. More to the point, we will see how writers have taken up loser figures—
again, as embodiments of social marginality or deviance—to mock, problematize, or
challenge normative social codes established or entrenched by different sociocultural
forces and situations in Ireland.

Though it is often only implied in these critics’ various descriptions of loser
figures, I want to briefly emphasize the degree to which loserdom is not a temporary state
of being that results from a single failure or momentary deviation from the norm. Rather,
as Elaine Blair notes, a loser’s “loserdom is total: it extends to his stunted career, his
squalid living quarters,” and most importantly, “his deep unease in the world” (Blair).
The loser is an embodiment of a perpetual inability to fully overcome some kind of
failure or inadequacy. The loser, to use Sandage’s formulation, is “the most damning
incarnation of the connection between achievement and personal identity” (4-5), and so
essentially represents the confluence of a person’s undesirable behaviour and his abiding
selfhood. In the fiction that I consider later, loserdom is a stable state insofar as it lingers
internally as an anxiety if not an innate shortcoming waiting to be exposed, even when
characters such as Albert Barr from Capital Sins manage to temporarily conceal its
specific manifestations. Loserdom is, thus, an embodied state, not simply the negative
affect that follows from aberrant behaviours, orientations, or desires. Although a loser
might mask his failures or inadequacies, his loserdom is constant as it is encoded into his
way of being in the world and of relating to others. Characters do not become losers
simply by failing in one respect or another, but rather, as Green and Van Oort succinctly

put it, by failing to properly “situate themselves” in the world: losers are not just failures,
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they are “pathetically lost in everyday life” and remain so despite any attempt to find
their way (715).

Despite their apparent consensus regarding the “negativity”” and obvious
relationality of the loser’s identity, few of the aforementioned critics offer much by way
of a description of how loserdom is actually manifest. These critics are much more
interested in sociocultural understandings and perceptions of “loserdom” than they are in
specific examples of how losers actually exhibit their loserdom. And though some of
these critics allude to the qualities that render individuals losers, given the importance of
the various manifestations of loserdom to my readings of contemporary Irish novels, I
want to quickly elaborate on some of the specific “symptoms” of loserdom and explicitly
raise some of the loser’s defining characteristics.

First of all, as some of the critics I mentioned above imply, the loser is closely
aligned with issues of failure, and it is in terms of the loser’s failures that he most
frequently “loses.” As such, my use of the term generally assumes a clear connection, if
not a causal relationship, between a loser character’s actions, affects, and “losses” (both
figurative and literal) and his various failures. For instance, a loser character can fail to
succeed in the typical Western socioeconomic sense—or, of course, fail to either
maintain or desire socioeconomic success—therefore “losing” money or prestige, and
representing what Sandage calls, a “fallen . . . angel in a land of rising liberal
entrepreneurs” (52). This kind of loser who fails to effectively fit into the neoliberal
model of homo oeconomicus—which, as Wendy Brown explains, is the “intensely
governed bit of human capital tasked with improving and leveraging its competitive

positioning and with enhancing its (monetary and nonmonetary) portfolio value across all
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of its endeavours and venues” (10)—is arguably the kind of loser most parents fear their
children will become. Stereotypical examples of this loser are the lazy “freeloader” or the
deadbeat employee—the trio from Comedy Central’s Workaholics are good examples of
this kind of loser. In Chapters Two and Three, we will see how Irish writers deploy
variations of this kind of loserdom to critique the problematic effects of the neoliberal
marketization of Irish subjectivity during and after the boom and, more broadly, to
comment on and challenge the value of Ireland’s years of prosperity. Losers’ failures,
however, extend beyond the economic sphere. In fact, a typical indicator of a loser’s
loserdom is the figure’s failure in navigating social situations and personal interactions,
the figure’s tendency, that is, to “lose face.” It is mainly this loser that critics such as
Messner and Montez de Oca and Elaine Blair have in mind. This is the loser whose
failures and “screwups” sink his romantic prospects (Messner and Montez de Oca 1895),
the loser who is—as George Costanza, perhaps the epitome of this type of loser,
delicately describes one of Jerry Seinfeld’s girlfriend—socially awkward” and
seemingly incapable of properly negotiating the conventional “rules” of social interaction

(“The Van Buren Boys” 0:49-0:50).'° This, in short, is the loser whose failures are most

10“The Van Buren Boys” episode of Seinfeld partly centres around Jerry’s inability to
understand why everyone around him perceives the woman he is dating, Ellen, as a loser.
And, although it neither fully articulates a definition of “loserdom” nor offers any
examples of the woman’s loserdom, the episode frames the concept as one related to an
inherent personal flaw that cannot be overcome. Given the centrality of George
Costanza’s loserdom to the series overall, the episode is notable as it provides the series’
only explicit examination of the idea of the loser but does so by fixating on the loserdom
of a minor character. The episode’s meditation on the question of loserdom is, in other
words, explicitly self-reflexive. By considering Ellen’s loser qualities, the main
characters articulate much of what drives the series’ humour. In a particularly notable
scene, George ironically notes that Jerry’s girlfriend is “the loser of the group. Every
group has someone that they all make fun of—like us with Elaine” (5:17-5:24).
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directly tied to his relationships and whose loserdom is inherently linked with a “social”
incompetence or ineptness. It is this kind of loser that we will mainly see in Chapter Two,
Four, and Five, and who, I will argue, gets used in Irish fiction to poke holes in typical
Irish modes of relating to and propping up hegemonic institutions (e.g. the Church),
political ideologies (e.g. nationalism), and cultural values (e.g. land ownership).

In addition to being closely intertwined with different forms of failure and “loss,”
losers, in my formulation, are also defined by their powerlessness, vulnerability, shame,
and resignation. It is worth noting, however, that although many of these characteristics
and affects derive from and intersect with the kinds of failures mentioned above, they do
still represent distinctive features or symptoms of loserdom. Powerlessness, for instance,
is a standard feature of loserdom in that by failing in economic or social networks, losers
effectively “lose” (or have confiscated) their power or authority over and within these
networks.!! In his comments on debt, for example, Sandage equates financial failure or
economic loserdom with powerlessness: debt is, for him, a kind of slavery in that it
symbolizes a “dependency,” a “surrender of autonomy,” and, therefore, a relationship
based on submission in which one has “power over [an other]” (193). I will touch on this
kind of loss of power and lack of authority particularly in Chapter Three in my discussion
of Kilroy’s The Devil I Know and in Chapter Four in my analysis of Boyne’s 4 History of
Loneliness.

Closely related to the issues of powerlessness and submission are those of

vulnerability and shame. First of all, in failing to situate themselves according to

1 For the sake of clarity, I want to note that when it comes to the issue of powerlessness,
I do not mean to suggest that all powerless people are losers, but rather that loser figures
often display a lack of social power.
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prescribed socioeconomic norms and thereby largely surrendering their authority in these
socioeconomic contexts, losers inevitably become vulnerable, open to criticism,
humiliation, embarrassment, and ridicule. Messner and Montez de Oca point to the
loser’s vulnerability by claiming that this figure, in his inability to exert power over
female subjects or “powerful” men, is necessarily open to rejection and public
humiliation (1894). Though I certainly allude to them in several chapters, the ways in
which vulnerability, embarrassment, and humiliation emerge out of the loser’s various
failures play a particularly important role in my discussion of loserdom in Northern
Ireland in Chapter Five. Unsurprisingly, in situations in which humiliation or
vulnerability becomes possible, if not probable, issues of shame and regret come into
play. One must think only of the aforementioned unmarried female “loser’s” feelings of
vulnerability during the bouquet toss or the sense of shame she experiences with respect
to her marital status to see the links between failure, disappointment, ineffectualness, and
ignominy. The loser’s shame is, as I will show in Chapter Four, indicative of the
experience of failure as failure, and is, as such, indicative of the loser’s capacity for
resisting the redemptive narratives that Mundy identifies in such things as “pro-failure”
works of “self-help and leadership literature,” works that emphasize “forgiveness and
rebirth[,] prevailing over obstacles both external and internal,” and “bounc[ing] back”
(Mundy). The last major hallmark or expression of loserdom worth emphasizing is that of
resignation or passivity. It is these qualities, I argue, that effectively differentiate losers
from typical tragic heroes. Though losers are, like tragic heroes, occasionally victims of
circumstance or of some misfortune rooted in an error of judgement (or tragic flaw), they

are almost always resigned to their fate. Losers, in other words, do nothing to actively
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remedy their downfalls or redeem themselves, and so their loserdom effectively fails to
arouse pity from the reader in the same way that a tragic hero’s “victimized” position
might. Certainly, this resignation is tied into the “stability” of the loser identity that I
mentioned earlier, but it is, more generally and more importantly, the quality that dictates
how and why losers continue to lose, how and why failures become losers.

Obviously, the various interrelated sources and expressions of loserdom that I
have outlined all highlight the clearly unfortunate or negative status of the loser figure.
However, as will become clear in later chapters, the loser’s “negativity”” does not always
entail his inability to be “productive” or “generative” in some way. As Ahmed, again,
recognizes, certain affects of loserdom can help produce ostensibly positive changes for
both individuals and society. Shame and embarrassment, for instance, can enable “nation
building” insofar as they expose “the failure of the nation to live up to its ideals” and
therefore establish “the ground[s] for a narrative of national recovery” (Cultural 109).
Although I would emphasize that the loser’s shame does not always produce the kind of
generative results Ahmed claims are possible, the loser’s attributes are not uniformly
destructive. This position is convincingly taken up in Judith Halberstam’s important work
on failure, The Queer Art of Failure (2011). As Halberstam demonstrates, losers and
everything they represent not only help “poke holes in the toxic positivity of
contemporary life” (3), but, crucial to my later discussion of losers in contemporary Irish
fiction, also “offer more creative, more cooperative, more surprising ways of being in the
world” (2-3), especially a world such as Ireland, marked (as it is) by a number of social
crises. Embodying loserdom, Halberstam explains, is potentially remedial in that it is “a

way of refusing to acquiesce to dominant logics of power and discipline,” and is, as such,
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“a form of critique” (88). Losers, in their exemplification, embodiment, or “practice” of
failure, inadequacy, and resignation, help reveal the “alternatives [that] are embedded
already in the dominant,” and they are particularly well-suited to “exploit the
unpredictability of ideology and its indeterminate qualities” (88). Though I do not want to
overstate the importance of the “productivity” of the fictional loserdom I consider in later
chapters, I raise the issue here as a means of nuancing the overwhelmingly “negative”
characterization of loserdom that I have so far given. More importantly, I raise this
question of the possible “productiveness” of loserdom because of what it stands to teach
us about how northern Irish novelists, in particular, view the failures of post-conflict
northern society. That loserdom enables a kind of “alternative” mode of being is crucial,
as I will later argue, to northern writers’ vision of contemporary northern identities that
have broken away from rigid (sectarian) ideologies that produced the conflict.

There remains only one key attribute relating to the figure of the loser that I have
not yet addressed, though I have certainly hinted at it. This is, of course, the issue of
gender and, more precisely, the ostensibly typical masculinity of the loser figure.
Although there is arguably no innate gender dimension to the concepts of failure,
inadequacy, vulnerability, shame, or loss as I have attempted to articulate them, and
although a very small number of critics—such as Sharp and Ganong—have articulated
models of female loserdom, the figure of the loser is almost always imagined or treated as
a man.'? Green and Van Oort, for example, imagine the loser as the embodiment of

“[failed] attempts to properly perform masculinity” (696), an idea they share with Quail

12 For this reason, and because the fictional losers I later focus on are, indeed, male
characters, I have used masculine pronouns to refer to the loser figure.
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and Shifman.!® The pair argues that insofar as the television advertisements they analyze
“abandon the happy loser,” they do so as a means of “calling out failing heteronormative
masculinity as a social problem” (715). Likewise, in their exploration of earlier alcohol
advertisements, Messner and Montez de Oca suggest that the cultural resonance of loser
figures in the early twenty-first century can be traced back to the “basic insecurities” of
the contemporary man, insecurities “grounded in . . . deindustrialization, the declining
real value of wages and the male breadwinner role, [and] significant cultural shifts
brought about by more than three decades of struggle by feminists and sexual minorities”
(1882). The idea of the loser, they succinctly claim, is not only fundamentally tied into
the “cluster of social changes [that] has destabilized hegemonic masculinity” (1882), but,
as a cultural phenomenon, it also effectively epitomizes a response to the “discredited and
caricatured” excesses of “hyper masculinity” and “the increasing empowerment of

women” (1905). Even in his focus on economic or market-driven loserdom, Sandage

characterizes losers as existing largely on a spectrum of masculine identities. He claims

13 Quail suggests specifically that the popularity of “loser celebrities,” figures both
produced and exploited by American reality television, is not only rooted in the appeal of
the “spectacle of losing” but often has “racialized and sexualized” dimensions (472-3).
William Hung—whose unsuccessful American Idol audition led to his subsequent
infamy—is, for Quail, a case in point (473). With regard to both Hung’s infamous
performance of Ricky Martin’s “She Bangs” and his subsequent “loser-success,” Quail
claims that the “inability to personify the Latin lover role marks [Hung’s] failed
masculinity” and fundamentally ties his loserdom to this failure to “conform to [the]
standard of sexualized masculinity” required to “win a pop contest” and, arguably, to
succeed in general (473-4). In an article on internet “meme” culture, Shifman, too,
identifies a link between loserdom and failed gender performances. She claims that the
tremendous popularity of figures such as “Numa Numa Guy” and “Star Wars Kid"—
figures whose popularity is largely based on their humiliating, if humorous, on-camera
performances—can be attributed to the fact that they “fail to meet current masculine
expectations either in appearance or behaviour” and, like contemporary sitcoms that
respond to the “crisis of masculinity,” present “far-from-perfect men who fail to fulfill
basic functions in their personal and professional lives” (194-5).
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that in relation to the “ideal of self-made manhood” and the “male arena” of success, the
loser and the “winner”—in this case, the “self-made man”—delineate “the poles of an
ideology of manhood based on an achieved identity [and] the conviction that all men
earned their fates and thus deserved whatever credit or disgrace they accrued” (236-7).
Put simply, Sandage’s point is that if success or socioeconomic power are “gendered
ideal[s]” (236), so too are their opposites: failure and loserdom. In Chapter Two and
Three in particular, we will see how Irish novelists have used loserdom to explore similar
anxieties about the destabilization of typical masculine roles (e.g. breadwinner,
entrepreneur) within the context of the Celtic Tiger and the economic crash. We will see,
more specifically, how these writers have used losers to critique both the nefarious
demands of neoliberalism on Irish men and the effects of the marketization of Irish
identity and particularly masculinity on the whole of Irish society.

Despite this emphasis on the typical masculinity of the loser, however, there is
something of a tension underlying the concept of the loser as inherently masculine.
Namely, though the loser is ostensibly always a man, his failures and/as violations of
hegemonic masculinity necessarily align him with women and femininity. That is, though
losers are, for all intents and purposes, generally men, their failures, weaknesses,
vulnerabilities, submissiveness, and shame, equate them with patriarchal ideals of
femininity. Losers are, by their very nature, both always and never fully men, and so
though they get used by Irish novelists to explore broader social issues (e.g.
neoliberalism, sectarianism), they also epitomize one aspect of the so-called “crisis of
masculinity” so frequently cited in examinations of contemporary culture and, notably, in

Irish literary/cultural criticism.

23



Although it represents only one aspect of my discussion of contemporary Irish
novels, and although, as I will suggest later, the character of the loser fits within a broader
historical conception of Irishness than might first be apparent, this idea that the loser
personifies the crisis of masculinity—by way of his failures, passivity, and weaknesses—
certainly plays into recent critical debates about masculinity in Irish culture. Despite the
fact that few, if any, Irish critics have closely examined the loser figure, the intersections
between the state of loserdom, the crisis of masculinity, and changing sociocultural
conditions, demonstrates both the relevance of this figure to recent debates around what
Magennis and Mullen describe as “the contingent nature of masculine identity and
identifications” amidst the island’s significant sociocultural shifts (3), and the new
avenues of critical analysis the loser’s embodiment of failed (and, arguably, alternative)
masculinity makes possible. Again, I will shortly offer ways in which the figure of the
loser conforms to or reflects other, more general aspects of Irish identity—in particular,
aspects involving questions of (post)colonial or national identity—and how he fits within
the longstanding critical debates surrounding issues of Irishness. Before doing so,
however, I want to briefly consider the ways in which contemporary scholarship on Irish
masculinity might supplement the largely American work I have been using to define
“losers” by positing that identities rooted in failure and powerlessness (i.e. loserdom) are
not only gendered but indeed bound up with forms of masculinity “in crisis.” More
importantly, I want to raise this material as a way of beginning to situate the loser figure
in a more specific Irish critical context and show how he might benefit from or fit into
scholarly readings of both Irish culture and Irish masculinity. I want to emphasize again,

however, that I raise the issue of masculinity in relation to loserdom mainly because of
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the ways in which, in popular conceptualizations, the loser is an inherently masculine
figure and not because my discussion of contemporary Irish fiction always hinges on this
intersection. This gender issue will come into play in my analyses of recent novels—
especially in Chapters Two, Three, and Five—but to suggest that it is totalizing in
explaining what these texts do with loserdom and/as Irishness is to overstate its
importance.

