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CHAPTER 30 

 

Devolutionary States: Crosscurrents in 

Contemporary Irish and Scottish Fiction 
 

STEFANIE LEHNER 

 

There is a long tradition of looking back and forth across the Irish Sea for ideological, political, 

economic, and cultural inspiration. For instance, in the late eighteenth century a group of Irish 

radical poets attached to the United Irishman newspaper, the Northern Star, took inspiration 

from Robert Burns for a project of Irish cultural nationalism.1 In turn, in the early twentieth 

century Scottish poet and critic Edwin Muir, in his (in)famous reflections on Scottish culture, 

Scott and Scotland (1936), evoked the example of Irish writers, in particular William Butler 

Yeats, to argue that ‘Scotland can only create a national literature by writing in English.’2 In 

the run-up the 2014 independence referendum, Scottish nationalist leaders courted the political 

classes in the Republic of Ireland for support. Scottish National Party (SNP) leaders, such as 

the former First Minister Alex Salmond, had previously outlined a vision of ‘Scotland’s future’ 

as an emulation of ‘Celtic Tiger’ Ireland: a prosperous ‘small independent nation’ that stands 

on its own politically and economically, both in Europe and the wider world.3 While the 

Republic is, of course, no longer what Ray MacSharry and Padraic White once hailed as ‘a 

shining light and beacon to the world’,4 Henry McDonald notes how ‘advocates of Scottish 

independence … reach into Irish history as Salmond did last year when he said that Ireland and 

Scotland shared a common experience of “bullying” and intimidation by London 

                                                      
1 See Liam McIlvanney, Burns the Radical: Poetry and Politics in Late Eighteenth-Century Scotland 
(East Linton: Tuckwell, 2002). 
2 Edwin Muir, Scott and Scotland: The Predicament of the Scottish Writer (Edinburgh: Polygon, 
1982), 111.  
3 Alex Salmond, ‘Shaping Scotland’s Future’. Public Lecture held at Trinity College, Dublin, 13 
February 2008, www.gov.scot/News/Speeches/Speeches/First-Minister/dublin. Accessed 30 May 
2016.  
4 Ray MacSharry and Padraic White, The Making of the Celtic Tiger: The Inside Story of Ireland’s 
Boom Economy (Cork: Mercier Press, 2000), 360. 
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governments’.5 Interestingly, it had been exactly that focus on their ‘frequently tense 

relationship’ with their larger neighbour, England, that had initially stalled Irish-Scottish 

comparisons.6  

 

 Willy Maley contends that ‘it is precisely because of their different but related involvements 

with England that each [country] has resisted comparison with the other. Anglo-Irish and 

Anglo-Scottish hyphens conceal an Irish-Scottish interface.’7 Such an interface is arguably to 

some extent emblematised, culturally and politically, by Northern Ireland. However, it is 

notable that contemporary Scottish politicians have been keen to downplay historical links with 

the North, while stressing affiliations with the South of Ireland. One example of this has been 

the recent upsurge in interest over the question of whether Scotland is becoming ‘Ulsterised’. 

This question, which has drawn academic and journalistic comment, circles around the extent 

to which Scottish (electoral) politics have begun to mirror the divided nature of Northern 

Ireland’s by becoming polarised into an ideological zero-sum game played out between 

proponents of nationalism/ independence/ separatism on the one hand, and unionism on the 

other.8 As Graham Walker notes, the fierce opposition to the notion of ‘Ulsterisation’ among 

Scottish commentators exposes a notable anxiety about certain ‘eschewed’ connections 

between Scotland and Northern Ireland, not least among them the importance of residual 

sectarianism.9 The resilience of the question is illustrated in its thematic appearances in works 

such as Andrew O’Hagan’s 2006 novel, Be Near Me, or, through football associations, in Irvine 

Welsh’s Trainspotting (1993). 

