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A Lament for Brian Boru 

S has been often noted in the last few years, we 
are currently going through a series of centenary 
commemorations of events that have shaped this 

island and, in many cases, the world. 

From the Strike and Lockout of 1913, through the out-
break of the First World War, to the 1916 Rising and 
finally to the end of the Great War in 2018 – not to 
mention a good many significant events in between – 
Ireland has been celebrating, acknowledging, critiquing, 
and in many cases revising, some of the key events that 
led to the foundation of the State and contributed to the 
global context in which we find ourselves. 

It is hardly necessary for me to note that the events of 
Easter week in 1916 were a significant catalyst towards 
the establishment of the Republic of Ireland in April 
1949. One could engage in rhetoric about whether or 
not the 26-county State can in any way be said to repre-
sent the Republic which those who marched out that 
Easter morning desired, but I won’t. 

However, the question has been asked in recent times, 
by commentators from Fintan O’Toole to President 
Michael D. Higgins, whether, on the south of the island 
at least, we do indeed have a “real Republic”. 

A simple definition of a republic can be given as “a state 
in which supreme power is held by the people and their 
elected representatives, and which has an elected or 
nominated president rather than a monarch”. Ireland 
certainly meets those criteria, however flawed said 
elected representatives may be. 

However other broader definitions of a republic incor-
porate necessities around issues of equality: equality 
under the law; equality of opportunity; economic and 
social equality, and so on. It is clear to this writer that 
such a republic has not been achieved. 

Economic Equality 
Our economic system is notably tiered, and while the 
Irish social welfare system does a fine job in covering up 
some of the economic inequality that exists (reducing 
levels of poverty in this country from around 50%, if 
there were no social transfers, to just a third of that in 
actuality), there is still much work to do. 

Part of the problem is that Ireland’s level of social pro-
vision is so far behind the Western European norm. Our 
public services and social infrastructure, including in 
areas such housing, public transport, childcare and edu-
cation, suffer greatly from underinvestment. This is not 
something that is new or even as a result of a decade of 
austerity; even during the years of the much vaunted 
Celtic Tiger, Ireland’s public investment as a proportion 

of national income was well below the European aver-
age. 

Recently, Minister for Finance Paschal Donohoe has 
commented that Ireland’s public investment, which has 
indeed increased in recent years and looks set to double 
between the years 2015 and 2021, stacks up quite well 
by international comparison when measured as a per-
centage of total government expenditure. He’s not 
wrong. 

However, it should also be noted that Ireland’s level of 
government expenditure is among the lowest in the 
European Union as a proportion of national income 
(whether that is measured using GDP, GNP, or the new 
measurement of GNI). 

Minister Donohoe’s comments give the correct informa-
tion in the wrong context. Measured as a proportion of 
national income – the international norm  – Ireland’s 
public investment was the lowest in the entire EU in 
2015. While we are moving in the right direction, we 
are not doing so at a rate that suggests our Government 
has grasped the urgency required to deal with the crises 
Ireland currently faces. 

Need examples? Ireland has a waiting list of more than 
91,000 households (that’s households – not people) 
waiting for a local authority house. Next year, we plan 
to build less than 4,000. Long waiting lists contribute 
to surging rents in the private sector (as people who 
would otherwise be housed in social housing units must 
instead compete for rental units in the private sector), 
and these record levels of rent (surpassing even Celtic 
Tiger peaks) have no doubt contributed to the record 
levels of homelessness being experienced in Ireland. 
Indeed, the number of homeless families has increased 
by more than 25% over the last 12 months, and there 
are over 3,000 homeless children alone in this country. 
Would such a situation happen in a so-called “real Re-
public”? 

Our healthcare system is alleged to be two-tier: it is not 
even that. It is two-tier with a huge hole in the middle. 
But the plan to change this has a time frame of a 
decade, and that’s assuming this plan doesn’t go the 
way of so many before. The recent Prime Time exposé 
(on how some publicly-employed consultants are “gam-
ing” the system) was appalling. How many Irish people 
will suffer needlessly due to this kind of selfishness be-
fore we institute a proper single-tier accessible system 
like in the UK? We are a rich and developed economy 
and society; our citizens deserve better. 