Whether in the context of the economic boom/bust, the clerical abuse scandal, or
the sectarian conflict in Northern Ireland, several critics have recently examined the
connections between Ireland’s sociocultural crises and failures—or their representations
in culture—and those of hegemonic forms of Irish masculinity.!* In many cases, these
discussions call to mind the characterization of losers as either sociocultural examples of
or responses to the transformation or deterioration of typical forms or expectations of
masculinity by critics such as Sandage, Messner, Montez de Oca, Green, and Van Oort.
Moreover, these discussions hint at loserdom’s potential value as a way of analyzing
Ireland’s recent sociocultural circumstances. For example, in suggesting that the need to
“re-evaluate the representation [and definition] of masculinity in the Irish context” is
rooted in both the country’s myriad sociopolitical and economic crises and the fact that,

as they claim, “Ireland is still a country with men at the helm”—men whose leadership or

14 See, for example, Debbie Ging’s Men and Masculinities in Irish Cinema (2013), Fintan
Walsh’s Male Trouble: Masculinity and the Performance of Crisis (2010), Caroline
Magennis and Raymond Mullen’s Irish Masculinities: Reflections and Literature and
Culture (2011), Brian Singleton’s Masculinities and the Contemporary Irish Theatre
(2015), Conn Holohan and Tony Tracy’s Masculinity and Irish Popular Culture: Tiger’s
Tales (2014), Caroline Magennis’s Sons of Ulster: Masculinities in the Contemporary
Irish Novel (2010), Paddy Lyons and Alison O’Malley-Younger’s No Country for Old
Men: Fresh Perspectives on Irish Literature (2009).
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lack thereof has “shaped recent history”—Magennis and Mullen implicitly raise the
prospect that powerlessness and failure (both hallmarks of loserdom) are actually
hallmarks of masculinity in contemporary Ireland (1-2).!® If, as Magennis and Mullen
imply, feckless men and the failures of normative or patriarchal forms of masculinity are
responsible for these sociocultural crises and are, therefore, the force behind Irish
culture’s attempts to re-evaluate contemporary notions of masculinity, then, the loser
offers an ideal vehicle through which to perform such an evaluation. As the embodiment
of all the “negative” qualities I describe above, loserdom represents a useful state for
thinking, as Magennis and Mullen do, about literary attempts to find “spaces of
articulation of difference and subversion within hegemonic and non-hegemonic
constructions of Irish masculinities” (5). Not only do losers frequently embody this
“difference” or “subversion,” they exemplify the state against which hegemonic
masculinities can be assessed (5). Moreover, the loser figure might also prove valuable to
readings, such as Cormac O’Brien’s, of “abject, troubled masculinity” in Irish theatre

(130), or what Karen Fricker calls Irish drama’s “ongoing chronicle of male weakness,

1> The idea that men remain “at the helm” of the Irish state risks omitting the
sociocultural contributions of former presidents Mary Robinson and Mary McAleese. As
many critics and historians have rightly noted, the elections of both Robinson and
McAleese proved “seismic cultural shift[s]” in Ireland (Parker 6), not least for the fact
that the two helped put to rest “the ghosts of an Ireland of the past, facilitat[ed] the
emergence of a modern, diverse society and renew[ed] links between Northern Ireland
and the Republic” (Galligan 107). However, for all that these women represented for Irish
society in the 1990s and 2000s, and without understating the value of their success in
“changing the tone of Irish public life,” it remains the case that, as presidents, their roles
were largely ceremonial, and their work was largely performed, as Kilfeather puts it,
“with symbols and gestures” (112). In this way, Robinson and McAleese are
fundamentally different than, say, Bertie Ahern, Brian Lenihan, Martin McGuinness, or
lan Paisley, and it 1s with this difference in mind that I—building on Magennis and
Mullen’s claim—characterize Ireland as a country “with men at the helm” (2).
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frailty, failure” (85). Namely, in his inherent personification of the negative affects that
prop-up (and threaten) normative contemporary masculine subjectivity, the loser proves
another example of what Cormac O’Brien describes as the clear “ideological links”
between “the emergence . . . of isolated, crisis-ridden males” and “the rise of Celtic Tiger
neoliberalism in Ireland” with its “emphasis on individual competitiveness, and
commercialized hyper-masculinity” (132). The loser, that is, offers new and helpful ways
of imagining the relationship between recent revelations of the “corrupt and immoral,” if
not ineffective and inept, qualities of the Irish “male-run institutions of church, state and
big business” and the increasing cultural emphasis on “introspective, insecure and
immobile” men, men who Fricker claims “are consumed by self-examination and self-
doubt” (84). The loser, in short, can help reveal the apparent male-centered perception of
Ireland’s sociocultural crises, while also shedding light on the effects of these crises on
artistic or cultural representations of Irish masculine identities, as well as on the
“extensive and ongoing period of soul searching” taking place, according to Holohan and
Tracy, in the “post-Catholic, postmodern, neoliberal island nation” broadly speaking (2).
In addition to lying at the margins of this contemporary critical interest in what
Ging calls Irish culture’s proclivity for “eschew[ing] heroic, patriotic and successful male
figures in favour of male subjects who are socially marginalized, criminal and underclass,
depressed, suicidal, abused, forced into exile . . . violent and variously conflicted or in
crisis” (16), the idea of the loser figure as an emblem of sociocultural transformations and
crises also fits in to the significant scholarly conversation dealing with issues of male
suicide on both sides of the Irish border. For one, the very fact that Irish men are five

times more likely to kill themselves than Irish women, and that, as several scholars have
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noted, this disparity stems largely from a “depreciation of . . . certain forms of
masculinity in [contemporary] Irish society” (Garcia xii), points to the sociocultural
pertinence of the masculine anxieties and inadequacies to which the loser figure gives
shape. However, the loser’s relevance to this critical interest in masculinity and suicide in
Ireland has to do with more than the “depreciation” of masculinity within contemporary
Ireland: indeed, critics such as Magennis suggest that the fact that Irish men are
disproportionately prone to suicide has as much to do with the loss of any clear sense of
belonging or purpose as it does with a “devaluing” or “feminizing” of their social status.
Male suicides, in other words, are the products of a perceived or experienced sense of
negative “relationality” within Ireland’s changing social conditions. This deviation from
or inconsistency with social norms is, as I have mentioned, a crucial feature of
loserdom.'® For example, with regard to Northern Ireland specifically, Magennis claims
that “in 1999 there were six times more male than female deaths from suicide” partly

because, in spite of “the disparity of men’s experiences in a changing Northern Ireland,”

16 Interestingly, just as it emphasizes the idea that men’s perceived deviations from or
violations of social norms are a significant cause for male suicides in Ireland, the critical
discourse surrounding the issue of male suicides in Ireland also highlights the relevance
of the issue of failure—another obvious loser characteristic. In fact, as Smyth,
MacLachlan, and Clare note, the concept of masculine failure is indeed fundamental to
understandings of suicide in Ireland. Adding to Canetto’s claims about the gendering of
suicide, they explain that “there is a certain ‘draw’ towards lethal suicidal behaviours
given [ Western] cultural depictions of what it means ‘to be a man’. Thus, men do not
‘attempt’ [to kill themselves], they ‘succeed’ in doing so (86). To attempt to commit
suicide, these scholars explain, is to fail to kill oneself, and this failure, they go on,
constitutes a violation “of the stereotypical ‘male’ role expectations that include the
attributes of strength, decisiveness, success, and inexpressiveness,” and is therefore “less
masculine” (86). In short, the intersection between failure and masculinity within the
growing Irish discourse on suicide points, again, to the significant ways in which
loserdom underpins ideologies shaping normative modes of being and proper social
orientations in Ireland.
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many men “feel they have no part in the changing province” (12). Likewise, as
McAlister, Scraton, and Haydon note, sociocultural shifts including the end of the
conflict in the North have led many men to “tak[e] their own lives” in response to their
experiences of a sense of uncertainty, vulnerability, and even shame about the perceived
“loss or dissolution of [their] cultural identity” (306-7). For these critics, the
contemporary trend of male suicides in the North is directly tied to the peace process’s
neutralization of a (largely sectarian sense of) masculinity rooted in conventional male
strength and power, and it is as such a crisis clearly in line with the sociocultural
experience of powerlessness, vulnerability, and loserdom. Similarly, critics have pointed
to the ways in which, in the Republic, the male suicide epidemic emerges out of
experiences of uncertainty, vulnerability, and shame, but, in this case, primarily in the
context of Ireland’s sharp economic rise and fall. The Irish economy’s effects on
employment rates in particular have, according to Felicia Garcia, had tremendous
implications for men’s sense of worth. Referring to and building on Mac Giolla Bhain’s
discussion of suicide, Garcia points to the way in which the precarity of employment has
resulted in the untethering of Irish masculinity from older categories of normative
masculinity and contributed to the rise in suicides: she claims that within Irish society,
Irish men are often perceived or perceive themselves as “useless with little to nothing to
offer as financial contributors, or as carers, to their partners or to their children” (xiv).
And though their “useless” roles in society do not necessarily stem from their own
failures, these men, as Garcia’s analysis seems to suggest, are effectively losers. As
products of their country’s contemporary economic stagnation, they embody a kind of

powerlessness and inadequacy relative to typical ideas of the male provider and protector.
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If, as Mac Giolla Bhain suggests, male suicide is often a result of being “a complete and
total failure as a husband, as a father, [and] as a man” (250 emphasis mine), then it is a
self-destructive action equally born out of the (gendered) experience of deviation,
inadequacy, and shame that loserdom epitomizes. Overall, the degree to which the critical
discourse surrounding male suicide in Ireland is bound up with questions of individuals’
(i.e. men’s) relationships with changing sociocultural contexts indicates the loser figure’s
applicability to this discourse, and indeed highlights the loser’s suitability to discussions

of the effects of Ireland’s shifting social climate in general.

1.3. Losers, Irish Fiction, and the Question of Postcolonial Irishness

Although the figure of the loser fits into critical debates regarding Irish
masculinity and also helps illuminate some of the ways the “crisis” of masculinity
manifests itself in a changing Ireland, I want to suggest that there is a second, and, given
my purposes, equally important critical context in which this figure fits: the national(ist)
or (post)colonial context. I want to propose that the loser figure is particularly valuable in
terms of understanding Ireland’s national sense of self. That is, though he certainly sheds
light on some of the ways in which gender roles and expectations have shifted along with
contemporary Irish society, the loser also embodies less specifically “gendered” and more
distinctly /rish forms of identity, or, at the very least, raises important questions about the
embodiment of this identity. As a quintessential figure of failure, the loser offers some
interesting insights not only about how contemporary Irish identity has been marked by
the country’s various crises but also about how this identity fits into the broader context

of Ireland’s fraught national/colonial history. In a short analysis of the “Irishness” of Irish
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verse, Conor Cruise O’Brien, writing as Donat O’Donnell, suggests that “Irishness is not
primarily a question of birth or blood or language,” but is instead “the condition of being
involved in the Irish situation, and usually of being mauled by it” (O’Donnell 78): like
Irishness, loserdom, I contend, is precisely the effect or embodiment of this sociocultural
“mauling.” As such, I want to turn here to Ireland’s broader sociopolitical context and the
cultural history of the loser in Ireland and suggest that insofar as the loser provides
something of an answer to O’Toole’s question about “what it mean[s] to be ‘us’” in a
contemporary, crisis-plagued Ireland (Ernough 4)—a complex issue I explore at length in
later chapters—he does so while emphasizing the degree to which these contemporary
approaches to or understandings of Irish identity reflect a much older and more extensive
national project: that of self-definition and sociopolitical independence. I want to suggest,
in short, that contemporary Irish novelists and contemporary Irish society turn to losers to
both make sense of the series of crises marking the country’s recent history and establish
how these crises have altered (or sustained) ideas of Irish identity.

Though I do not want to dwell on the ways in which the loser figure closely
mirrors the typical, if “mythical” (to use Memmi’s designation [145]), figure of the
colonized subject, it is worth noting that these figures are structurally similar.!” For
example, despite his variegated characteristics, as a “portrait of wretchedness,” the loser

is, like the colonized subject, cast as the inferior half of the binary that structures social

17 By “mythical,” I am referring here to Memmi’s description of the false “image of the
colonized” that becomes “myth” and that, in turn, becomes useful in vindicating the
“presence and conduct of [the] colonizer” and “exalting the colonizer and humbling the
colonized” (145).
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power relations and justifies socioeconomic realities (148).'® In this way, though specific
individuals might be identified as “losers,” the loser figure effectively becomes, like the
colonized, both a product and instrument of ruling class ideologies. This conceptual
similarity between the loser and the colonized subject is largely based, again, in the issue
of “orientation.” Whereas the colonial subject’s ostensible barbarism or savageness
underpins what Loomba calls “a discourse of primitivism” which not only “feed[s] into
colonial stereotyping” (94), but also helps shore up a colonial power which “never really
possessed an ideology” and was “seldom altogether sure of itself or its cause” (J. Morris
2), the loser, again, compels social subjects to align themselves towards conventional
ways of operating in the world. Although this is obviously an incomplete account of the
parallels between the loser figure and the colonized subject, the point I want to emphasize
is simply that, as organizing principles within hegemonic social systems, these figures
whose legitimacy as subjects is tied to their readiness to be degraded in some way, serve
very similar functions.

Where the structural similarities between the loser figure and the colonized
subject become particularly significant, however, is in the context of Ireland’s long
colonial history. As Kiberd explains in /nventing Ireland, “colonialism took various

forms” in Ireland: “political rule from London[,] economic expropriation by planters who

18 This idea of “wretchedness” or the “wretch” is particularly useful in connecting both
the loser and the colonial subject. In addition to characterizing the titular group of
Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth, those colonized people “too long accustomed to
physiological wretchedness, humiliation, and irresponsibility” (137), this concept brings
together ideas of geopolitical vulnerability and social vilification. On the etymological
history of “unhappiness” and its denotation of “wretched in mind,” Ahmed explains, for
one, that the “wretch” is “not only the one driven out of his or her native country but is
also defined as . . . ‘a miserable, unhappy, or unfortunate person,’ . . . and even ‘a vile,
sorry, or despicable person’” (Promise 17).
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came in various waves of settlement,” and most importantly, the “psychology of self-
doubt and dependency among the Irish [resulting from] the loss of economic and political
power but also the decline of the native language and culture” (/7 6). In this last
manifestation of British colonialism, we can already see the roots of loserdom as a
distinct form of Irishness, a form that, as I will argue in later chapters, contemporary
transformations and crises helped calcify in the contemporary Irish psyche. To be clear,
British colonialism in Ireland, according to Kiberd, produced an Irish subject whose
characteristics and identity bear a distinct resemblance to those of the figure of the loser.
It was a subject wracked by existential doubt and defined by powerlessness and
vulnerability. Again, in its attempt to “define an English national character” by
establishing “a countervailing Irish one,” the British colonial project in Ireland, Kiberd
explains, hinged on setting up or finding an Irish “foil” to the “controlled, refined and
rooted” ideal of Englishness (/7 9), and in the formation of this Irish foil—the “fey,
feckless, fighting Irish” (Kiberd /WW 22)—the English essentially created a kind of a
proto-loser figure. Insofar as “Paddy was held to be indolent and contrary . . . unstable
and emotional . . . childish and feminine” (/7 30), Irishness came to be equated with
inadequacy, a lack of success, irresponsibility, and general haplessness. Though the Irish
might not have exemplified a kind of failure in the eyes of their English overlords, they
embodied, in a way, a failed Englishness. Moreover, in view of later British attempts to

(133

“quell [Irish] dissent” and to have Ireland “‘normalized’ and pacified through the
application of British economic norms” (Paseta 17)—attempts that were actualized by the

Act of Union 1800—Irishness, under colonialism, came to signify powerlessness and

vulnerability. As a result of their colonial relationship with Britain, the Irish were
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inevitably cast as the submissive loser to England’s aspirational winner. And though
Ireland’s colonial subjugation and the consequent moulding of Irish identity by and for
the English colonizer would produce decades of violent resistance on the part of the Irish,
these realities would shape ideas of Irishness for decades following Ireland’s colonial era.
Now, there is little question as to whether loserdom and its symptoms were (or
are) intrinsic or atavistic Irish traits—they are not. However, accounting for the apparent
Irish adoption of the loser role generated as a result of the country’s colonial relationship
with England is a more complex problem. In other words, the fact that Irish loserdom
would ultimately prove to be a serviceable identity not only for an English society that
feared its “Celtic ‘Other’” but also for Irish colonial subjects bent on reshaping colonial
stereotypes to fit their own ends makes it is more difficult to assess the significance and
function of Irish loserdom under British colonialism (/7 29). Part of the difficulty in
assessing the function of the “loserdom” of Irishness under British colonialism is due to
the simple fact that, as Kiberd explains, there are many instances in which the Irish
willingly adopted and simultaneously subverted this loser role. For example, he suggests
that with respect to Irish emigrants to England’s commercial centres, “many found it
easier to don the mask of the Paddy than reshape a complex identity of their own” as this
stereotype enabled them, for instance, to ingratiate themselves to “English workers who
might otherwise have deeply resented their willingness to take jobs at very low rates of

pay” (11 29)." Likewise, adopting the loser role and, therefore, an ostensibly innocuous

19 Kiberd’s point about the Irish tendency to “don the mask of the Paddy” and its
subversive (or productive) potential corresponds to Homi Bhabha’s concept of colonial
“mimicry,” especially in that it produces “conflictual, fantastic, discriminatory ‘identity
effects’ in the play of a power that is elusive because it hides no essence, no ‘itself’” (90).
For more, see “Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse.”
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social position offered the Irish a means of “making shrewd deals” with their
unsuspecting English counterparts and generally keeping their “rivals unawares” (/7 30).
In simple terms, “acting the buffoon” and performing this colonial variant of loserdom
had “certain short-term advantages” for the Irish (/7 29): it enabled them to “control and
regulate [their relationship with the English] at will” (/7 29-30), and, in this way,
“conformed as much to Irish needs as English prejudices” (/WW 24). However, though
they helped the Irish wrest power from the English, embodiments of the colonial
caricature of the Irish loser by Irish subjects, however subversive, also inevitably shored-
up idea that Irishness was, by its very nature, powerless or ineffectual: it essentially “left
the English with the power of description and the Irish succumbing to the pictures which
they had constructed” (/7 32). This dilemma would prove especially significant in the
context of Irish arts and culture—especially during the Revival period—as novelists,
poets, and playwrights were forced to work out how to depict Irishness in ways that
neither relied on “the braggadocio and feckless Stage Irishman,” nor exemplified
“excessive reaction[s] against such caricature” (/WW 28-9). This subtle, if widespread,
Irish acquiescence to colonial ideas of Irish inferiority—and, as such, loserdom—and the
general “intractability of the Irish situation” constituted, as Seamus Deane explains in
relation to Maria Edgeworth’s fiction, an implicit acceptance that “Ireland was backward,
unenlightened, poor, ill led, even romantic, not because it was a colonial culture, but
because it was Ireland” (32). By taking advantage of the subversive potential of loserdom

within the colonial dynamic between Ireland and England, the Irish essentially encoded
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loserdom and its social expressions into their very conceptualizations of what it meant to
be Irish.?

By the time Ireland gained its independence from Britain in the early 1920s, the
idea that Irish difference was essentially rooted in its loserdom—a loserdom which was,
again, a mirror image of British power, confidence, assertiveness, and ambition—was
fully formed. As such, for the first several decades of Ireland’s “postcolonial” modernity,
the Irish faced the problem of how best to overcome or re-orient the loserdom that had
arguably provided the basis for national(ist) narratives of Irish sovereignty, and this task
would prove difficult not only because of the inevitable complexities of “decoloniz[ing]
the mind” (I 6), but also because of the seemingly perpetual stagnancy of the Irish
economy, the resulting waves of emigration, the cultural and moral repressiveness of the
Catholic Church, and the colonially-tinged political violence in Northern Ireland.?! In
short, the psychological scars of colonialism would prove equal in effect to the country’s
sociocultural deficiencies and failures in hindering Irish abilities to successfully move
past loser identities. In his compelling analysis of idleness—a state or practice that is,
conceivably, yet another part of loserdom—in Irish modernism, Gregory Dobbins

recognizes Ireland’s postcolonial difficulty and suggests that this issue of reorientation or

20 Said and Gilroy have made similar arguments about both the internalization of colonial
stereotypes and the cultural acceptance of colonial ideals that have “a history and a
tradition of thought, imagery, and vocabulary that [give them] reality” (Said 5). See, for
instance, Said’s Orientalism, and Gilroy’s After Empire: Melancholia or Convivial
Culture? and The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness.

21 Though I touch on them in subsequent chapters, for a more comprehensive
examination of these sociopolitical developments, see J.J Lee’s Ireland, 1912-1985:
Politics and Society; Dermot Keogh, Finbarr O’Shea, and Carmel Quinlan’s The Lost
Decade: Ireland in the 1950s; Terence Brown’s Ireland: A Social and Cultural History,
1922-1979; and R.F. Foster’s Modern Ireland: 1600-1972.
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reclamation was one of the most challenging tasks the new Irish state and its writers
faced. He claims, specifically, that insofar as idleness, and by extension loserdom, “marks
the difference of the colonized Irish from the colonizer, and bears traces of an otherness
that resists assimilation to conventional forms of bourgeois nationalism derived from
colonial models” (26), it proved particularly difficult for Irish modernism to engage “with
matters having to do with nationality and decolonization” without also risking reaffirming
“the colonial stereotype of the Irish as lazy, indolent, sentimental, undisciplined, and
incapable of self-rule” (25).2% This, of course, echoes David Lloyd’s point about the
ongoing postcolonial challenge in creating spaces or narratives that are “constitutive of
subjects rather than merely restorative of subjectivities that have been destroyed by
colonialism and are no longer practically retrievable,” the difficulty, that is, in producing
“not recovery in the sense of a retrieval of a lost self or a lost culture,” but in eliciting
“out of an apprehended loss and its perpetuated damage a subject whose very condition is
a transformation” (/7 25). This difficulty in reimagining Irish subjectivity will be
particularly important in my exploration of the crisis of self-definition provoked by the
economic boom and bust in Chapters Two and Three. Nevertheless, my overall point here
is that, as a result of the degree to which it became implanted in the Irish psyche, as well
as the overwhelming lack of propitious sociocultural developments following British
withdrawal from (the majority of) Ireland, the colonial notion of Irish loserdom continued

to define Irish subjectivity long into the “postcolonial” period.