                                                      
5 Henry McDonald, ‘Nicola Sturgeon should be cautious in seeking Irish support: Dublin has its eye 
on the North’, The Guardian online, 31 January 2013, www.theguardian.com/politics/scottish-
independence-blog/2013/jan/31/nicolasturgeon-ireland-scottish-independence. Assessed 12 April 
2016.  
6 Liam McIlvanney and Ray Ryan eds., ‘Introduction’ to Ireland and Scotland: Culture and Society, 
1700-2000 (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2005), 15. While it is controversial to designate Scotland’s 
historical experience as colonial, it is widely accepted to do so in the Irish context. For comparative 
analysis of the differences between Ireland’s and Scotland’s relation to the Union, see Jim Smyth, 
‘Arguments for and against Union: Scotland and Ireland: 1700-2000’, in Ireland and Scotland, 23-37. 
For a detailed discussion of postcolonial approaches in Irish and Scottish studies, see Stefanie Lehner, 
Subaltern Ethics in Contemporary Scottish and Irish Literature: Tracing Counter Histories 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 30-42. 
7 Willy Maley, ‘“Kilt by kelt shell kithagain with kinagain”: Joyce and Scotland’, in Semicolonial 
Joyce, eds. Derek Attridge and Marjorie Howes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 205. 
8 David Torrance, ‘The Ulsterisation of Scottish politics is complete’, Herald Scotland, 9 May 2016, 
www.heraldscotland.com/opinion/14479009.David_Torrance__The_Ulsterisation_of_Scottish_politic
s_is_complete. Assessed 9 May 2016.  
9 Graham Walker, ‘Billy or Dan: why deny that Scotland is “Ulsterised”?’, Scottish Review, 18 May 
2016, www.scottishreview.net/GrahamWalker30a.html. Assessed 20 May 2016.  
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 What this attests to is a complex historical, political, and cultural relationship between these 

three ‘regions’ of the Atlantic Archipelago, with literature functioning as ‘a key crossover’, as 

Maley suggests.10 Indeed, there is a long tradition of literary crosscurrents between the two 

islands, evident, for instance, in the ways in which the recuperation of ancient legends and 

myth, initiated in Scotland with the publication of James Macpherson’s Poems of Ossian 

(1773), inspired the later Irish Literary Revival.11 More recently, there has been a remarkable 

literary ‘renaissance’ that has occurred in Ireland and Scotland since the 1980s, particularly in 

the area of prose fiction, which is, amongst other things, characterised by the increased 

emergence of many women writers and a notable tendency towards formal and stylistic 

experimentation.12 This new generation of writers emerged in a period that notably transformed 

the political, economic, and cultural landscapes of Ireland, Northern Ireland, and Scotland. In 

all three regions, those transformations were associated with overcoming a range of political, 

economic and socio-cultural crises. In Scotland, the ‘debacle’, as it came to be known, of the 

1979 devolution referendum forced a general election in Britain, and the onset of a Conservative 

Government at Westminster, under the leadership of Margaret Thatcher, created a democratic 

deficit for Scotland, as it had almost no electoral mandate north of the border, and was followed 

by severe economic recession.13 In Northern Ireland, the protracted period of violent political 

conflict, euphemistically called the ‘Troubles’ perpetuated and in many ways deepened the core 

ethno-nationalist divide. The Troubles also continually spilled over into the Irish Republic: 

atrocities such as the 1974 Dublin and Monaghan bombings together with fears of British 

withdrawal and the rise of Republicanism threatened to disarticulate the state, destabilized 

consecutive governments, and unsettled its party political and constitutional consensus.14 The 

protracted recession of the 1980s lead to renewed spikes in emigration and unemployment, 

whilst the climate of conservative Catholic traditionalism caused repeated clashes with liberals 

and feminists over issues of sexual and gender repression, concerning the enforced confinement 

                                                      
10 Maley, ‘Joyce and Scotland’, 205. 
11 See, for example, Thomas M. Curley, Samuel Johnson, the Ossian Fraud, and the Celtic Revival in 
Great Britain and Ireland (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009).  
12 The term ‘renaissance’ is used more widely in the Scottish context; see, for example, Douglas 
Gifford, ‘At Last – The Real Scottish Literary Renaissance?’, Books in Scotland 34 (1990), 1-4.  
13 The ‘debacle’ refers to the fact that due to a last-minute amendment to the referendum criteria, 
which required 40 per cent of the total eligible electorate to vote ‘yes’ (rather than a simple majority), 
the Scotland Act 1978 was repealed. See, for example, T.M. Devine, The Scottish Nation 1700-2000 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2000), p. 591ff. 
14 Henry Patterson, Ireland’s Violent Frontier: The Border and Anglo-Irish Relations During the 
Troubles (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013). 
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of women to domestic roles, and forbidden access to contraception, abortion, and divorce, 

amongst others. While the socio-cultural and political-economic landscape of the Republic had 

been undergoing sustained change since the coming to power of Seán Lemass in 1959 and the 

country’s entry into the European Economic Community in 1973, it was perhaps most notably 

the 1990 election of Mary Robinson as President and the impact of the ‘Celtic Tiger’ in the 