Childcare in Ireland is either the most expensive in the 
EU, or the second most expensive, depending on      ––>    
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how it is measured. This presents a huge issue in areas 
from equality of opportunity to economic capacity.  

Women (as well as men, though it is still women who do 
the bulk of caring work in our society) find expensive 
childcare a barrier to re-entering the workforce after start-
ing a family. And any such barrier decreases the labour 
supply and puts a cap on the economic capacity of a 
country. As Ireland gets closer and closer to full employ-
ment, this will become more of a concern. 

Ireland needs to move towards a European model of 
provision in these and other areas. This is the only way 
in which the inequalities that pervade Irish society can be 
overcome. To do that, we must move towards the Eu-
ropean average in areas like taxation, expenditure and 
public investment. We do not, however, need to move 
towards the European average in areas like homeless-
ness. It has been asserted in recent weeks by members of 
the government and the Housing Agency that Ireland’s 
record levels of homelessness are “normal” by in-
ternational standards, in what seems like a disgraceful 
attempt to normalise the epidemic this country is cur-
rently experiencing. 

The Irish model of taxation, with its relatively narrow 
base and focus on “competitiveness”, means that our 
tax-take as a proportion of national income (regardless 
of how that is measured) is among the lowest in the EU, 
putting us on a par with countries like Romania, Bulgar-
ia, and the Baltic states, rather than the developed coun-
tries of Western Europe and Scandinavia on which we 
should be modelling our society. Indeed, I would consid-
er the ‘Nordic model’ to be the ideal. 

Our Poor Performance 
Homelessness and our broken health system receive a lot 
of media coverage. But less well publicised examples of 
inequality are the ‘advantages’ in this country that are 
bestowed on people based on religious belief. 

A perfect example of this is the fact that individuals who 
wish to hold certain public offices must swear a religious 
oath. However, far more mind-boggling is that in the 21st 
century, in a developed Western European democracy, it 
is perfectly legal for taxpayer-funded schools to discrim-
inate against children in the admissions process, based 
on the religious choices of their parents. 

Many other areas of our society are also heavily influ-
enced by religious morality and tradition. One need only 
look at our restrictive abortion laws, or the onerous re-
quirements surrounding divorce and separation proce-
dure. Ireland still has a long way to go to achieve true 
separation of Church from State, as befits a modern de-
mocratic republic. 

Elsewhere, Ireland’s environmental performance is not 
only notoriously poor, but is dis-improving by the year. 
Our levels of international aid, while renowned as being 
well directed and high in “quality”, are well below the 
international targets for a country at our level of devel-
opment, and our record in discharging our duties in as-
sisting with current refugee crisis on the Mediterranean 
leaves a lot to be desired. The less said about our treat-
ment of asylum seekers in Direct Provision Centres 

around the country, the better. Space does not exist on 
these pages to fully account for the disgrace that is direct 
provision. 

Compared to the countries of Scandinavia – small open 
economies like ours, but with progressive social legisla-
tion, low levels of Church interference in State affairs, 
excellent public services and social provision, environ-
mental consciences, and renowned for their international 
responsibility – Ireland compares quite poorly. Unfortu-
nately it seems the primary influence of the Nordic race 
on this island extends only as far as skin pigment and 
hair colour: those marauding Vikings of a millennium ago 
serving to dilute our genes to this day. 

With this is mind, it is worth noting that another histori-
cal landmark has been acknowledged in the last few 
years. In 2014, there was not a centenary but a millenni-
al celebration. It was one thousand years since Brian 
Boru and his army defeated a few thousand Vikings in a 
field on the outskirts of Dublin. 

The arrival of a far more brutal and enduring invader a 
little over a century later has dictated our little island’s 
history to a degree that is impossible to understate, shap-
ing the civil, political, legal, economic, cultural and social 
frameworks and systems which now define it. However, 
victory for the High King of Ireland at the Battle of Clon-
tarf, when an army of Danes were run from this island, 
may have had negative repercussions almost as great. 

I suggest that it might have been more appropriate to 
mourn, rather than commemorate, the High King’s 
achievement at Clontarf all those years ago. One can 
speculate that had Brian Boru not been so successful in 
ridding this island of the Dane, Ireland’s society and 
economy might today be based instead on the aforemen-
tioned ‘Nordic model’! And wouldn’t Ireland be much 
the better for it.                                                            q
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