22 This problem is something Dobbins himself is forced to reckon with in placing “an
interpretive emphasis upon the practice of idleness in the Irish modernist novel” (25).
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In his important work on the sociocultural shift that attended the Celtic Tiger,
David McWilliams begins by claiming that “Ireland has arrived” (Pope 3). Indeed, as I
have already mentioned, from the early 1990s, Ireland was largely thought to have
entered into a globalized neoliberal modernity and to have finally achieved its
postcolonial destiny. Again, the rapidity of Ireland’s economic expansion, the progress of
peace talks in the North, and the slow but steady abandonment of “rule-bound
Catholicism” were all, at least on the surface, illustrative of the island’s increasing
economic self-sufficiency and sociopolitical confidence (Kiberd A7 491). However, as |
noted at the outset, the underlying existential crises that arose alongside these shifts
clearly belied Ireland’s seemingly triumphant social climate. In fact, the discursive
emphasis on questions of crisis and authority—a discursive shift that gained traction
especially following the 2008 financial collapse and the release of various reports
detailing the magnitude of clerical abuse in Ireland—tends to also highlight the
possibility that these contemporary social developments served to restore the challenges
Ireland faced in developing a truly postcolonial Irishness, if not re-inscribe or calcify
colonial ideas of Irish inadequacy, fecklessness, and loserdom.?* In view of common
political explications of Irish crises including the economic crash and the clerical abuse
scandal, Geraldine Moane suggests, for instance, that contemporary Ireland remains

plagued by “a postcolonial mentality” that “echo[es] colonial stereotypes” in its

23 O’Toole characterizes the colonially-inflected sense of Irish inferiority and inadequacy
reignited by the financial collapse as a “return of the repressed” (Enough 5). The shock of
this “return,” he claims, can be accounted for by the fact that the Celtic Tiger was thought
to have “banished the underlying Irish sense of doom, the bitter spectre of self-contempt
that was always whispering in our ears that we would screw it all up. And then we
screwed it all up” (Enough 5).
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acceptance of “a dominator discourse of madness” and its references to “the passivity and
compliance of ‘the Irish’” (121). She unambiguously claims, moreover, that “postcolonial
legacies continue to influence the Irish economy, culture, politics and society” (122), and
implies that these legacies are experienced, in part, as “patterns of constriction” which
include “superficial compliance[,] limited self-revelation[,] helplessness, passivity,
shame, self-hatred and sense of worthlessness” (126).2* Likewise, given that Ireland went
from “consider[ing] itself in the centre” as a result of the “vision of progress encapsulated
by the Celtic Tiger” to becoming “an economy on Europe’s periphery” following the
crash, O’Callaghan notes that in the contemporary period “the nation’s postcolonial
heritage no longer seem[s] so culturally distant” (8). In another article co-written with
Boyle and Kitchin, O’Callaghan elaborates on this point, suggesting that both the
economic crash and the narrative of excess frequently deployed as a means of explaining
how it occurred were “married to assumed pathologies of the Irish, which had [their]
roots in latent postcolonial anxieties™ (129). “At its core,” these critics explain, Irish
interpretations of the crash are “haunted by the perception that the boom was always ‘too
good to be true,” and that the crash [itself] was inevitable because the Irish were unfit to
manage their own affairs independently” (129). The economic downfall produced, they
claim, a sort of return of “post-colonial anxieties” about Irishness: as a result of the crash,
the Irish again “became the hapless avatars of dumb luck who had let their ‘economic

miracle’ slip through their fingers due to incompetence,” a nation, in short, marked by “a

24 This list of “patterns of constriction” are based on those Vincent Kenny identifies in
“The Post-Colonial Mind.”
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sense of shame and frustration” born from its failures “to live up to the promise of its
political and economic freedom” (129).

Clearly, these references to Ireland’s contemporary regression to colonial ideals of
Irish haplessness, incompetence, and failure all call to mind the characteristics of the
loser. More importantly though, they demonstrate the degree to which the colonial
stereotype of Irish loserdom—again, a stereotype the Irish arguably internalized—both
undergirded and threatened to compromise the island’s contemporary sociocultural
transformations. The idea that contemporary social, cultural, and economic shifts served
to inflame underlying anxieties about an innate Irish fecklessness or loserdom, anxieties
obviously produced by the island’s colonial experiences, shows the chimerical quality of
this moment of national and ostensibly postcolonial “arrival.” It shows, that is, that rather
than symbolizing an emergence from “older notions of . . . Irishness” and an adoption of
a “postmodern Irishness [fit] for the new millennium” (Negra “Urban” 836-8), these
shifts (and the crises that accompanied them) constituted a new chapter in the nation’s
complex and incomplete postcolonial self-fashioning. That colonial ideas of Irish
loserdom continue to inflect contemporary conceptions of Irishness in spite of the
country’s sociocultural successes (e.g. the Celtic Tiger, the Peace Process) and
transformations (e.g. secularization, cultural globalization)—developments which were,
like its failures, largely “home grown” (O’Callaghan, Boyle, and Kitchin 129)—
illustrates, in simple terms, the fundamental delusion underlying the apparent zenith of
Ireland’s postcolonial project, and shows, as Kiberd claims, that the “available forms of
the [independent Irish] state” established in the twentieth century were ultimately “unable

to contain or embody the very idealistic ambitions of the [postcolonial] nation” (47 ix).
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Regarding the idea that “no one had warned” the Irish that the self-congratulatory
narrative of their “arrival” into a sociocultural modernity effectively masked the “dire
underlying abuses”—economic, political, religious—that would not only ultimately
plunge the island back into economic servitude and sociocultural depression, but also
awaken colonial anxieties of Irish ineptness, inadequacy, and loserdom, Kiberd notes that
“in every decade after independence, writers and artists had given warnings about these
things” (47 3). “Even during the birth-pangs of the Free State,” he explains, it was
Ireland’s writers who suggested “that [independent Ireland] might have been stillborn”
(A1 3). As Susan Cahill notes, Irish fiction from the late-twentieth- and early-twenty-first
centuries continued, however implicitly, to call attention to the potential limitations or the
precarity of the contemporary era, this in spite of the chorus of voices including those of
Julian Gough, O’Toole, John Banville, and Kiberd himself, suggesting that recent Irish
fiction “[did] not engage sufficiently with its . . . present and [was] instead [overly]

obsessed with the past” (Irish 6).°> And though I am not interested here in texts—like

23 The obvious exception to this, I would argue, has to do with novelistic engagements
with the financial crash. Though I agree with Cahill about the apparent reductiveness of
claims regarding contemporary fiction’s engagement, or lack thereof, with the Irish
present—indeed, Cahill’s readings of novels by Colum McCann, Eilis Ni Dhuibhne, and
Anne Enright attest to the degree to which Irish writers were attuned to underlying
questions about Ireland’s rapid modernization—I would suggest that there are few, if any,
Irish novels from before 2010 that adequately anticipated or captured the magnitude of
the financial meltdown. Clearly, this absence of fiction explicitly dealing with the roots of
the crash is due, in part, to the fact that Ireland’s economic downfall occurred only a
decade ago. My point, however, is that for all of Irish fiction’s concerns with and
critiques of recent sociocultural shifts, its failures in anticipating or accounting for what
would prove to be a national economic calamity arguably demonstrate the validity of
comments by Kiberd, Maher and O’Brien, or Cleary about Irish writers’ failures in
developing “literary forms for coping with affluence” (Kiberd 4/ 482) or in alerting “the
public in an adequate manner to the dangers associated with the Celtic Tiger” (Maher and
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those Cahill examines—which necessarily anticipate or contemporaneously engage with
the substantial transformations of late-twentieth- and early-twenty-first century Ireland,
and am instead concerned with novels responding to questions of Irish life in the wake of
these shifts, it is worth noting the extent to which recent Irish literary and cultural
criticism approaches such texts, and contemporary Irish fiction generally, with similar
aims. In other words, though I am focused entirely on novels whose interrogations of
contemporary Irishness and its ties to the island’s recent sociocultural transformations are
clearly inflected by the respective novelists’ grasp of the effects of these shifts, I want to
emphasize that similar questions of contemporary Irishness and its relationship with
recent social, cultural, and political developments dominate recent Irish literary and
cultural criticism, broadly speaking.

For all of the ways in which contemporary Irish cultural criticism shares with my
work a focus on the intersections between both contemporary perceptions and fictional
representations of Irish subjectivity and the drastic social transformations that have
occurred in recent years, this scholarship also proves inadequate or incomplete in its
conceptualization of this dynamic. This critical deficiency is two-fold. On the one hand,
despite their interest in the crisis of self-definition at the heart of contemporary Ireland,
critics including Villar-Argaiz, Brisset and Doody, Altuna-Garcia de Salazar, Gonzalez-

Arias, Holohan and Tracy, and Cahill, among others have largely failed to account for the

O’Brien Prosperity 6). 1 do not, in short, mean to dismiss Cahill’s point about overly
simplistic critical appraisals of the state of Irish fiction during the Celtic Tiger years.
Rather, I mean to suggest that some of these comments about fiction’s representative
limitations are justified in light of the crash.
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variegated ways in which this crisis is embodied or manifest in fiction.?® Although much
of this contemporary scholarship points to the apparent anxieties, uncertainties, or losses
(both literal and figurative) underlying or shaping cultural depictions of contemporary
Irishness, it does not adequately address the significance of similar attributes or
experiences—those of, say, failure, fecklessness, resignation, and submissiveness—to
these depictions or understandings of Irish identity. Put simply, though these critics have
clearly recognized Irish fiction’s portrayal of an Irishness in crisis, and though many have
even gestured towards some of the ways this crisis is represented, they have, by and
large, overlooked other crucial (and common) “symptoms” of this identity crisis, at least
as it is imagined in fiction. It is in this respect that my exploration of the figure of the
loser differs. Specifically, in analyzing the ways the loser essentially personifies the
existential crises that these scholars have (rightly) identified at the heart of contemporary
Ireland, my work explores the more diverse, if less obviously favourable, ways in which
contemporary fiction imagines and represents the experience and nature of Irishness

amidst the island’s changing sociocultural context in recent years. More importantly, it

26 For focused and insightful examinations of minority cultures and dissenting voices in
contemporary Irish society, see Villar-Argaiz’s Literary Visions of Multicultural Ireland
(2014) and Irishness on the Margins: Minority and Dissident Identities (2018), and
Brisset and Doody’s Voicing Dissent: New Perspectives in Irish Criticism (2012). For
compelling critical conceptualizations of the crisis of Irishness albeit in the context of
gender, see Holohan and Tracy’s Masculinity and Irish Popular Culture: Tiger’s Tales
(2014) and Cahill’s Irish Literature in the Celtic Tiger Years, 1990-2008 (2011). Finally,
for astute, though conceptually limited, explorations of the remedial possibilities of the
discourses of “dysfunction” or the “imperfect, the disquieting and the dystopian” in Irish
culture (Gonzalez-Arias 13), see Altuna-Garcia de Salazar’s Ireland and Dysfunction:
Critical Explorations in Literature and Film (2017) and Gonzalez-Arias’s National
Identities and Imperfections in Contemporary Irish Literature: Unbecoming Irishness
(2017).
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seeks to make a case for the value of these less favourable qualities and behaviours—
those that make up loserdom—in articulating the experience of contemporary Irish life.
The second way in which contemporary Irish criticism has fallen short in its
investigation of the connections between Ireland’s existential and sociocultural crises has
to do with its either limited or, conversely, overly broad view of the sociopolitical basis
or “currency” of the crisis of Irishness. In other words, given the tendency in recent
scholarship to focus on individual sociocultural shifts and read these as primarily
responsible for this crisis, or, on the other hand, to analyze this contemporary crisis using
texts which, though perhaps illuminating, do not engage with it as compellingly as many
contemporary works, few of these critical texts offer a cogent analysis of the very distinct
contemporaneity of the sociocultural bases for what I have previously referred to the Irish
ethos of failure. Again, though most scholarly explorations of this topic acknowledge the
many social, economic, political, and cultural changes that have generated or exacerbated
this existential crisis, many fail to articulate the cumulative effect of these contemporary
changes on this crisis, opting instead to offer more exhaustive analyses of the effects of a
single social transformation.?’” Moreover, those that do touch on a broader range of the
social or cultural roots of Ireland’s contemporary crisis do so by turning to works which,
to my mind, are less attuned to the contemporary nuances of this crisis and by offering a

broader conceptualization of the Irish experience of crisis.?® In looking both at how the

27 See, for example, Ging, Cronin, and Kirby’s Transforming Ireland: Challenges,
Critiques, Resources (2009), Coulter and Murray’s Northern Ireland After the Troubles:
A Society in Transition (2008), and Magennis’s Sons of Ulster: Masculinities in the
Contemporary Northern Irish Novel (2010).

28 See, for instance, Lyons and O’Malley-Younger’s No Country for Old Men: Fresh
Perspectives on Irish Literature (2009), Harte’s Reading the Contemporary Irish Novel,
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loser figure in contemporary fiction enables writers to explore Ireland’s experience of all
of these sociocultural changes, and also at how novelists’ interest in the ostensible
loserdom of contemporary Irish society clearly follows from the collective experience of
all of these transformations, this project offers a more comprehensive interpretation of the
ways recent Irish writing has dealt with the contemporary moment. That is, in not only
focusing on novelists’ use of losers to examine and critique each major sociocultural shift
of the last thirty years, but also in suggesting that their shared emphasis on loserdom is
indicative of the cumulative effect of these shifts on Irishness, I show how Irish fiction
grapples with Ireland’s complex sociocultural realities and captures the contemporaneity

of the Irish experience of being “mauled” by the “Irish situation” (O’Donnell 78).

1.4. Chapter Outlines

Given the scarcity of scholarship that specifically considers what I see as Irish
fiction’s preoccupation with the figure of the loser, as well as the myriad ways in which
this figure offers new means of conceptualizing or thinking about issues of Irish identity
in the context of the island’s unstable or changing social conditions, I offer here a series
of divergent, though methodologically consistent, examinations of novels published since
2010 that use losers to explore, respond to, or represent one key social crisis from the last
thirty years. In each of the following chapters, I examine two contemporary novels as
case studies of the ways in which Irish fiction makes use of loser characters both to

represent the return (or perpetuation) in the contemporary era of what O’Toole calls “the

1987-2007 (2014), and Kiberd’s After Ireland: Writing the Nation from Beckett to the
Present (2018).
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pall of failure that had hung over the Irish state for most of its independent existence”
(Ship 14), and also to examine what it means to be Irish during and following this period
of significant sociocultural change. In closely examining the ways in which each novel
not only portrays its characters as losers but also highlights these characters’ “loser
motivations”—that is, the way in which the novel “dramatizes” both the characters’
experiences and the rationale guiding their responses to these experiences—I emphasize,
broadly, the degree to which contemporary Irish novelists imagine loserdom as an
embodied Irish identity, but one that is inherently generated or exacerbated by social
realities. In considering the social conditions shaping the different characters’ loserdom,
and in emphasizing the underlying basis prompting their “performances” of loserdom, I
respond to Halberstam’s call for an examination of how and why “failing, losing,
forgetting, unmaking, undoing, unbecoming, not knowing . . . offer more creative [and]
surprising ways of being in the world” (2-3). Moreover, given that my interrogation of
“the unregulated territories of failure, loss, and unbecoming” in contemporary Ireland
occasionally demands an analysis of fictional characters as motivated figures, I approach
each text, like Halberstam in The Queer Art of Failure, with a readiness to make an
occasional “detour around disciplines and ordinary ways of thinking” (7). Also, I offer
my analyses of these novels as case studies because, though the texts uniformly use loser
characters to engage with recent sociocultural transformations, they neither imagine or
characterize losers in the same way, nor use loserdom to the same thematic ends. Overall
though, these individual case studies will begin to call attention to the prevalence and
significance of “loser fiction” in Ireland, and they will offer some answer as to why the

loser has become such a central figure in contemporary fiction.
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This dissertation is, broadly, divided along thematic lines: Chapters Two and
Three deal with Ireland’s significant economic rise and fall, respectively, while Chapters
Four and Five examine more distinctly sociopolitical transformations and crises, namely,
the clerical abuse scandal and the end of the Troubles. In each of these chapters, I begin
by situating my readings of the respective novels historically as a means of establishing
the specific sociocultural issue shaping the writers’ respective depictions of these loser
characters and, of course, guiding these characters’ trajectories within their respective
narratives. From there, I turn to the texts, one at a time, and primarily focus on the ways
in which they each characterize loserdom as an effect or an affect of a specific social,
cultural, or economic shift. While referring throughout to the colonial and historical roots
of Irish loserdom from which these characterizations of contemporary losers arguably
derive, as well as to the masculine dimensions of the form of Irishness this loserdom
reflects, I consider, first and foremost, the ways in which each novel’s loser characters
embody or perform their identities as losers and the ways this embodiment or
performance of loserdom is tied to a distinct social transformation.

In Chapter Two, I read Donal Ryan’s The Thing About December (2013) and
Peter Cunningham’s Capital Sins (2010) as novels whose rather violent narratives
respond to both Irish society’s ambivalence about the Celtic Tiger and the underlying
threat of what David McWilliams calls “the New Irish Dream” (Pope 62). More
specifically, I argue that both novelists use depictions of violence to not only demonstrate
the sense of confusion and uncertainty that attended Ireland’s drastic shift from poverty to
prosperity and its embrace of neoliberalism in the early 1990s, but also to highlight the

inherent threat of failure generated by the ideological compulsion to be a “full-on nation”
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during the Celtic Tiger period (McWilliams Pope 4). I argue that the male characters of
both novels experience the Celtic Tiger as a period of tremendous existential instability
that feeds their existing feelings of inadequacy and vulnerability, and I suggest that their
respective tendencies to resort to violence is symptomatic of an underlying anxiety about
the neoliberal reconfiguration of Irish subjectivity, broadly, and Irish masculinity
specifically. By analyzing the novels’ respective depictions of the difficulties of
navigating the socioeconomic responsibilities that undergird the Celtic Tiger, I ultimately
argue that the texts present the atmosphere of confidence and optimism engendered by
this economic boom as superficial, as a facade covering a more sinister and unexpressed
ambivalence about the country’s economic triumph.

Using Paul Murray’s The Mark and the Void (2015) and Claire Kilroy’s The Devil
I Know (2012), I examine, in Chapter Three, the outcome of Ireland’s years of frenzied
spending and unchecked property development, and I offer a reading of what the island’s
socioeconomic hangover meant for Irish identity. I suggest specifically that the loser
protagonists of each novel not only personify the crisis of self-definition that arose
following the economic crash and banking scandals, but also embody the nation’s
reluctance in accepting blame for the economic collapse. In foregrounding their
characters’ submissiveness, powerlessness, resignation, and delusions, these novels, I
argue, undermine the narratives of victimization and blamelessness that Irish bankers,
politicians, property developers, and, arguably, citizens use to account for the country’s
significant shift “from prosperity to austerity” (Maher and O’Brien Prosperity 6). The
losers of Murray and Kilroy’s texts, in short, not only typify Ireland’s socioeconomic

failures, but also call attention to the sociocultural equivocation that marks both the
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nation’s interpretation of this economic collapse and its attempts to work through this
failure.

Turning away from the more socioeconomic issues of the two previous chapters,
Chapter Four explores the ways in which the clerical abuse scandal has fundamentally
altered the relationship between Irish society and the Catholic Church and has, likewise,
complicated the ways in which the Church shapes contemporary conceptions of Irishness.
In the chapter, I look at Roddy Doyle’s Smile (2017) and John Boyne’s A4 History of
Loneliness (2015) and argue that these works portray the clerical abuse scandal as a
sociocultural problem that resists “correction” and pushes against society’s desire for
redemption and restitution. I contend that by depicting both victims of clerical abuse and
priests who either perpetrated or perpetuated the culture of abuse as loser figures who are
defined by disappointment, powerlessness, shame, and regret, Smile and A History of
Loneliness, respectively, reveal the overall degradation of Irish society resulting from the
abuse scandal. Overall, the loserdom in these novels, I argue, serves to critique Ireland’s
culture of inaction and its uncritical deference to a morally bankrupt Church, and it works
to demonstrate the difficulties of severing an inherently flawed though historically (and
politically) consequential Catholic tradition from contemporary ideals of Irish identity.