1990s that most radically altered its infrastructure and outlook.15 In turn, the 1997 Scottish 

devolution referendum transformed the political configuration of the country by paving the way 

for the 1998 Scotland Act, which meant that a Scottish parliament was convened for the first 

time in May 1999 since its closure in 1707, an adjournment of over two hundred and ninety 

years. Devolution was also part of a broader package of political reforms in Northern Ireland 

that consolidated the peace process, apparent, for instance, in the way in which internal power-

sharing mechanism were mandated in ‘Strand One’ of the 1998 Belfast Agreement. 

 

 The rise of Irish-Scottish studies in this period has been, in part, underpinned by significant 

governmental funding, which itself can be read as a kind of devolutionary act.16 Cumulatively, 

these changes signal a shift in the locus of decision-making and governance towards 

decentralisation. As Arthur Aughey has pointed out, devolution entailed an ongoing 

‘modification of how the UK’s component nations stand in relation to one another’.17 

Furthermore, the ‘new politics’ of this devolutionary movement also called for the opening of 

political space to civic society and the deepening of access to previously liminal voices within 

society. The embedding of these dynamics in everyday life throughout the UK and Ireland occur 

on a number of levels, and, as Aughey suggests, they set in motion a path whose destination – 

like most political journeys – was and remains uncertain.18 The devolutionary impulse(s) are 

apparent in the literature of this period, which is characterised by critique of traditional power 

relations – whether in terms of gender and sex hierarchies, class, or race – and a foregrounding 

of those marginal identities and voices that have been tacitly occluded and excluded. The 

                                                      
15 See, for example, Michael Parker, ‘Changing History: The Republic and Northern Ireland since 
1990’, in Irish Literature since 1990: Diverse Voices, eds. Scott Brewster and Michael Parker 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2009), 3-15.  
16 Trinity College, Dublin, received £400,000 from the Irish Higher Education Authority (HEA) to set 
up a Centre for Irish-Scottish Studies in 1999, the same year in which the Research Institute of Irish 
and Scottish Studies (RIISS) was found at the University of Aberdeen. In 2005 RIISS was awarded 
£1.34 million by the Arts and Humanities Research Council, the largest ever single award in the 
humanities at that point in time. For a detailed discussion of the development of Irish and Scottish 
Studies, see T.M. Devine, ‘Making the Caledonian connection’, in Ireland and Scotland, 248-257. 
17 Arthur Aughey, The British Question (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013), 61.  
18 Aughey, The British Question, 55 
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experimentations in the works of these new writers are, thereby, often associated with the 

postmodern, in their challenge to established metanarratives and dominant national paradigms.  

 

 This chapter uses the term and concept of ‘devolution’ as a lens to explore the changed 

literary landscape of Irish and Scottish fiction since the 1980s. Rather than just considering 

devolution solely as a political, institutional, and territorial process that concerns ‘the devolving 

of power by central government to local or regional administration’,19 this chapter will also 

consider the figurative connotations of it, from the intransitive senses of the verb, which, 

according to the Oxford English Dictionary, connotes ‘descent or passing on through a series 

of revolutions or stages, in time, order, etc.’.20 This suggests a process of transition that implies 

a change but no radical break, evoking the sense of an inheritance that is being passed on: in 

short, evolution rather than revolution. One way to read this in relation to ‘devolutionary 

fiction’21 – that is, fiction written prior to and after the devolution agreements in Scotland and 

Northern Ireland – is by considering how these works relate to inherited literary traditions and 

national paradigms. I want to suggest that the works considered in this chapter can be read as 

‘devolutionary’ not only because they are written in a specific period but also because they do 

not completely abandon traditions and paradigms but instead rework, revise, and transform 

them to allow for new voices, perspectives, histories, gender relations, and forms of identity to 

emerge. This cultural understanding of devolution resonates with the political meaning of the 

term, which is ‘not a cessation of all power from the centre with the establishment of new states; 

rather it is the distribution of selected responsibilities, with core state power residing in the 

national, that is, the British, parliament’.22 In this regard, devolution has been criticised, 

specifically in the Scottish context, as an ultimately ‘conservative political process’ that is ‘no 

more or less than an effort to re-legitimise the UK state’.23 This reading highlights the 

importance of territorial politics within what Aughey refers to as the ‘modifications’ set in 

motion by devolution. In so doing, it risks neglecting the ways that devolution affects and has 