Finally, in Chapter Five, I take up the issue of Irish subjectivity in Northern
Ireland in the post-Troubles period. I use Paul McVeigh’s The Good Son (2015) and
Garbhan Downey’s lesser-known Across the Line (2012) to suggest that, in view of both
the apparent instability of the peace in Northern Ireland and the tendency of opposing
communities to cling to divisive ethnopolitical identities, loserdom—as a way of being

that is bound up with vulnerability, resignation, and even humility—offers a potential
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alternative to those identities rooted in tribal narratives of ethnic pride and confidence.
That is, unlike the novels I consider in earlier chapters, McVeigh and Downey’s works
depict losers and loserdom as potentially positive: for both novelists, they provide viable
alternatives or antidotes to those sectarian identities and values tied to the conflict that
defined Northern Ireland in the later twentieth century. In the chapter, I show,
specifically, the ways in which both novelists not only deploy their loser characters to
mock or trivialize the conflict and emphasize the absurdity of the country’s lingering
sectarian divisions, but also portray loserdom as a subversive, if submissive, quality that
enables their respective loser characters to define themselves (or set the parameters for
this necessary redefinition) outside of destructive sectarian ideologies. I suggest, in
simple terms, that both novels use losers to critique the objectives and value of the
conflict and to put forward prospective foundations for a reconceived post-Troubles
subjectivity.

I end with a short concluding chapter in which I rearticulate the function of the
figure of the loser in contemporary Irish fiction. I also briefly expand on the versatility
and value of such recalcitrant figures and others like him (e.g. the Rubberbandits) in

cultural depictions of an Ireland still in the process of “arriving.”
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Chapter Two
Liberation or Limitation: The Violence of the Celtic Tiger in Donal Ryan’s The
Thing About December and Peter Cunningham’s Capital Sins
2.1. Introduction
“But today, with the New Irish Dream governing the society, if you or
your Destiny’s Child does not exceed, ascend or make the grade, there is
something wrong with her as an individual. She cannot blame the system. She is
at fault. The flip side of the Expectocracy is not disappointment, but humiliation,
loss of face and banishment into the outer darkness of average-ness.”
(McWilliams Pope 62)
Though it was given many names—the Celtic Tiger, the Boom, and the Economic
Miracle—the economic upturn that began in Ireland in the mid-1990s fundamentally
transformed Irish society, and it put an end, at least temporarily, to the country’s history
of “almost unbroken impoverishment and national impotence” (Lynch 4). Not only did
the Celtic Tiger period stand in stark contrast to the periods of poverty and emigration
that had defined Ireland for centuries, and even a radical departure from the years of
economic stagnation that immediately preceded it, this contemporary moment of
prosperity and economic expansion also prompted a dramatic shift in the ways the world
viewed Ireland and the ways Ireland viewed itself. The state’s willingness to court the IT
and pharmaceutical sectors, its openness to foreign direct investment, and the consequent

establishment of large multinational corporations transformed Ireland from a peripheral

European nation to a global(ized) economic hub.? These economic policies, though, also

29 Historians and economists have debated how long Ireland was actually able to maintain
its position as a major economic centre, but, as Donovan and Murphy explain, the nation
was an economic hub until at least the first years of the new millennium. At this time,
Ireland’s economy experienced a “slowdown” due to a number of factors including “the
puncturing of the [American] dot.com bubble” to which “Ireland’s export-led boom [was]
closely linked,” the reduction of its “agricultural exports” because of “measures
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improved life in Ireland, producing a relatively financially secure populace. For
effectively the first time in its history, the Irish public broadly had money to spend and
things—most notably, property—on which to spend it. Though it would later become
clear that Celtic Tiger consumerism was expanding in a dangerous and largely unchecked
way and was also being financed largely through debt, in the mid-1990s, the very
possibility of this kind of consumerism was cause for tremendous excitement in Ireland.
As Roisin Ni Mhadille Battel suggests, “‘tigerhood’ had a value to the Irish nation other
than the economic growth that it heralded” given that people generally perceived it as “an
important stage in the construction of postcolonial Irish identity, arguably the first one
that was not constructed on ‘otherness,” on being anti- or not-British” (101).3° As the
Celtic Tiger emerged, it not only provided new, productive economic potential for Irish
people and promised to benefit a historically impoverished nation, but also provided an
opportunity for genuine social progress and supplied fertile ground for cultivating a

national sense of pride and self-confidence. And the Irish did, indeed, seem proud and

introduced to prevent the spread of an outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease in the UK to
Irish livestock,” and, ultimately, of the events of 11 September 2001, which exacerbated
“global economic pessimism’ and “caused the Irish property market and confidence in
the Irish economy to fall further” (63).

39 Battel’s comments on “tigerhood” and its relationship to postcolonial Irish identity
recall or play off of Wole Soyinka’s denouncement of négritude, a concept which Declan
Kiberd has explicitly connected to “Irishness” as a “label to have rather than a way to be”
(I/WWw 139 ital. in original). In response to the idea that négritude was, as Kiberd explains,
trying “to return to Africans something that they had never lost: an identity” (142),
Soyinka claimed that “a Tiger does not shout about its Tigritude” (qtd. in Kiberd /WW
141). In suggesting that “tigerhood”—a pun on the notion of “Celtic Tiger-ness” and
Soyinka’s “tigritude” which is itself a dismissive play on négritude—Ilent itself to the
“construction of a postcolonial identity” (101), Battel’s comment seems to flip the
original idea that négritude (and its Irish variant) was something that (Irish) people
needed to overcome or cast-off in their formation of a new, contemporary form of
identity.
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self-confident. Based on various “determinants of quality of life”” including material
wellbeing, health, political stability, community life, job security, and others
(“Economist” 2), The Economist ranked Ireland as “the world’s best country” in terms of
quality-of-life in 2005 (“World’s”). In David McWilliams’s view, the Economist survey
(like many others at the time), although partly rooted in “economic calculations,”
accurately reflected “what we, the Irish people, had said about how we thought how our
lives were going” (Pope 23). The consensus, according to McWilliams, was that amidst
this unprecedented economic boom, the Irish public felt “happy, content and optimistic
about the future,” and “felt that Ireland, warts and all, was a good place to live” (Pope
23).

The effects of Ireland’s rapid socioeconomic expansion were not uniformly
positive, however. As Colin Coulter claims, the “euphoria that . . . exemplified the era of
the Celtic Tiger” concealed ongoing problems of income inequality, racism, violent
crime, drug abuse, and high rates of suicide (Coulter 23).3! The tension between, on one
hand, the excitement surrounding the possibility of one’s personal socioeconomic gains,
and, on the other, these complex and problematic social realities speaks to the pressures
of the Celtic Tiger ideology, the demands, that is, of what McWilliams calls “the New
Irish Dream” (Pope 52). As McWilliams describes it, the New Irish Dream “centres on
the art of the possible. It is the dream of motivation [and] it believes that any Irish person

can be or have whatever he or she wants” (53). It is an ideology that claims, “no-one is

31 A detailed examination of these issues and their causes is far beyond the scope of this
chapter, but for more on them, see Bonner, Coulter, Holmquist, Kitchin and Bartley,
Keohane and Kuhling, Linehan, Loyal, Ni Mhaille Battel, Nolan and Maitre, O’Reilly,
and Sweeney.
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mediocre, average or not good enough,” and one that “speaks in the possessive case;” it is
“about me, mine, yours” (54). Though McWilliams does not use the term “neoliberalism”
in his discussion of the New Irish Dream, this ideology is a fundamentally neoliberal one.
In that it not only offered “opportunities for all” (54), but, more importantly,
“demand[ed] that [the Irish] accomplish things, conquer fears and achieve [their] goals”
(61)—demanded, in short, that they “want it all and . . . want it now” (54)—the New Irish
Dream effectively “marketized” Irish life. In their “constant jostling for . . . position”
(54), both economic and social, the Irish adopted what Wendy Brown calls a “neoliberal
rationality [that] disseminates the model of the market to all domains and activities . . .
and configures human beings exhaustively as market actors” (31). Taking advantage of
the opportunities of the Celtic Tiger meant embracing a culture of competition and fierce
rivalry, and succeeding in this socioeconomic context meant more than furthering one’s
own social position; it meant rising above everyone else. As such, the New Irish Dream
represented what Brown, again, describes as a move in which “all market actors [were]
rendered as capitals,” and this “capitalization” meant that “every subject [was] rendered
as entrepreneurial . . . and every aspect of . . . existence [was] produced as an
entrepreneurial one” (65).

Despite promising significant socioeconomic benefits, the New Irish Dream also
proved rather pernicious in Ireland given its ties to this “profoundly destructive”
neoliberal rationality (W. Brown 9). First of all, this ideology fundamentally reconfigured
notions of identity by aligning them with the needs of the market. National identity, or
Irishness, was reduced to one’s “integrat[ion] into and . . . subordinat[ion] to the

supervening goal of macroeconomic growth” (W. Brown 83). For instance, in the latter
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years of the Celtic Tiger, when Ireland’s economy was effectively propped-up by an
inflated real estate market and speculative construction boom, resisting the pull of “the
great land mania that [swept] all before us” was unpatriotic, certainly un-Irish
(McWilliams Pope 54, 71). “The land trip [had] changed the psychology of the nation,”
according to McWilliams, and so the New Irish Dream demanded that, as Irish people,
“we . .. be involved; only losers are not in the game” (71). Similarly, like in most other
neoliberal contexts, ideas about gender, if not gender identities, in Ireland were
significantly affected by the Celtic Tiger. As Brown explains, within neoliberalism, “the
generic individual who becomes responsibilized human capital [is], unsurprisingly,
socially male and masculinist within a persistently gendered economic ontology” (107),
and as McWilliams shows, Ireland proved no exception to this. He describes, for
instance, the social “feminisation of certain jobs” identifiable in “the gradual
disappearance of the school master who has been replaced by the school mistress” (Pope
124). He also characterizes Ireland’s competitive and acquisitive consumer culture as
primarily (though not exclusively) male: “in the past, men were envious of only one
attribute that another man might possess. Not any more” (131). He claims, for example,
that “every time you buy a swanky lawnmower, you throw down the gauntlet to me to go
one better . . . For real status one-upmanship, posh lawnmowers are obviously where it is
at” (131). Though the conflation of hegemonic Irish masculinity and this notion of
“competitive consumption” was, of course, detrimental insofar as it meant that men were
compelled to “work harder with the express sole intention of consuming more” (132-3), it

was also damaging in that it simply reduced men’s masculinity to their willingness and
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ability to up-the-ante, as it were, regardless of the circumstances—the effects of which
we see in Cunningham’s Capital Sins.

In addition to detrimentally realigning Irish identities with the needs of the
market, the New Irish Dream also proved damaging to Irish society in that, like neoliberal
ideologies generally, it produced subjects that could never be fulfilled, satisfied, or,
crucially, happy. Like the neoliberal subject continually “tasked with improving and
leveraging its competitive positioning and with enhancing its . . . value” (W. Brown 10),
the Irish subject during the Celtic Tiger was tasked with continually succeeding or
exceeding and, of course, of desiring success and excess. According to Emile
Durkheim—whose notion of “anomie” has been used to analyze Ireland’s Celtic Tiger
period—*“‘unlimited desires are insatiable by definition” (208).%? As such, the neoliberal
“rationality” of the Celtic Tiger that insisted that people “have it all and have it now”
(McWilliams Pope 129), created social conditions in which, as Durkheim puts it,
individuals “condemn [themselves] to a state of perpetual unhappiness” (209) and in
which “reality seem[ed] valueless by comparison with the dreams of fevered
imaginations” (Durkheim 216-7). Moreover, as a result of this ideological compulsion to
desire, the boom-time Irish subject consistently faced the possibility that he or she was
inadequate: to be Irish in a socioeconomic context shaped by both the opportunities and

demands of the New Irish Dream was, in McWilliams succinct formulation, to face “not

32 Certain critics have made the connection between the experience of “anomie” and Irish
society’s experience of (hyper)modernization during the Celtic Tiger. Keohane and
Kuhling, for instance, suggest that the experience of anomie results in part from the ways
in which “in the accelerated culture of globalised Ireland” the “corrosive effects of [the
country’s] structural transformation”—transformations, that is, at the level of politics,
economics, family, community, etc.—collide “with the vestiges of traditional
community” (126).
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[just] disappointment, but humiliation, loss of face and banishment into the outer
darkness of average-ness,” to face, that is, loserdom (62).>* Put another way, the threat of
humiliation and disappointment loomed over Celtic Tiger society because failing to
“exceed, ascend or make the grade” during the boom represented a personal failure; it
showed that “there [was] something wrong with [that person] as an individual” (62). It
was not, under the neoliberal rubric, a systemic failure, as the Celtic Tiger apparently
maximized “opportunities for all” and destroyed the “old barriers [that] prevented people
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from ‘rising above their station’” (54). To fall short in an apparently limitless
socioeconomic context both signalled and led to, in Sandage’s words, “an inner deficit as
much as a monetary one” (45), because, as Durkheim insightfully reminds us, “the less
limited one feels [or ought to feel], the more intolerable all limitation appears™ (214).
Overall, it is this complex intersection of liberation and limitation that permeates
McWilliams’s neoliberal notion of the New Irish Dream, and it is this intersection that
helps explain the fact that though profound economic change came to Ireland in the early
1990s, it did not establish itself without shaping the “collective psychology of the nation”
into “one of anxiety” and confusion (McWilliams Pope 129).
% % *
Representations of the conflicting social conditions of contemporary Ireland are

relatively common in fiction dealing with the Celtic Tiger period. Deirdre Madden’s Time

Present and Time Past (2013), Anne Haverty’s The Free and Easy (2006), Chris

33 McWilliams, too, connects the notions of failure and “average-ness” in Celtic Tiger
Ireland to that of “loserdom.” He claims, specifically, that “to rate in the New Irish
Dream . . . [no] one can overshadow you and if they do, it can’t be permanent” because
“if it is permanent, you’re a loser” (Pope 129).
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Binchy’s Open-handed (2008), and Paul Murray’s An Evening of Long Goodbyes (2003)
all approach the realities of life in the Celtic Tiger from a relatively ambivalent angle and
depict them as problematic, if not entirely destructive. In the scholarship on such texts,
critics tend to focus on the ways in which the themes of anxiety and uncertainty resulted
from the Celtic Tiger shift. Susan Cahill and Heather Ingman, for instance, have
suggested that Celtic Tiger fiction critiques the social disruptions brought on by the
economic boom by challenging the idea that late twentieth-century Ireland was a period
of prosperity and abundance, and by centering on the “losses consequent on the Celtic
Tiger lifestyle” (Ingman 240) or the “occlusions and absences of Celtic Tiger culture”
(Cahill Irish 6). Likewise, both Cahill and Downum have suggested that Celtic Tiger
novels frequently frame their engagement with the sociocultural anxiety and ambivalence
of the boom years by portraying the difficulties of navigating the complicated temporal
terrain of past and future within a present that feels radically detached from both, an issue
to which Ryan alludes in his brief exploration of the newness of the Celtic Tiger in 7The
Thing About December.>* More specifically, as Downum claims, though these authors do
not suggest “that life in Celtic Tiger Ireland was unusually horrible,” their novels
“dramatize, on the individual level, the cultural condition of a disconnect with the past”
and “depict Celtic Tiger Ireland as a society in danger of losing its openness to its own

historical self” (91-2).

34 See Cahill’s introduction to Irish Literature in the Celtic Tiger Years, 1990-2008:
Gender, Bodies, Memory, and Denell Downum “Learning to Live: Memory and the
Celtic Tiger in Novels by Roddy Doyle, Anne Enright, and Tana French.”
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In short, the scholarship on Celtic Tiger fiction has rightly focused on the
apparent identity crisis prompted by what Harte describes as the “radical disintegration of
the certainties that had formerly sustained” Irish life and those contemporary experiences
of loss and unease that have “exposed deep fissures beneath . . . life’s affluent facade”
(223). It has identified, in Derek Hand’s words, the ways “anxiety is central to the lives of
[contemporary] Irish characters” given that, just as in Irish society broadly, “the
traditional principles by which [these characters] negotiate relationships and work have
been put under pressure” (281). And though these critics are entirely right to highlight
this fictional emphasis on contemporary experiences of ambivalence, anxiety, and even
anomie, these analyses of the crisis underlying the Celtic Tiger era are insufficient in that
they generally fail to account for the ways both the immense ideological pressure to
succeed and the mere prospect of failing to do so shape fictional portrayals of
contemporary Irish experiences. Put another way, though this scholarship has rightly
identified the tendency in Celtic Tiger fiction to depict the personal toll of adapting to
Ireland’s new socioeconomic realities and the difficulties of coming to terms with the
confusion of a world in which, as Cahill puts it, “the economic and the marketplace are
shown to be the paramount structuring principles” (Irish 186), it has largely overlooked
the ways some of this fiction points to a simpler and perhaps more ambiguous threat
posed by the socioeconomic shift to contemporary conceptions of Irishness: the threat of
failing, of facing “the outer darkness of average-ness” (Pope 62), and, thus, of “losing” in
a period in which success, affluence, and self-realization seem effortless and assured.

In this chapter, I show that Donal Ryan’s The Thing About December (2013) and

Peter Cunningham’s Capital Sins (2010) depict Celtic Tiger-era Irish society as one that
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“has arrived” (McWilliams Pope 3), but that is also uncertain about how to navigate the
destabilization and reconfiguration of Irish life caused by this “arrival” into a neoliberal
modernity. I demonstrate, broadly, that the many scenes of violence in both novels harks
to the social uncertainty generated, on one hand, by Ireland’s rapid shift from relative
poverty and weakness to prosperity and confidence—a shift rooted in Ireland’s
integration into a “normalizing narrative of progress and economic development” to
which it had been unassimilable under British imperialism (Deane 146)—and, on the
other hand, by the looming threat of failure to which this neoliberal shift gives rise. More
specifically, I argue here that both Ryan and Cunningham use depictions of violence in
their novels to explore both the overt and underlying harms arising from the ideological
compulsion to consume, indulge, and (most importantly) succeed in the Celtic Tiger era.
They use this violence, I suggest, to illustrate the damage produced by the obligation to
embody a Celtic Tiger subjectivity and adopt or uphold contemporary attitudes conducive
to participating in Ireland’s moment of socioeconomic self-realization. By connecting
violence to the socioeconomic forces shaping life during the boom, both novelists portray
Celtic Tiger society as beset by the possibility of failure—of failing to heed the call of the
New Irish Dream, and of failing to act in accordance with the neoliberal principles of the
contemporary Irish variant of the nouveau riche.*> After showing how Ryan uses scenes

of intercommunal hostility and brutality to foreground his characters’ contemporary

35 In The Pope’s Children, McWilliams divides this new class of Irish nouveau riche into
two camps: the “Decklanders” who are characterized by an “optimism that resembles
America more than Europe” given its focus on consumerism and acquiring “new things”
(145-6), and the “HiCos” or “Hibernian Cosmopolitans” who reject the idea that Celtic
Tiger Ireland is “just suburban America with shitty weather” and instead seek to fuse “the
best of our Hibernian culture that makes us special and the best of the cosmopolitan
culture that has created the Expectocracy” (146-7).
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anxieties about failing to flourish within Ireland’s new socioeconomic context, I show
how he uses these violent scenes to critique the underlying, and arguably more severe,
damage of neoliberalism on Irish subjectivity. I contend that he portrays violence in 7he
Thing About December as a manifestation of the more symbolic violence of
neoliberalism’s reconfiguration of Irish subjects into nothing but market actors. From
there, I show how Cunningham, like Ryan, questions the value of the Celtic Tiger in
Ireland by showing the detrimental and often violent consequences of the “marketization”
of Irish subjectivity. However, Cunningham’s critique of the Celtic Tiger focuses more
explicitly on the effects of neoliberalism on masculinity. In foregrounding the
connections between the violence precipitated by the prospect of failing in the Celtic
Tiger economy and his characters’ sense of masculinity, the novelist, I argue, makes a
subtle point about the damage caused by the boom’s macho discourse of consumption,
competition, and excess. All in all, by examining how Ryan and Cunningham’s
respective characters’ anxieties and uncertainties hark to the intersections of loserdom
and violence in the context of the Ireland’s Celtic Tiger transformation, I argue that the

novelists attempt to point to an unexpressed ambivalence about these shifts and critique

the cost of the socioeconomic modernity the boom brought to Ireland.

2.2. “Caught on the Hop”: Adapting, Failing, and Failing to Adapt in Donal Ryan’s
The Thing About December
In his second novel, The Thing About December, Donal Ryan captures the

economic revitalization and simultaneous social degeneration that took place in Ireland
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during the Celtic Tiger years.*® He challenges his readers, as John Boyne puts it, “to
examine [their] own failings instead of those [of] faceless institutions,” by drawing
attention to the hypocrisy of “those who gambled and now cry victim” (“Thing”). Ryan
has described his structurally straightforward, albeit stylistically digressive and
meandering, second novel as “an exposition of [the] chaotic inner discourse” of its
protagonist, Johnsey Cunliffe, as he grapples with the changing social dynamic of rural
Ireland during the boom (Wachtel). I want to suggest here, however, that it is the “inner
discourse” of a character unable to cope with the newness of the Celtic Tiger, distraught
by its ethos of compulsory ambition and competition, and tormented by the demands of
Ireland’s neoliberal condition. In showing “how the putative value of . . . land as an
object of speculation seems to drive [a community] from what wits and grace [it] had,”
and how the neoliberal imperatives of Ireland’s modern socioeconomic conditions
prompt the members of Ryan’s fictional community to “conspire to extinguish” each
other (S. Barry “Thing”), the novelist depicts the underlying damage of ostensibly
positive economic developments on contemporary Irish life.

After first offering a few examples of the ways Ireland’s Celtic Tiger modernity
begins creeping into the lives of Ryan’s characters and provoking, in them, feelings of
anxiety, confusion, and resentment, I turn to Ryan’s depictions of hostility, callousness,

and violence. I show, in particular, how Ryan depicts both literal and figurative forms of

3¢ I borrow the notions of “regeneration” and “degeneration” from Marie Mianowski who
uses them in her analysis of Ryan’s The Spinning Heart to explore the ways in which
“place, identities, and heritages, are renegotiated” in the context of Ireland’s recession
(61). Though The Thing About December depicts the period before the recession, these
notions are equally applicable given the novel’s concern with Irish society’s similar
attempts to realign itself within its radically transformed socioeconomic context.
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violence as the means by which his characters respond to the new socioeconomic
conditions of the Celtic Tiger and, more specifically, to the threat of being cut off from
the benefits of the boom, of “losing” in a contemporary context in which socioeconomic
gains seem all but guaranteed. However, I argue that, insofar as the novel draws a
connection between violence, loserdom, and Ireland’s boom, Ryan uses this connection
to critique both the overt harm of the Celtic Tiger in Irish society—the brutality of
competition, the deterioration of communal relationships, etc.—and the significant, albeit
more nebulous, damage caused by “the Irish version of global neoliberalism” on
individual Irish subjects (McDonough 8). The novelist uses the characters’ “external”
displays of violence, in short, to illustrate their experiences—and, by extension, the Irish
public’s—of failing to adapt to the neoliberal marketization of their community and their
roles in it.

In her reading of The Spinning Heart, Marie Mianowski suggests that the Celtic
Tiger “had strong repercussions on the way people related to one another, as well as to
the place in which they lived” (61).>” And though Mianowski focuses on how this
destabilization of community plays out in Ryan’s first novel, the effects of the boom on
contemporary communal life also prove critically important to Ryan’s critique of the

detrimental qualities of the Celtic Tiger in The Thing About December.*® As such, I want

37 Mianowski’s account of Ireland’s altered communal dynamics during the boom are
rooted in Fintan O’Toole’s suggestion that “booms always engender hysteria but what
made the Irish one so extreme was that it was filling a void. The Celtic Tiger wasn’t just
an economic ideology. It was also a substitute identity. It was a new way of being that
arrived just at the point when Catholicism and nationalism were not working anymore”
(Enough 3).

38 Though the town of The Thing About December is never explicitly named, the
implication is that it is the same town as that of The Spinning Heart. In his narrative, Jim,
one of the characters of Ryan’s first novel, recalls the time “years ago when the rapid
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to begin by sketching out how Ryan presents the rural setting of his second novel as a
place grappling with “the loss of the old coherent codes” of Irish society (Kiberd /7
573)—those of family, community, and tradition—and how he portrays these “losses” as
an effect of the community’s integration into the neoliberal modernity of the Celtic Tiger.
From the outset of the novel, for instance, Ryan depicts his community as one defined by
pettiness and suspicion, and he illustrates how these qualities are a product of the
increasing social and economic competitiveness taking root in the fictional town. Johnsey
and his mother’s descriptions of both the “hi-pull-eye” and Dermot McDermott bear this
out. For one, in claiming that they all “have mongrel dogs and loads of children [or] loads
of dogs and mongrel children,” Johnsey’s mother suggests that the “hi-pull-eye”—those
“who live in the council houses outside the village”—are a scourge who threaten the
stability of the community (74D 13). Though these “hi-pull-eye” are essentially unseen
in the novel and though Ryan clearly shows that they are a peripheral group in the town,
the characters view them as both an economic drain on the town and a group against
whom they must differentiate themselves. It becomes unsurprising, then, that characters
such as Johnsey’s mother characterize the “hi-pull-eye” as indecent, indolent, and
threatening. Likewise, in Johnsey’s mother’s descriptions of Dermott McDermott—a
neighbour who leases the Cunliffe land because her son is unable to farm it himself—
Ryan emphasizes the ways the man represents nothing more to her than the wickedness
of upstaging one’s neighbours. She claims, for instance, that “people who give their sons

names like Dermot McDermott are up their own arses,” and she resents the fact that they

response lads were called out to that lad of the Cunliffes and he above in the farmhouse
waving his shotgun at the neighbours” (Spinning 137), an obvious gesture towards the
conclusion of The Thing About December.
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think “they’re . . . one cut at least above their neighbours” (13). McDermott also
represents for Johnsey and his mother the arrogance of economic ambition. The pair
cannot stand the man’s “swagger” and the way he acts as though “he owned the
[Cunliffe] land” while “driving [his] big tractor over [Johnsey’s] birthright” (12-3). And
though the narrative suggests that Johnsey and his mother’s descriptions of McDermott
are perhaps justified given the way he treats Johnsey as a “trespasser” on his own
family’s land (13), the characters’ more general disparagement of their neighbours, Ryan
shows, is symptomatic of the antagonism and resentment beginning to taint personal
relationships in modern Ireland. The tense relationships between neighbours in this
fictional community and the ways they are shaped by suspicion and bitterness reveal the
changing nature of communal life in an evolving contemporary economic modernity.
These strained relationships are a testament to the ways the neoliberal realities filtering
into this small Irish community (e.g. growing competitiveness and the establishment of
“human capital for itself” [W. Brown 211]) effectively destabilize it; these new
socioeconomic realities “gravely disrupt” and challenge what the characters know as
“traditional patterns of living” (Kiberd /7 329). In a more general sense, these scenes
highlight the fractures growing in the characters’ sense of locality and solidarity—the
“codes” that had formerly undergirded narratives of national or communal identity. Their
relationships, or lack thereof, compromise the characters’ sense of belonging, and they
reveal the underlying current of selfishness and estrangement taking hold and altering the
social landscape of Celtic Tiger Ireland.

Though Ryan’s early descriptions of how the underlying bitterness and sense of

socioeconomic competitiveness defining the Cunliffe’s relationships with their
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neighbours stems from the changing sociocultural terrain of boomtime Ireland, not all of
the text’s examples of the encroaching modernity of the Celtic Tiger are so plainly
“negative.” Indeed, in his depictions of Johnsey’s encounters with the changing ideas of
food and travel, Ryan points to the ways the Celtic Tiger provokes a more general sense
of confusion and anxiety for the character. As he considers what he should do the
summer after his mother dies, for instance, Johnsey recalls
fellas his age less than two miles away that had actually . . . [headed] off in a jet to
a ski resort in some faraway country full of glamour with a girl and [who] flew
down snowy mountains and drank liquor with foreign names and [who] rode the
girl all night and [came] home engaged to be married and the whole place
[talking] about how brilliant it was and [telling] them they were great (52-3).
In this lengthy, unpunctuated description of the “fellas’” exploits, Ryan points to the
overwhelming nature of the opportunities of the contemporary moment. He shows,
specifically, the tremendous novelty of leisure in Ireland and, implicitly, what this leisure
means in Irish society.>® However, in emphasizing that Johnsey’s life bears no
resemblance to “that kind of a life” and that the “fellas’ experiences are something the
character can only “imagine” (53), Ryan frames the socioeconomic opportunities that
travel represents in the scene as entirely unfamiliar, even unavailable to Johnsey. When
Johnsey imagines the “glamour” of this kind of travel, he clearly identifies its cultural

value but again demonstrates the degree to which this value remains largely inaccessible

3% As McWilliams explains, holidays and travel in Celtic Tiger Ireland acted as a specific
kind of cultural capital that revealed “[one’s] elevated status” and demonstrated a drive
for kinds of “adventure . . . and curiosity” generally unseen in Ireland before the boom
(Pope 249-50).
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to him. He belongs, of course, to a community that can only really “talk about how
brilliant [the men’s experience] was” (53). Similarly, the novel’s depiction of Johnsey’s
encounters with contemporary dietary habits illustrates the disconnect between the
protagonist’s antiquated social context and the new norms taking hold of his country. For
instance, Johnsey is entirely bewildered after learning of his friend Siobhan’s hankering
for “a sandwich made out of brown bread with cheese and sliced apple” (170), because it
is a dish entirely unlike the traditional “fry” or “plate of burnt, dead pig” he has prepared
for her (170). The character’s surprise at Siobhan’s request for a sandwich made with
apples, an ostensibly unusual ingredient, however, points to his confusion about what
these new tastes represent. As McWilliams claims, during the Celtic Tiger “there [was] a
spiritual revolution where being right in the head and soul [was] linked to what food we
[ate]” (Pope 245). Food, during this time of prosperity and personal competitiveness,
could reveal “your depth of culture, travel and learning as well as your rootedness” (258).
Eating a certain way was a means of collecting cultural capital and shoring-up one’s
distinctly modern identity—an issue that recalls Seamus Deane’s claim that, for the Irish
under colonial subjugation, “food is problematic . . . because there is so little of it” and “a
starving . . . people obviously lack articulacy” (55). In short, during the boom, “food
mark[ed] you out. It distinguishe[d] the truly educated from the merely rich” (Pope 264),
and it is clearly this idea of food as a symbol of modernity and “self-assuredness,” the
text shows, that baffles Johnsey. It is the “newness” that this food represents that the
protagonist is compelled to resist or, at the very least, reluctant to accept: though he
claims that he will ensure, in the future, to “have a bit ready to eat for [Siobhan],” he will

never include apple “in the sandwich” (74D 170 ital. in original).
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Though Johnsey’s fascination with and reservations about these modern customs
are minor details in the novel, they nonetheless illustrate the obvious disparity between
Johnsey’s sense of the world and that world produced by the Celtic Tiger. Like Johnsey’s
mother’s unsympathetic descriptions of the “hi-pull-eye” and Dermott McDermott, these
scenes shed light, that is, on the primary tension that Ryan critiques in the novel, the
tension between Irish society’s experience of the Celtic Tiger—or, at least, the dominant,
largely positive, social narrative of this experience—and the personal experiences of Irish
people. The encroaching realities of the Celtic Tiger clearly surprise and mystify Johnsey
and his neighbours, and the text shows that this mystification provokes a sort of crisis for
these characters. It forces them to confront the fact that they not only need to accept the
changing socioeconomic realities of Celtic Tiger Ireland, but, more importantly, that they
need to adapt to the various ideological demands that come with it. This compulsion to
adapt is, according to the novel, fundamentally destructive for the characters because it
leaves no room for failure. Though the Celtic Tiger ostensibly brings benefits to this
fictional community, in other words, it also threatens to leave those characters who
cannot adapt to its neoliberal demands behind. I want to turn now to Ryan’s brief
depictions of his characters’ experiences of this unfortunate prospect and show
specifically how he critiques it by pointing to the ways in which it leads to acts of cruelty
and violence.

Early in the novel, Ryan connects his characters’ violent or hostile behaviour to
their underlying sense of socioeconomic inadequacy and anxiety. He ties, for example,
the threat of “torment” that “Eugene Penrose and his pals” represent for Johnsey to the

fact that these “yahoos” and “thugs” are on unemployment benefits (7-8): Johnsey’s
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mother claims that “the dole is great” because it “allows thugs to live like little lords” (8).
Though “Penrose’s campaign [against Johnsey] started in primary school” and, thus,
predates the period of growing economic prosperity during which the novel takes place
(35), his unrelenting bullying and “hatred” is exacerbated by the fact that, in the “present”
of the novel, Johnsey “had a job and Eugene Penrose hadn’t” (36). Likewise, Packie
Collins’s “special hatred” for the “brown-faced people, or even proper blacks, driving
through the village,” results from the storeowner’s belief that they “cheat the system” and
threaten his co-op (11)—a belief echoing what Villar-Argaiz calls Celtic Tiger Ireland’s
“xenophobic attitude towards immigrants which is, ironically, reminiscent of the colonial
treatment of the Irish by the British” (“Immigrant” 66). In claiming that “they’re probably
Hoo-Toos,” and “probably they killed a rake of Tootsies and they’re over here now,
hiding” (TAD 11), the storeowner imagines the new Irish as violent delinquents and hints
at one of the Celtic Tiger’s primary tensions. Namely, though Ireland developed “a
multicultural economy,” it did not develop “a multicultural society” and indeed retained
an “anti-cosmopolitan” sensibility (Keohane and Kuhling 67). In a broader sense though,
Packie and Penrose’s aggressive tendencies exemplify what Steve Loyal describes as
boomtime Ireland’s attempts to “make a causal link between observed, material
differences [and perceived inequalities] in Irish society” brought on by the Celtic Tiger
(87). That is, the novel shows that Packie and Penrose’s respective aggressive tendencies
stem from their views of themselves as victims of an increasingly unfair, unregulated, and
chaotic socioeconomic system whose ostensible benefits they both desire and perceive as

a kind of right. The characters’ acts of aggression and suspicion reveal, in short, the basis
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of their struggles, but also point to the mechanism through which Irish boom-time
subjects tried to resist these struggles and redirect responsibility for them.

Although Ryan depicts Packie’s “special hatred” for immigrants and Penrose’s
ongoing harassment as a means of highlighting these characters’ sense of socioeconomic
vulnerability in the context of the Celtic Tiger, he also shows how violence, in the Celtic
Tiger years, serves as a way of resisting the prospect of failure and, as such, acts as a sort
of bulwark against socioeconomic loserdom.*® With respect to the narrative specifically,
when the success and wealth of Ireland’s boom become distinct possibilities for the
characters later in the novel, Ryan shows how severe violent incidents surge. In
highlighting this correlation, however, Ryan shows that the violence that defines his
characters’ responses to Ireland’s new neoliberal conditions are less a result of the actual
socioeconomic changes of the Celtic Tiger period and more a result of the disorientation
and turmoil that these changes produce in Irish society and for Irish subjects. Put another
way, as he continues to depict the ways the Celtic Tiger takes hold of his fictional
community, Ryan emphasizes that violence is both a product of and a response to the
neoliberal conditions of Ireland’s boom, and that it, thus, epitomizes the damage of these
conditions. These violent acts, in short, enable Ryan to show the negative by-products of
the apparently positive economic developments and to critique the ideological basis of

these by-products.

40 Insofar as they enable the characters to assert themselves and foreground their agency
amidst what the characters perceive as oppressive social conditions, the forms of violence
that Ryan depicts in the novel can arguably be traced back to the earlier forms of
(nationalist) violence, those that were not only critical in helping Ireland establish its
political independence and cultural autonomy, but which also proved significant in
helping establish the cultural narratives of boldness and resilience within which the
economic boom certainly fit.
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Ryan’s most explicit and significant critique of the violence and brutality
produced by the increasingly competitive culture of the Celtic Tiger occurs in the second
half of the novel after the value of the land around the fictional town begins to rise. As
this speculative rise in real estate prices promises to benefit Johnsey’s community, many
of his neighbours begin demonstrating an eagerness to position themselves so as to make
the most of the coming economic changes. However, as the novel clearly emphasizes,
taking advantage of the town’s changing socioeconomic situation requires gaining the
upper hand on competitors, or, in a more theoretical sense, “destroying or cannibalizing
other capitals” within this increasingly competitive market economy (W. Brown 64).
Ryan’s characters’ aspirations, in this way, reveal the ferocity of properly participating in
and benefitting from Ireland’s socioeconomic good fortune.

Packie, for example, begins ordering building materials including timber, concrete
blocks, and cement as a means of establishing a monopoly in the town and of asserting
himself as “the height of fashion” and as “a fierce big deal” in the community (68-9).
However, in alluding to the storeowner’s inability to stop “rubbing his hands together” as
the materials are delivered to the co-op, Ryan highlights the almost predatory nature of
the man’s attempt to gain a foothold in the town’s construction sector (69). In a similar
scene in which Dermot McDermott offers to buy the Cunliffe family farm, Ryan again
points to the exploitative quality of the character’s economic drive. Though McDermott
claims that his “milk quota was going to be doubled shortly” and that he “want[s] to be
sure of the land” (63), the novel later characterizes his offer as “sneaky” (90). Ryan uses
the subsequent scenes in which Johnsey learns that his “big farm of land [is] worth

millions” to suggest that McDermott knows more than he is letting on (70). His offer to
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buy the farm and, thus, secure later financial gains evinces a kind of devious motivation
as it leaves Johnsey “caught on the hop” and left standing “there with his mouth hanging
open . . . like an unadulterated gom” (63). The spontaneity of McDermott’s offer and
Johnsey’s confused and startled reaction reveal the obvious power imbalance this
interaction creates and point to the ways in which McDermott’s attempt to profit from the
growing value of land hinges on his counterpart’s lack of intelligence and
defenselessness. Again, given McDermott’s tense relationship with the Cunliffe family
and his eagerness in trying to get a hold of his neighbour’s valuable assets, his
unexpected bid for the land reveals an underlying rapaciousness and shows the aggressive
sensibilities required in order to compete and benefit in the Celtic Tiger economy.
Although he clearly challenges the value of the Celtic Tiger by pointing to
figurative forms of violence (e.g. communal resentment, interpersonal exploitation, etc.)
that accompany the increasingly competitive social climate produced by the land boom,
Ryan also dramatizes and condemns the unfortunate social by-products of Ireland’s
economic revolution by showing how the boom spawns acts of actual brutality. For
instance, in perhaps the novel’s most violent scene in which Penrose and his gang
savagely beat Johnsey as he heads home from the co-op, Ryan emphasizes that this
“hiding” results from the discrepancy in the characters’ respective economic prospects
(72). This beating is an example, that is, of what Cormac O’Brien characterizes as the
“competitive and hostile” responses of “men struggling to secure a foothold in a fast-
paced capitalism that seems just beyond their reach” (132). Before their encounter
deteriorates into outright violence—the men take turns “planting [their] dirty runners into

some part of Johnsey’s body” (72), and they leave him with a broken arm, “massive
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bruising on his legs and back,” and a swollen head (77)—Penrose aggressively berates
Johnsey for owning “land worth millions” and having “a grand old job as well” while
“the whole fucking parish [is] on the dole” (70). And though Johnsey is baffled by these
accusations, claiming that he “didn’t think the whole parish was on the dole,” and indeed
that “plenty of lads had trades . . . and plenty more had fecked off altogether and were
professional people above in Dublin or other big places” (70), he acknowledges the
existence of socioeconomic fault lines in the community. He claims, specifically, that
Penrose and his gang are unemployed because they ran “straight from the school gate to
[a] meat factory” that “was never going to last” (70). And though Johnsey’s windfall is
certainly part of the reason Penrose and his friends beat him, the novel frames the
altercation as the result of the gang members’ perceptions of the lack of economic
opportunities available to them, their impressions, that is, that they are victims of a kind
of systemic socioeconomic discrimination. For instance, when Penrose scornfully asks
Johnsey if he will “still be below getting rode up the hole by Packie Collins” after he
“get[s] all them millions for that farm above” (71), he alludes to the fact that his hostility
is not simply due to the fact that Johnsey is an undeserving heir to an immensely
profitable asset (his farm). Rather, Penrose’s words clearly show that he views Johnsey as
a representative of financial possibilities unavailable to him and his friends. If, as Penrose
claims, a “fat fool” (72), “gom,” or “fuckin gimp” such as Johnsey is worth “millions”
(70), then he, Penrose, must necessarily be an even more pathetic loser precisely because
he is worth very little in economic terms. The financial value of Penrose and his
friends—that is, both their net worth and their value as employed capital—pales in

comparison to Johnsey’s, and yet Johnsey, according to Penrose, remains a “gom.” This
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obviously does not reflect well on the gang. The violent beating that transpires, the
narrative clearly suggests, proceeds, then, from Penrose and his friends’ general
perception that they are little more than “dole boys” (72), social and economic losers who
are ostensibly more contemptible in contemporary Ireland than the feckless Johnsey.
Though it is a relatively minor point in Ryan’s overall critique of the Celtic Tiger,
it is worth noting that Ryan’s depiction of this assault might be read as an example of the
ways in which, as Lindisfarne and Neale claim, “violence is central” to the concept of
“masculinity under neoliberalism” (31). Although the economic inequalities between the
characters are clearly at the heart of Johnsey’s beating in this scene, the way in which
Penrose and his gang violently attack Johnsey subtly calls attention to the ways in which
their economic failure within Ireland’s new neoliberal context also subtly implies a
failure of masculinity. Ryan shows, specifically, that as an assertion of physical power
over an emasculated and feminized victim—again, Penrose and his friends claim that
Johnsey gets “rode up the hole by Packie Collins” (71), and they call him a “faggot and a
fat cunt” (74)—Penrose and his gang’s attack on Johnsey effectively symbolizes an
attempt to re-affirm their position within what Singleton and others have describe as the
“hegemonic masculinity at the very heart of the Celtic Tiger Irish economy and social
order” (16). Their aggressive acts prove to be a response to their failures, or prospective
failures, in “competing” with Johnsey as well as to the “failed” masculine
authoritativeness, ability, and determination that these economic inadequacies imply.
Given their lack of employment, assets, and prospects, these men, the novel suggests,
“have no access to [traditional forms of] breadwinner masculinity” and, as Salzinger

claims, therefore “become excess, categorically unfit” to meet the needs or expectations
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of the market and, by extension, to benefit from the boom (9). Compared to Johnsey,
these men embody a “wholesale lack of value” in contemporary Ireland (Salzinger 15),
and they are thus “coded as unruly [and] undisciplined” (9). Again, though it makes up
only a secondary part of the novel’s overall assessment of the detriments of the Celtic
Tiger, the men’s violence against Johnsey and the ways in which it reflects typical ways
of reasserting heteronormative or hegemonic masculinity points, in simple terms, to the
degree to which the Celtic Tiger’s neoliberal modernity puts pressure on every aspect of
Irish subjectivity, including the “non-monetary” aspects such as gender.