                                                      
19 Definition of ‘devolution, n.’, Concise Oxford English Dictionary, ed. Judy Pearsall (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2002), 392. 
20 Definition of ‘devolution, n.’ OED Online. Oxford University Press, June 2016, 
www.oed.com.queens.ezp1.qub.ac.uk/view/Entry/51549?redirectedFrom=devolution. Assessed 4 June 
2016. 
21 See Graeme Macdonald’s definition of devolutionary fiction in ‘Scottish extractions: “Race” and 
Racism in Devolutionary Fiction’, Orbis Litterarum 65.2 (2010), 81.  
22 John Wilson and Karyn Stapleton, ‘Introduction’ to Devolution and Identity, eds. John Wilson and 
Karyn Stapleton (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006), 2. 
23 Scott Hames, ed., ‘Introduction’ to Unstated: Writers on Scottish Independence (Edinburgh: Word 
Power Books, 2012), 7.  
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insinuated itself into broader political and cultural spaces. Framing devolution as a 

(counter)revolutionary, conservative tactic to (paradoxically) re-legitimate the state ends in the 

contradiction that nationalist/separatist movements have thrived in the past two decades, and in 

the face of a neo-liberal attack on welfarism, politically, socially, and culturally. Alternatively, 

viewing devolution through an evolutionary lens allows us to see how devolution gives rise to 

the kind of spaces where alternative forms of political mobilisation and cultural expression can 

occur. It also allows us to see devolution as precipitating accommodation as well as 

containment, as evidenced in the failure of the independence referendum in Scotland and the 

dwindling of support for reunification among Northern Irish nationalists. As such, it is possible 

to avoid a moral judgment on devolution, while at the same time considering how it facilitates 

and delimits expressions of history, gender, and identity, amongst others. 

 

 This chapter will trace some of these devolutionary ‘states’ in Scottish and Irish literature 

by considering in three sections how writers are engaged in rewriting and transforming inherited 

literary paradigms which have proven disabling and restrictive. This specifically concerns the 

perception of these regions’ ‘failed cultural continuity’,24 a sentiment reflected in Seamus 

Deane’s claim that Ireland has ‘no continuity of cultural experience comparable to that of the 

nation states of France and England’,25 which is, as Craig suggests, also applicable to Scotland. 

This heightened recognition of their fragmentation, internal divisions, and dualities is captured 

in the Gothic tradition in Irish and Scottish writing26 and in cultural paradigms such as Gregory 

Smith’s concept of the ‘Caledonian Antisyzygy’,27 Northern Ireland’s ‘two traditions’ model, 

and Thomas Kinsella’s sense of Ireland’s ‘divided’ literary tradition.28 Contemporary Irish and 

                                                      
24 Cairns Craig, ‘National Literature and Cultural Capital in Scotland and Ireland’, in Ireland and 
Scotland, eds. McIlvanney and Ryan, 62.  
25 Seamus Deane, Celtic Revivals (London: Faber, 1985), 18. 
26 For a comparative analysis of the literary tradition of Scottish and Irish Gothic, see David Punter, 
‘Scottish and Irish Gothic’, in The Cambridge Companion to Gothic 
Fiction, ed. Jerrold Hogle (Cambridge University Press, 2002), 105–23. 
27 G. Gregory Smith’s label of the ‘Caledonian Antisyzygy’ emphasises the distinctiveness of the 
Scottish literature by designating it as characterised by a ‘combination of opposites’: these two moods, 
or ‘polar twins’, are evident in its combination of realism and fantasy. See Smith, Scottish Literature: 
Character and Influence (London: Macmillan, 1919), 4-27. As Edna Longley notes, Smith’s concept 
‘involved an effort to disentangle aspects of Scottish literature from an Irish-identified Celticism – 
though without consigning them to unsexy Saxonism’ (Longley, ‘The Whereabouts of Literature’ in 
Beyond Scotland: New Contexts for Twentieth-Century Scottish Literature, ed. Gerard Carruthers, 
David Goldie and Alasdair Renfrew (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2004), 153.) 
28 Thomas Kinsella, ‘The Divided Mind’, in Irish Writing in the Twentieth Century: A Reader, ed. 
David Pierce (Cork: Cork University Press, 2000), 810-14. Kinsella’s influential essay was first 
published in 1971. 
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Scottish fiction, I suggest, has been engaged in considering how these divisions and dualities 

can provide opportunities for creatively rethinking conceptions of history, gender relations, and 

identity constructions. While these are all interrelated issues, this chapter will explore each of 

these aspects in turn through the lenses of nine indicative Scottish and Irish novels that establish 

affiliations that counter their filiative containment within national paradigms.29 