Despite this passing reference to the gendered dimension of the neoliberal culture
of the Celtic Tiger, Ryan’s primary focus in the novel remains on the underlying damage
of Ireland’s economic developments. As I have shown, the novelist points specifically to
the characters’ violent actions against one another as evidence of the unfortunate
consequences of the boom. He explicitly shows, again, how the aforementioned displays
of aggression or outright violence by Packie, McDermott, and Penrose are a direct result
of the ostensibly positive “big news” circulating in the town (88):

The council inside the town had been to-ing and fro-ing and fighting and arguing

for years and had finally made a big decision. A load of the land to the west of the

village had been rezoned. That meant that instead of being simply fields of grass
for tilling and grazing, the land the council had marked out with a red marker and
put on display on a map for all to see inside in the civic offices was now land on
which houses, shops, hotels, and what have you could be built. That land included
all of Daddy’s, and nearly all the Creamers’, and half of Paddy Rourke’s and a bit

of the McDermotts’. (88-9)
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However, though Ryan clearly deploys the displays of aggression, selfishness, and
brutality that arise out this news—news the characters perceive as “the best thing that
could ever happen to any small village” (89)—to call attention to the overt social
degeneration brought on by the boom, the novelist also uses the consequences of this
development to make a point about the more significant, albeit more subtle, violence of
neoliberal ideologies on Irish people. Put another way, though Ryan certainly
demonstrates how this land boom exacerbates his characters’ hostile tendencies and how
this hostility, in turn, exemplifies the ways the Celtic Tiger was not an altogether
auspicious development in Ireland, he also uses the crisis that this land boom provokes
for his protagonist to show the destructive nature of neoliberalism on contemporary Irish
subjectivity. It is this final point to which I want to turn.

As the character most affected by the “big decision” to rezone the land outside the
town (88), Johnsey Cunliffe is at the heart of Ryan’s critique of Celtic Tiger
neoliberalism. He is the character for whom the socioeconomic upshots of this decision
are most significant, and, as such, comes to exemplify, in the text, the ways in which the
true damage of the neoliberal ideology of the Celtic Tiger—the New Irish Dream—is
inflicted not on the Irish market or even on Irish society broadly, but, rather, on the Irish
subject. As is probably already apparent, Johnsey is the novel’s most obvious loser
character, and it is largely by exploring Johnsey’s loserdom and, of course, the violence
that emerges from it that Ryan critiques the damage of neoliberalism. Throughout 7he
Thing About December, Ryan repeatedly points to Johnsey’s failures, fecklessness, and
his general uselessness: he shows that the character is incapable of farming his family’s

small plot, that he is very much a loner, that he relies on his parents (and his parents’
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friends) to care for him, etc. However, whereas Johnsey’s loser qualities are relatively
inconsequential early in the text and primarily serve to show the character’s pathetic
state, they become very significant in the latter half of the novel after the land decision
alters his community’s economic prospects as well as his own. Indeed, after the town
council approves this “rezoning” and the value of the Cunliffe land increases
exponentially, Ryan’s depiction of the very nature of Johnsey’s loserdom shifts. Rather
than stemming solely from Johnsey’s social ineptness and apparent stuntedness—we
learn, for example, that he “had never really spoken to a girl besides Mother and the
aunties” (18) and that, after his mother dies, he is too much “of a gom” to “get on with
the important business of burying [his] mother and sorting out [her] affairs” (50)—his
loserdom emanates more directly from his economic failures. In the later portions of the
novel, that is, Ryan portrays Johnsey’s loserdom as a matter of the character’s uncertainty
about how to navigate the new economic realities shaping his town, and, more
importantly, his failure in adopting a neoliberal subjectivity based on the idea that “there
are no motivations, drives, or aspirations apart from economic ones” (W. Brown 44), a
subjectivity, in short, rooted in ambition and upward-mobility. Johnsey’s loserdom, in
simple terms, results from his failures in aligning himself with the role his community—
and, by extension, Celtic Tiger Ireland—requires of him, homo oeconomicus, and Ryan
uses the character’s “economic loserdom” to foreground the fundamental destructiveness
of such neoliberal ideologies and identities to Irish subjects.

In the scenes following Johnsey’s vicious beating at the hands of Penrose and his
gang, Ryan explicitly demonstrates how both the changing socioeconomic realities of

Johnsey’s home and the increasing demands put on Johnsey himself, aggravate the

77



character’s already strong sense of inadequacy, failure, powerlessness, and loserdom
broadly. On a superficial level, for instance, Ryan depicts Johnsey as troubled by the idea
of conspicuous consumption. The character is mystified, overwhelmed, and even
paralyzed by his friend Mumbly Dave’s suggestion that he ought to “take what’s offered”
by Ireland’s economic boom and ought to make the most of his new wealth by purchasing
“a couple of them nice shirts,” a few pairs of “boot cut jeans,” those “nice slip on shoes,”
and even “a nice blazer or a leather jacket” (156). Bemoaning the compulsory nature of
this kind of consumption—and, arguably, the “commodification of idealized . . .
masculinity [and] narrow models of manhood” that are “fed to the consumer under the
aegis of free choice” (C. O’Brien 127)—Johnsey wonders why it is that “you can have no
say in what happens to you,” and claims, in a notable admission of his loserdom, that it is
“probably because he’d choose for nothing to ever happen [to] him and he’d live out his
days behind the window, looking out” (157-8). Ryan shows, in short, how having to not
only consume but also behave according to the prescribed norms of Celtic Tiger society
exacerbates Johnsey’s sense of inadequacy. Rather than liberating the character, the
ostensible economic freedom of Ireland’s Celtic Tiger culture only re-affirms Johnsey’s
sense of failure in fitting-in with his community.

However, by far the most potent example Ryan offers of the ways the Celtic
Tiger realities compound Johnsey’s sense of failure and loserdom consists of his
depiction of the character’s inability to navigate the pressures put on him to do something
with his land. In his depictions of Johnsey’s encounters with his neighbours, Paddy
Rourke and Herbert Grogan, for example, Ryan demonstrates how the obligation, under

neoliberalism, to profit or otherwise enhance one’s value proves devastating for Johnsey
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and, indeed, engenders nothing in the character but an anomic experience in which he
becomes fully aware of his failures in the community and his status as an outsider in the
town (W. Brown 10). When, for example, Paddy warns Johnsey not only about the fact
that “every little sneaky prick in the country is watching to see what’ll you do about the
land” (117), but also about the fact that those like McDermott might try to “grab all
[Johnsey’s land] inside the courthouse by making out [that he is] soft in the head” (120),
Johnsey remains unsure how to process this information. Moreover, after Paddy implores
Johnsey to “farm your own land or sell it or sell some of it but . . . don’t leave it to [the]
rats” (120), the latter simply lets “Paddy’s words [settle] softly on the cracked ground”
and essentially does nothing (121). In suggesting that Paddy leaves Johnsey in such a
manner “as to say to hell with this, you’re only a gom, I’'m wasting precious time trying
to talk sense to you” (120), Ryan emphasizes the degree to which Johnsey is paralyzed by
the compulsion to take control of his land. He shows, more specifically, that the
character’s failure and disappointment (e.g. his loserdom) arise from his inability to fall
in with what the community expects of him, namely, to profit from this farm. As Paddy’s
words show, it is not a matter of deciding whether or not to profit from the land, but
rather a matter of deciding how to profit from it—recall, again, that he directs Johnsey to

sell it or to farm it himself.*! As such, Johnsey’s inability to act on Paddy’s appeals about

! Though land is valuable in a strictly economic sense for the Ryan’s characters, it also
proves valuable in a more symbolic way. The community’s significant regard for land
recalls nationalist narratives linking the struggle for independence to the desire to reclaim
Irish land confiscated during British colonialism. Though a comprehensive outline of the
history of Irish land is far beyond the scope of this chapter, the history of the colonial
land appropriation inflects Ryan’s depictions of the characters’ anxieties regarding the
land. For example, Johnsey’s dithering over what to do with his farm is evocative of the
connection between the projects of Irish self-determination or self-realization that
undergird both the land development schemes of the Celtic Tiger era and the symbolic re-

79



finding some way to profit from his assets, and, by extension, to make the most of the
boom, induce the protagonist’s sense of loserdom. Put simply, as Paddy leaves Johnsey,
Ryan characterizes his protagonist’s economic paralysis not only as a failure to
“compete” and participate in the marketplace, but as the very reason why the character is,
as Paddy imagines, a “disgraceful end to a long line of great men” (120).

In a similar scene in which another neighbour, Herbert Grogan, attempts to
convince Johnsey to “sell [his] land, without delay, to a consortium of mainly locals who
[have] progress and employment at their heart” (125), Johnsey, again, demonstrates how
his inability to act according to the economic desires and aspirations of his community
and, as such, to fall in line with the economic imperatives of the Celtic Tiger engender his
loser status in the community. As he reflects on Grogan’s offer, Johnsey claims that it
would be “a fright to God [that] a man could end up being a bar to progress and could
deny jobs to half the village and wealth to all” (126). However, like in his interaction
with Paddy, Johnsey remains reluctant to have his land “grabbed away for good and
covered over with concrete” given that, as we later learn, the land represents his father’s
labour: the man “gave his life to it . . . sweated over it . . . and killed himself trying to

mind it and drag a living out of it” (127, 144).*> Nonetheless, the implication in this scene

appropriation of Irish land achieved through political independence. This implicit
connection, though not directly relevant to Ryan’s point about the damage of
neoliberalism, harks to the stakes of renegotiating a national identity in view of the boom.
That Ireland’s postcolonial self-assertion reverberates in its contemporary attempt to
carve out a modern identity amidst a booming, deregulated economy gestures towards the
danger of tying the validity of national identity to specific motivations, especially those
of economic success.

2 Though it is subtle and largely inconsequential to Ryan’s broader point about the
violence of neoliberalism, the way in which Johnsey imagines selling his land as a kind
of betrayal of his father’s legacy hints at the gendered undercurrent of Ryan’s depiction
of his protagonist’s failure. As Ni Laoire’s explains, given the “socio-cultural
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and those that follow is that though Johnsey himself recognizes the frustration and
disappointment his refusal represents—Johnsey claims, for instance, that it is only after
Grogan leaves that he “could breathe again” (128)—he remains effectively incapable of
doing what his neighbours think he should. Again, though he claims neither to want to
“bar progress” nor to stop those who want to “better this community and build for the
future” (126), Johnsey nonetheless refuses to sell his land given that he feels it is not his
to sell. In doing this, Johnsey incurs the wrath of the community who see his refusal to
sell as a matter of money and, thus, as an example of Johnsey’s “gross indecency . . .
staggering greed . . . arrogance” (140). In refusing to go along with the rest of the
townspeople’s ambitions, Johnsey confirms that he is fundamentally unlike them, a misfit
and “a rotten yoke” amidst a community bent on “improv[ing] their lives and hous[ing]
their children and secur[ing] the future of their little hinterland” (140). Ryan shows, in
other words, that by virtue of his unwillingness to agree to the requests of his
neighbours—even those he likes, such as Grogan or the Unthanks—and by resisting the
obligation to profit from his asset, and to benefit the community, Johnsey solidifies his

place as a contemporary failure, a loser in a town determined to win.

construction of farming as a masculine activity,” the “decision . . . to sell or lease the
land, even . . . for development can imply the culpability of the farmer for what is seen as
the loss of the family inheritance” and is, therefore, a dereliction of one’s “masculine
responsibilities” (108). Though Johnsey is not a farmer himself, his conflation of the land
and his father—a reflection, of course, of a sense of “Irish rural masculinity [that is]
closely associated with land-ownership, control of property . . . tenacity, self-reliance,
[and] autonomy” (Ni Laoire 97)—suggests that to sell the land represents a failure to live
up to these gendered expectations. The character’s resistance in selling the farm speaks to
the difficulties of navigating the “changing gender order” of contemporary Ireland and,
specifically, the changing ideals of masculine duty within the Celtic Tiger context (107).
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Though the scenes in which Johnsey essentially fails his community by turning “a
deaf ear to his neighbours’ appeals for sanity in his approach to the brokering of a
massive property deal” clearly demonstrate the negative social effects of contemporary
Celtic Tiger aspirations (138), Ryan’s more incisive critique of Irish neoliberalism stems
from his depiction of his protagonist’s experience of this failure. Put another way, despite
demonstrating the sense of isolation and inadequacy that arises out of Johnsey’s failure to
fall in with his neighbours’ shared desire for economic prosperity as well as the social
tension that comes from Johnsey being “a drag on [the market] rather than a contribution
to it” (W. Brown 84), Ryan’s depiction of Johnsey’s own guilt in relation to these failures
enables him to point to and critique the most damaging and symbolically violent aspect of
neoliberal ideologies: namely, the ways in which it requires that one wants to compete,
wants to be rich, wants to exceed and ascend over others.*

In the final chapters of the novel, after Paddy Rourke, Herbert Grogan, and others
confirm that Johnsey is “the talk of the village below” (131), the protagonist effectively
shuts himself into his house and agonizes over the fact that he has become a scourge
precisely “by doing nothing” (131). In these sections, the character refuses to “[set] foot
outside the gate anymore” (178), and spends his days lamenting the fact that the turmoil
in the town and in his mind “all boiled down to Johnsey Cunliffe” (163). Ryan portrays
Johnsey, here, as being distraught by the fact that “a man could have such luck and . . .
have nothing only misery come of it” (179). However, in these final scenes, Ryan shows

that Johnsey’s tremendous trepidation about the land issue and his incredibly strong sense

# Recall McWilliams succinct description of the ideology of what he calls “the
Expectocracy” and the New Irish Dream: “I want it all and I want it now . . . [ wanna [sic]
be number one and no-one is going to stop me” (Pope 54).
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of failure, inadequacy, and ineffectualness stem not simply from the hostility or even
external violence to which he is subjected by his neighbours for failing to satisfy their
economic aspirations. Rather, they stem from the fact that Johnsey fails to value these
economic aspirations. Johnsey’s repeated references to the fact that he wishes “he’d done
away with his stupid self while he’d had the impetus” (191), the novel suggests, come not
from the fact that he has upset his neighbours, but rather that he has failed in a more
ambiguous way. To use Brown’s formulation, Johnsey’s degeneration—which, in the
text, is manifest in Johnsey’s extreme sense of his own loserdom and his suicidal
tendencies—stems from his inability to align himself with a “neoliberal rationality” that
dictates that “capital is both our ‘is’ and our ‘ought’—what we are said to be [and] what
we should be” (W. Brown 36 emphasis mine). It stems from the character’s realization
that selling his father’s land and satisfying his community’s desires would not, ultimately,
eliminate the pressure he is under, given that this sale would not represent his adoption of
a zealous, ambitious, or competitive subjectivity. In revealing that Johnsey is the only
character who “could see past big auld plans for cinemas and shops and matchbox
houses” and the only one who seems aware that “only the same few fat fuckers that was
running the show all along and making pure-solid fools of the whole country” would be
the ones “who’d benefit” (180), the novel shows that Johnsey’s true failure is not in
refusing to sell the land, but in adopting a subjectivity driven by ambition and enterprise.
In the same way, it shows that the true violence of the Celtic Tiger and of neoliberalism
more broadly is not simply that it creates a damaging, competitive arena by pitting Irish
subjects against each other—those “haves” such as Johnsey and “the haven-nots” such as

Penrose (175). Instead, the violence of the Celtic Tiger stems from the way in which it
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“swallows humanity” by configuring not only how subjects ought to act, but how they
ought to want to act (W. Brown 44). In these scenes, Ryan takes issue with what Brown
calls the neoliberal “form of valuation” (44): Johnsey’s demise, we see, is a result of his
inability to value the right things (e.g. profits from selling his land, economic
improvement of the town, etc.) as much as it is a result of his inability to value in the
right ways (e.g. to want profits, to aspire to betterment).

That Johnsey dies in a violent way in the final scene of The Thing About
December reemphasizes Ryan’s critique of the detrimental effects of the Celtic Tiger on
Irish society and, more precisely, on his Irish protagonist. On the one hand, in his
depiction of Johnsey getting killed by Gardai after he emerges from his house with his
father’s gun, unable to deal with the pressure “building up and up, waiting to explode in
on top of him” (204), Ryan makes literal the underlying or internal violence of the
confusion, uncertainty, anxiety, wrought by the socioeconomic transformations of the
Celtic Tiger. He dramatizes, in other words, what is at stake in attempting to navigate
contemporary socioeconomic realities, and, more importantly, he harks to the underlying
perils not simply of failing to flourish in the context of the boom but of failing to adopt a
Celtic Tiger subjectivity. Johnsey’s violent death in this final scene, Ryan shows, is the
culmination of his figurative loss of self amidst the pressures of contemporary Ireland.
Where, earlier, Johnsey is unable to make sense of his neighbours’ demands, or, at the
very least, his duty in relation to their demands, he is here literally unable to make sense

of what the police are saying to him: using a bullhorn, they appeal to Johnsey in language

84



in which “none of them words made any sense” (205).* Though Johnsey’s humanity has
already been figuratively erased by the land boom—he has, again, been reduced to an
economic function by and for the community—he is, here, literally destroyed by the
Guards. In an act of force directed at an uncooperative subject—both in an economic
sense, as we have seen, and in a more direct sense, given that he points his gun at the
police to “give these boys a fright [so that they] go on away and leave him alone” (204)—
the police kill Johnsey, the failure. Though Johnsey is never really part of the community
and is really just a barrier to their success, this violence finally removes him completely
from the community and their ambitious plans, and, as the novel’s final words suggest,
“it’s like [he was] never there” (205).