 

 

Devolutionary Histories: Alasdair Gray, Patrick McCabe and Robert McLiam Wilson 

 

In this section I will compare three texts that both dismantle and reimagine such divisions and 

dualities that have characterised the cultural history of the Irish Republic, Northern Ireland, and 

Scotland: Alasdair Gray’s Lanark (1981), Patrick McCabe’s The Dead School (1995), and 

Robert McLiam Wilson’s Eureka Street (1996). All three texts feature male character doubles, 

which is reflected in their formal division into two intersecting narrative strands. This Gothic 

idiom can arguably be also seen as reflected in these novels’ comparable mappings of their 

region’s respective socio-political landscapes, prior to the more recent devolutionary 

transformations charted above, as traumatic, haunted, and paralysed. The power of historical 

repetition in these texts seems, at times, more forceful than change; and history can appear as 

just another uncanny repetition, a failure to deliver meaningful change. Yet, what all three texts 

importantly do is counter this dynamic by their insistence on alternative perspectives which 

may challenge this kind of historical determinism, albeit to different degrees and extents. 

 

 Published in 1981, yet written over a period of roughly twenty years, Gray’s Lanark is 

generally considered one of the key texts of the Scottish renaissance in the 1980s and captures 

the pessimism that characterised Scottish politics and culture in that period. Invoking Smith’s 

‘Caledonian Antisyzygy’, Lanark is split into realist and fantasy sections, which juxtapose and 

intersect the realist portrait of Duncan Thaw as a young artist in Glasgow with the fantastical 

adventures of Lanark in the dystopian city Unthanks and its related heterocosms. The realist 

sections of Books 1 and 2 are framed within the fantasy parts of Books 3 and 4, so that the order 

of the books is 3124. As Gray’s parodic postmodern projection of the author, Nastler, explains: 

‘I want Lanark to be read in one order but eventually thought of in another’.30 As his double, 

                                                      
29 See Edward Said’s distinction between filiation and affiliation in The World, the Text and the Critic 
(London: Faber, 1983), 16-20.  
30 Alasdair Gray, Lanark (London: Picador, 1985), 483. 
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Lanark functions both as a continuation (in the form of a rebirth) and a repetition of Thaw, thus 

emphasising their parallel predicaments, which can be related to the predicament of Scotland. 

Both Thaw and Lanark are characterised by a lack of confidence; they also share an inhibited 

sexuality that has an arrogant aspect to it, which is expressed in their struggle to enter 

meaningful personal relationships and find sexual fulfilment. Their psychological state is 

reflected in their physical diseases: while Thaw suffers from chronic asthma and eczema, 

Lanark develops ‘dragonhide’, whereby his body becomes steadily encased ‘into hard 

insulating armour’. This condition not only literalises his metaphorical condition of emotional 

and sexual frigidity but, as Ozenfant, one of the doctors of the Institute in which Lanark finds 

himself, explains to him, it is also reflective of nations: ‘Like nations losing unjust wars they 

convert more and more of themselves into armour when they should surrender or retreat.’31 

This allegorical alignment of the personal with the political becomes even more pronounced in 

Thaw’s disturbing rape fantasies, through which he often attempts to alleviate his physical 

afflictions: the ‘state’ of the raped woman – and his own implication in the act – becomes a 

metaphor for the ‘state’ of the nation, which is most forcefully expressed in Gray’s subsequent 

novel, 1982 Janine (1984), which uses the pornographic fantasies of a middle-aged Scotsman, 

Jock, to comment on contemporary Scottish politics: ‘But if a country is not just a tract of land 

but a whole people then clearly Scotland has been fucked.’32 As Jock realises his own 

implication and complicity in this misogynistic process of oppression, his embrace of his 

feminine marginality enables him to emerge as ‘a new man’ or, at least ‘not the same man, 

anyway’.33 Yet, such a transformation seems unavailable to Lanark and Thaw, who remain 

trapped in an all-powerful system whereby ‘each escape into an alternative world is an escape 

leading only to repetition in another dimension of the very contradictions from which [they] 

sought release’.34  

 