By ending The Thing About December so suddenly and with such a forceful,
violent act, Ryan calls attention to the potency of neoliberal ideologies in his fictional
town and, by extension, in Ireland more broadly. He portrays, that is, both his characters’
experience of the threat of failure during the Celtic Tiger period and, of course, Irish
society’s unwillingness to pass up the economic opportunities that had finally arrived on
the island. His protagonist’s violent death, in other words, speaks to the uncompromising
nature of Celtic Tiger ideology and Irish people’s unwavering acceptance of
neoliberalism’s injunction to consume as much as possible, profit in every endeavour,

and continually upstage others. The novel shows, overall, how in a period of seemingly

* The fact that Johnsey fails to understand the Gardai’s words as they effectively
encroach on his family’s farm subtly calls back, again, to earlier struggles for self-
assertion during periods of tremendous social change. Specifically, the scene seems to
play off of historical accounts of Irish-speaking tenants being evicted by English-
speaking police officers during the Famine, an event which decimated the Irish speaking
population.
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assured personal and national socioeconomic success, all obstacles, complications, and
setbacks needed to be (if not literally, then at least symbolically) eradicated, and its
abrupt ending emphasizes the readiness with which society undertook this eradication in

its pursuit of its long-awaited prosperity.

2.3. The Threat of “Endless Possibilities”: Resisting Loss and Fighting Failure in
Peter Cunningham’s Capital Sins

Unlike Ryan’s tremendously bleak second novel, Peter Cunningham’s Capital
Sins tackles the economic shifts of the Celtic Tiger and the concomitant unsettling of
Irish society using humour. Given the otherwise unremarkable stylistic qualities of
Capital Sins, the humour is notable, especially in that, according to Cunningham, it is
part and parcel of the novel’s exploration of failure. On the role of humour in his
depiction of Ireland’s boom (and bust), Cunningham himself suggested that “Ireland is a
naturally self-deprecating country” and that “when people can laugh at the outrageous . . .
it means they have not been defeated” (Agudo 244). Though Cunningham has repeatedly
clarified that he “started writing Capital Sins in 2006-2007, before there was any collapse
of the Celtic Tiger” (243), his emphasis on humour and its relationships to “defeat” and
failure has, understandably, led many to view the novel strictly in terms of Ireland’s
economic downturn. In what little scholarship exists on Capital Sins, critics tend to focus
primarily on the text’s depiction of the impending collapse of the Celtic Tiger, and most
read it in relation to the unfortunate socioeconomic outcomes of Ireland’s boom. Elices
argues, for instance, that Cunningham “construct[s] a bitterly farcical portrait of Ireland

and evince[s] the weak foundations that sustained its ephemeral economic outburst” (38),
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but he limits his analysis to the ways in which the text deploys “satire as a mechanism to
denounce and ridicule the excesses both the government and the citizenship revelled in
throughout [the Celtic Tiger period] and which eventually led to the EU bailout of the
Irish financial system” (38). Likewise, though her brief exploration of Capital Sins
focuses on how Cunningham’s peripheral immigrant characters are “active [participants]
in the rise and downfall of the Celtic Tiger” (89), Estévez-Saa describes Cunningham’s
work as “a pioneering novel fictionalizing Ireland’s economic collapse” and a text whose
critique concerns “the egotism and lack of scruples that led Ireland to the socioeconomic
crisis” (87). And though these critics are right to point to the novel’s engagement with the
excesses that led to the collapse of the Celtic Tiger, they fail to consider its examination
of the ways Ireland’s economic realities during the boom affected Irish motivations,
behaviours, and subjectivities. They overlook, that is, the novel’s consideration of the
effects and consequences of Ireland’s economic upturn on Irish subjects and their day-to-
day lives.

Given Cunningham’s obvious interest in how the forces of neoliberalism shaped
Irish subjectivities during the boom, I focus here on the novelist’s depiction of his three
protagonists’ attempts to navigate the realities and demands of the Celtic Tiger and I
make two key arguments. First of all, in showing how the characters of Capital Sins are
defined by their economic roles as well as to how these roles inevitably produce the
characters’ feelings of inadequacy, anxiety, and failure—their sense of loserdom, in other
words—I argue that Cunningham critiques the underlying damage of Celtic Tiger
neoliberalism on Irish society. More specifically, I suggest that Cunningham uses

loserdom to challenge the idea that the Celtic Tiger was entirely beneficial for Irish
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subjects. However, by showing how Cunningham also emphasizes the ways in which the
protagonists’ economic subjectivities and their loser qualities are distinctly gendered—
that is, the ways in which they are tied in with their sense of masculinity—I allude to the
way Cunningham’s critique of the Celtic Tiger hinges in large part on the way
neoliberalism permeates every facet of Irish subjectivity. From there, I turn to the novel’s
more explicitly violent scenes and argue that Cunningham comments on the merits of the
Celtic Tiger by portraying this violence as a response to the prospect of failing or losing
within Ireland’s neoliberal conditions. In other words, the ways in which violence,
hostility, and aggression are intertwined with questions of economic loserdom
demonstrate, I argue, the damaging effects of neoliberal ideologies (e.g. the New Irish
Dream) in Ireland. Again though, by hinting at the ways in which Cunningham’s
depictions of violence are always, in some way, linked with issues of hegemonic
masculinity, [ suggest that the novel also critiques the macho culture of the Celtic Tiger.
Given these allusions to the innately “masculine” quality of this Celtic Tiger violence, |
contend that although Capital Sins is primarily a critique of the damaging effects of
neoliberalism in Ireland, it also offers a subtle critique of the very masculine culture of
the Celtic Tiger—that embodied, in particular, by those bankers and developers such as
Sean Dunne, Sean Fitzpatrick, Michael Fingleton, etc.—that facilitated or exacerbated the
establishment of these damaging neoliberal realities in Ireland.*’

Capital Sins tells the story of three men during the final year of Ireland’s

economic boom: Albert Barr, a wealthy property-developer bent on securing a large site

# In the interview with Agudo cited above, Cunningham himself claims that Capital Sins
engages with and satirizes “real life public figures in the country” (243).
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in Dublin and developing it into a massive commercial and residential centre; Lee Carew,
a cynical journalist who, after losing his job, “stumble[s] on information that could
destroy Albert’s grand scheme and bring down bankers, fat cats and politicians alike”
(Mac Anna); and Dr. Eric Chester, the chairman of the Hibernian Universal Business
Bank Ireland (HUBBI), faced with the task of saving his bank from insolvency. Though
the men’s respective storylines generally develop independently, each depicts the
characters’ attempts to navigate their prospective failures as “marketized” Irish subjects.

From the outset of Capital Sins, Cunningham draws attention to the ways in
which his protagonists are figuratively confined by the socioeconomic pressures of the
Celtic Tiger, or, at the very least, the degree to which these pressures govern their actions.
He shows, in effect, how the characters fundamentally embody the role of homo
oeconomicus, and, moreover, focuses on the highly gendered, or masculine, nature of this
role.*® The novel opens, for instance, by introducing Albert Barr as a character whose
subjectivity is entirely circumscribed by his role as an entrepreneur, as a participant, in
short, in a Celtic Tiger economy whose “winning streak . . . looked as if it could never
end” (CS 1). “Sometimes on those Saturday mornings,” we learn, “Albert wondered if he
was ever going to be free. To soar beyond his worries and be truly happy, to wake up on
Saturday morning and not have to think about the net-net, the bottom line” (1). Though
we are told that Barr belongs to “the first generation of Irishmen to make money at home,
to realise their true potential” and that men like him are “a breed apart from ordinary

people” (1), this introduction, nonetheless, suggests that Ireland’s favourable economic

46 This is perhaps unsurprising, given that, as I have already mentioned, the standard form
of neoliberal subjectivity—that of iomo oeconomicus—is, according to Wendy Brown,
“socially male and masculinist” (107).
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conditions and the innumerable financial opportunities born out of these conditions both
dictate his lifestyle and define who he is. Barr may be a man, but his masculine role is
subordinate to his role as an agent of the economy; his gender is only relevant insofar as
it links him with those other “men like himself,” those “kings of the earth” who
essentially birthed the boom. Put another way, Barr is a marketized subject in the purest
sense: rather than his role as a father or husband, Barr’s identity, the text explicitly
shows, is fundamentally tied to the character’s ranking “on Ireland’s Rich List” (1). He is
defined by his possessions, affluence, and social status rather than by his morals or
personal relationships. “He wasn’t free,” the narrator claims, “because of the financial
commitments with which all [his] things had been acquired” (2 ital. in original). Like
with Barr, the novel ties Dr. Eric Chester to his economic role in society and his
embodiment of Ireland’s seismic economic shift. Not only does the novel show the man’s
connection with the banking world by demonstrating how his days are made up of
meetings with various financial committees (35), it also demonstrates this connection by
suggesting that Chester and his bank are symbolically one and the same. Chester, we
learn, “had celebrated his fiftieth birthday with the coming into being of the new
millennium, a confluence of one man and his planet [and] in the year 2000 HUBBI had
gone stratospheric” (36-7). Likewise, after HUBBI’s bad loans become public
knowledge, the narrator recounts that the investigation by “government regulators,
lawmakers, [and] law enforcers™ into the bank’s operations aim primarily to find “the
telling moment when HUBBI ceased to be run as a bank and became an extension of Eric
Chester’s personality” (238). And, just as with Barr, the narrative frames Chester’s

economic subjectivity as circumscribing his masculine identity. As chairman of HUBBI,
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Chester is not only responsible for ensuring the bank’s financial growth, but also
responsible for directing his exclusively male committees. His ability to manage a
financial institution is one and the same as his ability to manage the men that the bank
employs. Overall, as these early descriptions show, Chester and Barr represent the idea
that though “Ireland had . . . caught up with the rest of the world” (37), those men
responsible for the country’s progress, those “broad-chested former block layers and
plumbers, chippies and plasterers who had made fortunes as if out of thin air” (1), have,
in creating the boom, become fundamentally defined by and inextricably linked to the
financial realm. These characters are, in effect, the Celtic Tiger, and they foreground the
ways the Celtic Tiger economy has reconfigured every facet of Irish subjectivity and
subordinated subjectivity to the needs of the economy.

Though Cunningham clearly shows how these characters’ economic activities and
concerns define them as a way of illustrating how Ireland’s neoliberal modernity reduced
humanity to “mere life” (W. Brown 44), he also uses these links to demonstrate and
critique the self-perpetuating quality of the socioeconomic forces of the Celtic Tiger. The
way the characters fundamentally embody their economic roles demonstrates, that is, how
the Celtic Tiger sustains itself by forcing neoliberal subjects “to engage in a particular
form of self-sustenance that meshes with . . . the [continuing] health of the economy” (W.
Brown 84). To maintain their success in boomtime Ireland, these characters are
compelled not only to maintain their roles as agents of the Irish market, but also to accept
that the needs of this market can never actually be satisfied. With regard to Chester, for
instance, the narrator claims, “he knew that his work would never be finished”” and that

“he was never satisfied” (35). Ultimately though, the novel emphasizes that it is as a
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result of the chairman’s ability to continually meet the needs of the market that “HUBBI
had come to be a major force in Irish banking” (35). Likewise, after a health-scare
involving a burst rectal polyp and his ongoing inability to urinate, Barr hints at the lack of
genuine security or satisfaction available in achieving prosperity: he wonders, “what was
it all about if, despite his money, he was bunged up like this every morning,” literally and
figuratively unable to “buy . . . himself comfort” (48). Barr also alludes to these same
unrelenting demands of success when he suggests that the “trouble was, everything was
intertwined,” and that his “cross-guarantees on a dozen or more loans™ entail that “he
couldn’t just write a cheque for ten million and disappear” (48). Cunningham shows that,
in conceding that “it didn’t work like that” (48), Barr clearly understands that maintaining
his strong socioeconomic standing in Celtic Tiger Ireland requires his ongoing
participation in the marketplace. Preserving Celtic Tiger subjectivities—and, by
extension, that sense of contemporary Celtic Tiger Irishness that seemed to debunk
conventional stereotypes of “the Irish as lazy, indolent [and] undisciplined” (Dobbins
25)—forces Cunningham’s characters to re-commit themselves in perpetuo to the needs
of the Celtic Tiger and to neoliberal ideologies in which, as Chester claims, “cash [is] the
lifeblood that everything depended on” (49). The novelist’s point here is simply that
though the characters clearly benefit in a strictly economic sense, their compulsive
commitments to the needs of the Irish market circumscribe their lives. The Celtic Tiger
and its demands erase the characters’ humanity—metonymized, in the text, by their
masculine identities or roles—and reduce them, in short, to mere instruments of

capitalism.
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Just as in The Thing About December, the characters’ compulsion to pursue
economic success at all cost clearly betrays Cunningham’s broader concern with the
unfortunate by-products of Celtic Tiger responsibilities; namely, the overwhelming
anxiety and sense of inadequacy that Ireland’s rapid move into this neoliberal modernity
generates for Irish subjects. In other words, the unease both Barr and Chester experience
with regard to their abilities to maintain their success in contemporary Ireland reveals the
inherent ambivalence that results from submitting to the Celtic Tiger doctrines of endless
possibility. Reflecting on the obstacles he faces in finalizing his acquisition of the Goose
Point site and of ensuring that the land is suitable for development, for instance, Barr
bemoans “the banks, the banks™ and “the pressure, the pressure” while condemning the
“little farts with the title of underwriters” who scrutinize “his every move” and ensure
that “every potential risk [remains] underpinned and buttressed by his assets” (47). He
complains that “it wasn’t fair to ask one man to take so much pressure” (47). That the
Goose Point development promises to be “extraordinary” and “Albert’s masterpiece” is
effectively undermined, in these scenes, by the uncertainty surrounding it (7). Barr’s
anxiety about the site and about “what would happen” if he ultimately fails to develop it
(47), in other words, counteracts any of its symbolic or literal value for the character and
therefore hints at the undependable nature of the boom’s benefits. Similarly, in the scene
in which Chester picks up a newspaper featuring an “in-depth analysis regarding
HUBBI’s upcoming quarterly result,” the banker sees an accompanying photograph of
him looking “doleful [and] apprehensive” (37). Though the article describes how HUBBI
“had reported sixty-five successive quarterly earnings increases,” Chester’s

“apprehensive” appearance subtly indicates that the “[endless] expectations of the
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market” also imply, for him, the inevitability of disappointment or of failure—these
“successive increases” can only continue for so long (37). The pressure to continually
improve, expand, and exceed in the marketplace of the Celtic Tiger, indeed, proves to be
Chester’s “overarching worry, [the] umbrella beneath which all his other worries
huddled” (35). Despite repeatedly claiming that he “hate[s] [the] kind of cautious shit [i.e.
investing]” his head of risk, Fagan, recommends (55)—he even claims that “if he’d taken
on board Fagan’s advice . . . HUBBI would still be funding supermarket inventories”
(42)—and despite consistently encouraging his executive committees to “start
concentrating on opportunities that [HUBBI’s powerful economic] position has created”
(153), Chester remains anxious about the possibility of what he calls “a completely
doomsday scenario” (55). He worries, more importantly, what such a scenario would
mean or him personally (55). This debilitating fear that Chester experiences as “surreal:
out of body, unreal, not actually happening, weird, unnatural” reveals the underlying
personal strain of navigating Ireland’s socioeconomic “opportunities” and of embracing a
neoliberal ideology in which one’s value is proportionate to one’s ability to profit (151).
Chester’s generally “queasy and apprehensive” demeanour about how he and his bank
will fare on the market demonstrates, in short, how the apparent benefits of the boom are
always compromised by the underlying pressure to thrive amidst this boom, to reap the
rewards of the Celtic Tiger economy (145). Just as with Barr, Cunningham shows that
though it promises—and, in some ways, provides—opportunity and wealth, the Celtic
Tiger, for Chester, really only creates anguish and is, as such, of limited value. Like Barr,
whose anxiety ultimately leads him “to regret Goose Point, to regret that he had been

egged on by banks such as HUBBI” and to curse “the fickleness of fate, [and] the absence
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of mercy in his life” (71), Chester comes to regret the sense of “unlimited optimism and
insatiable greed, [the] arrogance, pride, smugness, [and] sense of overweening
superiority” that enabled him to establish his significant personal wealth (228).
Cunningham shows how Barr and Chester come to resent the “endless possibilities” of
the market, the very conditions that engendered their success, because of the ways in
which these possibilities are structurally undergirded by the possibility of failure and
inadequacy (37). One’s success in the Celtic Tiger, these characters see, is always on the
cusp of being undermined by failure.

Although he does not operate within the Celtic Tiger economy in quite the same
way as Barr or Chester, the character of Lee Carew also betrays an uneasiness
fundamentally rooted in the demands or expectations of neoliberal Ireland. Whereas Barr
and Chester’s anxiety stems from their need to preserve their economic success and not
be reduced to economic “losers,” Carew’s anxiety and loserdom emerge specifically from
the journalist and former mechanic’s ostensible inability to navigate the demands of the
market and, more importantly, from his inability to reconcile his own personal aspirations
with accepted (neoliberal) modes of participating in Ireland’s Celtic Tiger. First of all, as
a journalist employed by a tabloid focused on selling issues to a readership that only
wants “tits . . . pussy and salacious gossip” (28), Carew develops an anxiety about his
failure in resisting the economic drivers embodied by the paper. Though he objects to the
pressure to write sensationalized features as a way of generating revenue for the

newspaper and thereby saving his job, Carew is, nonetheless, unable to determine any

95



alternative means of situating himself and asserting his value within the Celtic Tiger.*’
Given how thoroughly he is shaped by the demands of the market, Carew is not even able
to imagine what such an alternative form of personal value or subjectivity might look
like. When his therapist (and later girlfriend), Gwen, questions him about his desire to be
a writer, and specifically asks him what he would “really like to write about,” Carew
responds that “that’s the problem; I have no idea” (59). He admits that “nothing inspires
[him]” (59). Though Carew is clearly determined to resist the journalistic compulsion to
produce “ordure” that will sell (26)—the editor, Eddie, reminds Carew that “we don’t
have readers anymore[,] we have consumers” and that consumers want “anything but
fucking news!” (27)—the marketization of his role as a journalist and writer leaves him
without the means of producing or embodying anything of value. Of course, as with Barr
and Chester, Carew’s economic identity, or lack thereof, extends into his identity as a
man. In describing Carew’s inability to adapt to the new market realities of the Celtic
Tiger, Cunningham explicitly pits the character’s failure against his father’s readiness to
“get a trade” as a means of supporting his family (56). Carew’s failures as an economic
subject, in other words, are directly compared to his father’s willingness to work in a
garage and to make something of himself as a man by starting a successful mechanic
shop and providing for his family (57). In simple terms, though Cunningham shows that
Carew is not without ambitions—the narrator later claims that, in his failure to both

preserve his father’s business and to refuse to abide by the demands of the newspaper

47 Carew is forced to write articles, for instance, about a mackerel whose “heart [has]
grown around [a] medal” of “Our Lady of Guatemala” (30-3), and “a young Polish-Irish
player [on] a hurling team [whose] Polish immigrant family [relates] to well-known
public figures such as Lech Walesa or John Paul II”” (Estévez-Saa 88).
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editors, Carew has simply “up to then, failed to fulfil his own ambitions” (87)—he also
shows that contemporary Irish society’s neoliberal reality stifles the character’s creativity
and gives rise to his inability to, in Gwen’s words, “dig deep at times like these” (59). In
the novel’s conception, Carew’s personal crisis is shaped by both his failure to negotiate
or overcome the marketization of his subjectivity, and, as such, is indicative of the
personal and social cost of Celtic Tiger neoliberalism.

In characterizing his three protagonists, Cunningham clearly gestures to the
incongruity that exists within the notion of success in the Celtic Tiger period. He points,
that is, to the idea that rather than producing satisfaction, gratification, and freedom,
Ireland’s “neoliberalization” during the Celtic Tiger generates nothing more than
anxieties about losing money and status, about failing to adapt to the country’s new
market realities, about inadequately embracing the confidence and assertiveness of the
Celtic Tiger “persona,” and, ultimately, about degenerating into both a literal and
figurative form of loserdom. Though Barr, Chester, and Carew are perhaps not paralyzed
by the Celtic Tiger’s demands in quite the same way as Johnsey in The Thing About
December, these characters are nonetheless victims of a neoliberal compulsion to succeed
and of a culturally-conditioned responsibility to make money, either for themselves or
others. Moreover, like Johnsey, the three epitomize the anxieties and uncertainties that
the Celtic Tiger produced along with economic prosperity. Cunningham shows that they
embody an existential crisis rooted in the possibility of failing to make good on Ireland’s
contemporary economic potential and, therefore, highlight the underlying drawbacks of
Irish society’s immersion into what it broadly imagines as its long-awaited, if not pre-

destined, economic entitlement.
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Before turning to my second major point about how this cultural sense of
economic anxiety leads to violence, it is worth briefly re-emphasizing the ways questions
of masculinity fit into Cunningham’s critique of the damaging neoliberalism of the Celtic
Tiger. I want to quickly show, specifically, how, just as Cunningham ties his characters’
economic subjectivities to their masculine identities, he also links their economically-
conditioned anxieties, inadequacies, or loserdom to their failures (or prospective failures)
as men. Though this intersection between Ireland’s economic context and notions of
gender is, as we will see, especially significant to Cunningham’s critique of the symbolic
violence of the Celtic Tiger, I simply want to call attention to the ways Cunningham
aligns his characters’ primarily “economic” loserdom with their failures as men as a
means of showing the ways the neoliberal ideology of the Celtic Tiger encompasses
every facet of these characters’ subjectivities, and again, reduces individual subjects to
market actors.

In the aforementioned scene in which Barr reflects on the ambiguity surrounding
the development of Goose Point and the prospect that he will be unable to pay back his
significant debts (47), for example, the character explicitly connects his prospective
economic downfall with his ostensible failure as a father. Barr’s stress about “wash[ing]
away all his . . . debts” is particularly severe in the scene because such a failure means he
will not be able to provide for his family (48). With respect to his children, he suggests
that his potential financial ruin means that he cannot “squirrel away enough money” to
“educate the girls,” to buy them “Wellington boots[,] plaid jackets [and] foals” (48). In
that Barr’s financial failure portends his failure as a “breadwinner” or “provider”—a

crucial component of the “configuration of traditional hegemonic masculinity in Ireland”
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(H. Ferguson 121)—the novel connects his economic loserdom with his failures as a
father and family man. The novel shows, in a broader sense, how, within neoliberalism,
“definitions of hegemonic masculinity in Ireland have . . . shifted [from] breadwinner
ideals to a new global transnational business masculinity” (Hanlon and Lynch 45-6), but
also, more importantly, how the innate anxiety that stems from this Celtic Tiger shift
affects and reconfigures every sphere of life. In a similar way, the novel connects
Chester’s anxieties about maintaining his bank’s solvency and his personal wealth to his
sexual anxieties. In an early aside about the banker’s daily rituals, we learn that the
chairman has three main ambitions: he wants to be slim, wants to turn “HUBBI into an
intercontinental financial behemoth,” and wants to be sexually “subsumed into [his]
intern Inge” (38). The man’s desire to be “swallowed whole” by the young German
woman, to end up “naked . . . in her Teutonic embrace” is equated with his desire to
triumph as a banker (34). The competitive financial markets in which he compulsively
participates and ultimately fails are symbolically tied to his fantasies of sexually
“consuming” Inge—or having her sexually consume him, that is, “gulp him down”
(34)—and, of course, his inability to do so. As such, not only does the novel point to the
ways the model of the market and the ideology of consumption structure his masculine
subjectivity—again, his sexual desire for Inge is set-up as a matter of consumption and
profit—it also highlights how failure within the financial market filters into every aspect
of his symbolically “marketized” subjectivity. Finally, with regard to Carew, the novel
again ties the character’s failures as a writer to his failures in his relationships with
women. As the journalist laments his inability to come up with “a breakthrough story,”

his thoughts drift to “the young women with the sharp heels and spiky little tits who . . .
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looked at him, but never saw him” (21-2). As he wallows in “the twilight place of
personal revulsion” brought on by his professional failures as a journalist and as the
manager of his father’s garage, he also thinks about how his wife, Tallulah, has left him
and how it has been “months since he’d had sex with someone else” (22). The point here,
as in the description of Chester and Inge, is simply that within Celtic Tiger Ireland,
Carew’s failures are totalizing. His inability to produce the stories the newspaper (as a
corporation) requires of him, to save the business his father left for him, and to develop
an alternative means of situating himself in the market are all tied into his sense of sexual
inadequacy. He may be an economic loser, but his loserdom extends to his identity as a
son, husband, and lover: “Jesus,” he claims, “I mean, I lost Dad, I lost my business, I lost
Tallulah, I’'m about to lose my job, my flat, my dog . ..” (61).

In his emphasis on the intersections between the characters’ economic roles, their
masculine identities, and their broader anxiety about loserdom, Cunningham shows how
the neoliberal structures of the Celtic Tiger not only damage Irish masculine subjectivity,
but how this damage stems from the ways neoliberalism configures identity according to
the needs of the market. However, Cunningham also demonstrates in the novel that the
intersections between economic subjectivity and loserdom inevitably produce both literal
and figurative forms of violence. More specifically, Cunningham shows how the
characters’ sense of prospective failure in the context of the Celtic Tiger engenders both
the violent situations in which they find themselves and the discourses of violence in
which they engage. [ want to turn now to the scenes in which Cunningham most

explicitly depicts acts of hostility, anger, aggression, and brutality and show that he not
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only casts these forms of violence as his characters’ responses to their economic “loss,”
but also frames them, like loserdom generally, in the context of gender.

In the many scenes in which Barr and his wife Medb-Marie aggressively argue
with one another, Cunningham portrays the couple’s rage and the vitriol they hurl at one
another as implicitly resulting from the possibility of Barr’s financial failures and his
inadequacy as an economic subject. For instance, in the scene in which the pair argues
about Albert’s unwillingness to make arrangements in the event that he dies—something
Barr is pressured to do after he is released from the hospital following his burst rectal
polyp—Cunningham clearly suggests that Medb-Marie Barr’s fury is rooted in her fear
that she will lose her Celtic Tiger lifestyle: “the horses, the jet, the Burj-Al-Arab, her
200-grand credit card that [enables her to] go into Tiffany’s on Fifth Avenue and walk
out with a gold necklace that cost more than ten years’ wages for a builder’s labourer”
(9). During their quarrel, Medb-Marie articulates the financial dimension of their quarrel
when she specifically acknowledges that she does not know anything about Barr’s
business and admits that she worries “that if the tide turns we could be out on the street
[and] that if interest rates keep going up we’ll be fucked” (15-6). Barr himself recognizes
the economic “source” of this tense interaction. He aggressively criticizes, for instance,
her unsympathetic reaction to his physical well-being, asserting that “maybe he was
living in a different universe, where the expected reaction of a wife to the looming death
of her husband was concern and grief, and then the financial problems of succession, but
in that order” (15). In another scene, when Albert informs his wife that, despite his
protests, HUBBI will likely acquire one of her apartment blocks as collateral for the

Goose Point project, we see, again, how economic issues intensify the strife between
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them. In this latter scene, Medb-Marie violently scolds her husband and threatens to
divorce him, all the while revealing “the dark galaxy of [her] most evil disposition” (77).
During the altercation, the narrator highlights the intensity of Medb-Marie’s indignation,
describing her as “grinning crazily, like a madwoman enjoying the first few seconds of a
freefall over a cliff” (78). Nonetheless, the novel once again implies that the woman’s
obvious outrage and unrestrained belligerence towards her husband stem from the literal
and figurative loss that her husband’s forfeiture of her apartments represents. The novelist
depicts the character’s rage as proportional to the weakness and “loserdom” that Albert
personifies in his willingness to bow to the demands of the banks and his inability to
navigate the pressures of the market.

Obviously, by drawing parallels between Albert and Medb-Marie Barr’s hostile
relationship and their economic situation, Cunningham critiques the economic myopia of
Irish culture during the boom and draws attention to the destructive influence of the
pressure to succeed during this moment of prosperity. The rage Medb-Marie shows is,
again, a direct result of Albert’s economic failures and loserdom. However, there is also a
gendered undercurrent in these scenes. Namely, in the scenes depicting the Barrs’ heated
exchanges, the strife between them is articulated in the context of Albert’s masculine
failures. Although the violence is not necessarily enacted by the loser protagonist here,
and though it correlates directly with his economic failures, it is nonetheless articulated in
the context of the character’s failures as a man. For example, when Medb-Marie
aggressively berates her husband for his fecklessness in dealing with the bankers trying to
collateralize the apartment block belonging to her, she specifically attacks his failures as

a husband and father; though Barr’s economic loserdom, in other words, proves to be
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Medb-Marie’s primary concern, her anger is framed in the context of Barr’s failure in
providing for his family. After learning that the banks are effectively taking her
apartments and, therefore, her financial “security . . . [her] lifeline” (76), she claims the
she wants to have nothing to do with her husband. “I should never have married you,” she
yells, adding that Barr is “common, a lout, uneducated” and unworthy of “bring[ing] up
my children” (77). Moreover, in a particularly cruel moment in the same scene, Medb-
Marie attacks her husband’s sexual abilities. The character’s anger about her husband’s
financial failings drives her to humiliate him by revealing not only that she knows he has
cheated on her with a maid, but also that she herself cheated on Albert with the same
woman. She claims, furthermore, that “that’s what I think of when you’re fumbling
around me like a gorilla in heat. Got it now?” (78). In demonstrating how Medb-Marie’s
antagonism is clearly driven by Barr’s economic loserdom and yet expressed in the
context of Barr’s masculine inadequacies, Cunningham draws a direct line between
economic success and masculine sexual proficiency and undercuts the Celtic Tiger
narrative of machismo that Barr, as an aggressive investor, embodies. In using Medb-
Marie’s aggressive hostility to pinpoint Albert’s economic and sexual inadequacy,
Cunningham undermines the character’s value as a man whose masculine sense of
“insatiable greed . . . pride [and] overweening superiority” is responsible for Ireland’s
economic boom (228).

Albert and Medb-Marie Barr are not the only characters in Capital Sins who
demonstrate the ways individual acts of violence and brutality are engendered by the
neoliberal ideology of the Celtic Tiger. Indeed, Eric Chester’s panic about HUBBI’s

seemingly imminent failure confirms the relationship between violence and the prospect
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of socioeconomic loserdom in Ireland at the turn of the century. During an executive
committee meeting that Chester calls after learning of the contingencies that threaten the
Goose Point project and endanger both HUBBI’s solvency and Chester’s own financial
standing, the banker repeatedly invokes war metaphors and displays other violent
tendencies towards his employees in response to his anxieties. From the start of this
meeting, for instance, Chester glares at Fagan O’Dowd, his head of risk, with
unconcealed contempt. After perceiving this hostile gesture, O’Dowd claims that “they
hated him, these people. They hated the truth” (146). Chester wonders “if the little
bastard was actually taking pleasure in [the chaos at HUBBI]” (145), and when O’Dowd
fails to alleviate Chester’s concerns regarding the potentially massive losses HUBBI
could suffer as a result of the Goose Point project, the chairman even explicitly vows “to
hurt him badly one day” (148). Likewise, reflecting on “what had to be done” so as to
avoid losing HUBBI and his own wealth, Chester claims that “it was simply war, and in
war you had to fight to survive” (152). Financial loss, for Chester, is again metaphorically
aligned with the concept of wartime defeat, and, as such, he unleashes his “undisguised
venom” at the committee and even describes wanting the “lifeblood squeezed out of the
bastards that are short selling HUBBI” (153- 4). And though the chairman is not the only
character to threaten violence in response to HUBBI’s potential economic losses and the
humiliations these losses would cause—one committee member, for instance, confidently
holds that the “short sellers” betting against the bank and undermining their positive
international public image “will get burned, of course, their arms will get torn off”
(151)—this scene nonetheless emphasizes that the aggression and violence the banker

deploys here is in direct response to the threat of economic loserdom. Indeed, the
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banker’s aggressive reaction to the prospect of failing in his economic duties, in the
scene, harks to McWilliams’s notion that the Celtic Tiger is fundamentally rooted in a
kind of social combat in which socioeconomic success hinges on the ability to outdo
one’s neighbours, to wield economic “weapons” against others, and to succeed where
others fail. Put simply, Chester’s confrontational approach to securing his economic
future—by, for example, recommending that “a couple of these short sellers [have] the
shit beaten out of them” (227)—highlights the ways in which Celtic Tiger neoliberalism
produces combative social structures, and reveals the idea that resisting economic failure
requires aggressive, if not outright violent, counterattacks.

Like the strife that results from Albert and Medb-Marie Barr’s economic
anxieties, Chester’s aggressive hostility in these scenes is also subtly marked by gender.
Specifically, Chester’s violent verbal assaults in these passages is couched in
misogynistic and chauvinistic language that implicitly undermines the targets’ legitimacy
as men. For example, in his attacks on those who challenge or otherwise threaten to undo
his economic success—Fagan O’Dowd, Albert Barr, the short sellers, etc.—the chairman
repeatedly deploys terms such as “bastard” and “son of a bitch.” Though these terms
might certainly be read as straightforward insults or offensive epithets, there is something
to be said for their gendered undertones. Given the extreme machismo that characterizes
Chester’s executive committees—an extension, clearly, of what critics including
Salzinger have described as the “commitment to masculinity” that “constitutes and
upholds the purportedly impersonal neoliberal marketplace” (19)—the chairman’s
descriptions of wanting to “screw the sons of bitches” who challenge HUBBI’s economic

supremacy in Ireland by impaling (and perhaps figuratively penetrating) “them on the
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very weapon they’ve chosen to use against us” should be read as emphatically
emasculating (155).*® Indeed, the fact that the emasculating quality of Chester’s violent
verbal attacks serves both as a rallying cry for his all-male committee and as a means for
Chester to reassert his prowess in managing men and financial matters, harks to the
hypermasculine context of Ireland’s banking sector. More importantly, these sexist
attacks point to the problematic ways in which “masculinity comes into play as an
incitement to the fundamental speed, decisiveness, and ruthlessness necessary to . . .
handle the consequences” of participating and prospering in the Irish market (Salzinger
17). Put another way, Cunningham’s subtle yet potent depiction of the underlying
misogyny of the violence that takes place at HUBBI constitutes an astute critique of the
ways in which, as Salzinger again notes, “winning and losing” in a neoliberal social
context are conceived in “vividly gendered and sexualized terms in which subject
position is . . . all one needs to know to estimate profit or loss” (17).*’ He shows here that
the financial sector with which Chester is intertwined demands “hav[ing] the balls” to
make money, and, as such, that reacting against the potential loss of capital necessarily

means reacting against those, like Fagan, who seemingly do not “have the balls” for the

8 In her discussion of the “commitment to masculinity” undergirding neoliberalism (19),
Salzinger suggests that the “basic social relations” structuring banks and other financial
institutions are largely “organized around [the idea of] ‘men behaving badly’” (16-7).
Stock market traders, she claims, “greet each other with punches and slaps,” and
“routinely address each other as men” while shaping “masculinity [as] a kind of trading
fuel” (17).

4 Salzinger offers a number of examples of the kinds of gendered and sexualized phrases
that are used in banks and on trading floors to convey one’s economic prowess or lack
thereof: “I fucked him; he fucked me; he doesn’t have balls; he’s a fag; he’s a whore; I've
got him tied down” (17).
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job (228).5° As an example of what Cormac O’Brien calls a “corporate warrior”—a
neoliberal archetype who “is figured as having risen to the top of the ladder by virtue of
an innate masculine control” (133)—Chester relies on sexist forms of violence as a means
of maintaining both his masculine and economic power. However, in later pointing to the
ways in which Chester’s misogynistic tirade does nothing to help him reassert either his
masculine strength or his financial standing, Cunningham conveys the insufficiency of
these narratives, and he ridicules the inherently problematic sexism of neoliberalism. In
tracking both Chester’s gendered aggression and his personal downfall, Cunningham
explicitly challenges the “culturally imagined paradigm of aspirational Irish manhood”
that the character represents, a “manhood” tied to the “neoliberal strategies of social
Darwinism” in which economic success corresponds with “a masculine survival of the
fittest” (C. O’Brien 133).

Although the inherent violence produced by the neoliberal conditions of the Celtic
Tiger are certainly more pronounced in the narratives of Albert and Medb-Marie Barr and
Eric Chester, it also affects the character of Lee Carew. For instance, in the scene in
which Carew returns to the offices of the newspaper from which he has recently quit his
job, Cunningham explicitly points to the character’s sense of the violence of the financial

“stranglehold” that different groups begin exerting on the newspaper. In this scene,

5% These references to “having the balls” to participate in the boom recall Anglo Irish
chairman Sean Fitzpatrick’s description of “the Celtic Tiger as [the] result of a potent
masculine virility” and they point to the “trope of celebratory Celtic Tiger discourse”
that, as Molony explains, was conceived around a “figure of virile entrepreneurial
masculinity [who] functions as an ideal neoliberal body around which all other modes of
living must adjust” (184-5). In O’Toole’s recounting, Fitzpatrick, of whom Chester seems
to be a barely-veiled caricature, “paid tribute to people like himself who had created the
boom” by claiming, specifically, that “we had ideas and we had balls . . . as we worked
the scene and maximized the moment” (Ship 196).
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Carew’s former supervisor and confidant, Eddie, describes to him the ways in which
working for the newspaper is akin to living under violent political regimes: specifically,
he compares the atmosphere of the offices to “Cambodia under the Khmer Rouge” (166),
and suggesting “it’s the fucking Holocaust multiplied by a thousand” (167). The editor
even describes company layoffs as “a bloodbath” (167). Like during the HUBBI
executive meeting, the sense here is that Ireland’s financial pressures demand an
aggressive sensibility and a combative disposition. Ensuring financial success within
Ireland’s modern Celtic Tiger context means taking no prisoners, as it were, and we see
this approach play out in the scene’s final moments as Dick Bell, a senior figure at the
newspaper, threatens Carew in no uncertain terms for his role in exacerbating the
newspaper’s precarious financial (and political) standing:>!
Walking towards Lee, his face alarmingly incandescent, in a voice that gathered
force like a dangerous wind, Dick said, —You get downstairs and you write the
story I want you to write or so help me God I’ll strangle you, do you understand?
Do you fucking understand, you retarded arsehole? You go out that door and you
go down to the shithole where you turned out the garbage you’ve been dishing up
here for years, and you tell our readers that the city of silver is a story made up by
bum boys like yourself. Do you understand? Do you? (190)
Obviously, the violence with which Bell threatens Carew here stems from the latter’s role

in potentially leading to the newspaper’s bankruptcy; it is, again, a violence stemming

51 To be clear, Carew unintentionally threatens Bell’s newspaper by publishing an article
about the archaeological significance of the Goose Point site. The article prompts Barr to
threaten to “sue [the] paper for fucking millions (184), and therefore jeopardizes the
already financially vulnerable company.
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from economic concerns and, more specifically, from the newspaper’s prospective
financial failure. However, though it is perhaps not as pronounced as in the scenes of
violence involving the Barrs or Chester and his committee, Bell’s violent outburst against
Carew is undergirded by similar notions of gender heteronormativity. Namely, Bell’s
outburst, though tied to the economic security of the newspaper, is also framed as being a
result of the fact that Carew and his article have made him look like “a cunt” in front of
the “big sharks who control these waters” (185). In undermining Bell’s ability to maintain
a profitable newspaper and, therefore, his value as a market subject, Carew undermines
Bell’s masculinity. In turn, Bell’s violent reaction to Carew’s economic disruption is
expressed using a similarly gendered or sexualized insult. The editor uses a gay slur—he
refers to him as a “bum boy” (190)—to emasculate Carew in the scene and pressure him
into symbolically realigning himself with the financial needs of his media corporation.
Again, though it is much less striking than in the novel’s earlier scenes of violence, the
gender or sexual dimension of the hostile attack directed at Carew points again to the
inherently macho, if not misogynistic and homophobic, culture of the Celtic Tiger. More
importantly, this gesture helps criti