 If Gray uses pathologies to dramatise the enervated condition of Scotland after 1979, so too 

does McCabe in his depiction of Ireland’s troubled transition from a ‘traditional’ to a ‘modern’ 

‘state’. Like Lanark, The Dead School merges realism and fantasy into a Gothic tale, whose 

two narrative strands juxtapose and interweave the histories of teachers Raphael Bell, born in 

                                                      
31 Gray, Lanark, 68. 
32 Alasdair Gray, 1982 Janine (Edinburgh: Canongate, 2003), 126. 
33 Gray, 1982 Janine, 330. 
34 Cairns Craig, ‘Going Down to Hell is Easy: Lanark, Realism and the Limits of Imagination’, in The 
Arts of Alasdair Gray, eds. Robert Crawford and Thom Nairn (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 1991), 98. 
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1913, and Malachy Dudgeon, born in 1956, whose life stories are narrated from their very 

beginning to their disastrous end in 1979. Malachy’s embrace of liberal values, drugs, rock 

music, and American consumer culture appears to supersede Raphael’s rigid traditionalism and 

patriotic endorsement of ‘all things Gaelic and Irish’.35 However, if this suggests a period of 

profound transformations, it also conceals a notable sense of stasis. Despite the promises of 

modernisation, secularisation, industrialisation, and European integrations under the new 

leadership of Lemass, chronic unemployment and the pervasive influence of Catholicism, 

visible, for instance, in the outcome of the abortion and divorce referenda, suggested a climate 

of political and cultural stagnation. As Luke Gibbons notes, ‘If a Rip Van Winkle fell asleep in 

the 1950s and woke up in the 1980s, he could be forgiven for thinking that nothing had changed 

in between.’36 Raphael’s symbolic union with Nessa from the ‘Wee North’ produces a stillborn 

son;37 yet, as Tom Herron suggests, Malachy functions as a ‘rebirth’, the progeny and heir of 

‘the damaging silences embedded within [Raphael’s] own belief in and love of all things 

Irish’.38 Despite perceiving his younger colleague as the personification of all foreign and 

modern evil, Malachy is the product of deformed and defunct patriarchal institutions – from 

marriage and the Church, to the wider community – that make up the social and moral fabric 

of the Irish Republic and are exposed as pathological versions of Eamon de Valera’s dream 

vision of rural Ireland, as promoted by his 1943 St Patrick’s Day speech.39 Both are ultimately 

defeated by their inability to recognise their own implication and entrapment in these 

discourses: McCabe’s ‘strongly deterministic vision’,40 like Gray’s, insists that the force of 

repetition overpowers possibilities for change. Yet, while the characters themselves are unable 

to break out of this traumatic paradigm, the novel itself raises our awareness of the destructive 

legacy of a system that neglects ethical responsibility towards the other by exhuming the stories 

of marginalised and silenced characters, such as the tragic events that led to the death of Mrs 

McAdoo’s baby or the Dummy’s suicide.41 

 

                                                      
35 Patrick McCabe, The Dead School (London: Picador, 1995), 107. 
36 Luke Gibbons, Transformations in Irish Culture (Cork: Cork University Press, 1996), 83. 
37 McCabe, The Dead School, 116.  
38 Tom Herron, ‘ContamiNation: Patrick McCabe and Colm Tóibín’s Pathographies of the Republic’, 
in Contemporary Irish Fiction: Themes, Tropes, Theories, eds. Liam Harte and Michael Parker 
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2000), 182. 
39 Eamon De Valera, ‘The Ireland That We Dreamed Of.’ Radio Broadcast, 17 March 1943, in 
Speeches and Statements by Eamon de Valera, 1917-73, ed. Maurice Moynihan (Dublin: Gill and 
Macmillan, 1980), 466-469. 
40 Herron, ‘ContamiNation’, 189. 
41 For a detailed discussion, see Lehner, Subaltern Ethics, 67-81. 



Chapter accepted in 2016 for The Oxford Handbook of Modern Irish Fiction, ed. Liam Harte 
(Oxford UP, forthcoming). 

Dr Stefanie Lehner [Attachment: SLehner_WritingSample_LAN087A] Page 10

 Lanark as a whole also foregrounds possibilities of seeing things differently, not only 

through the fusing of alternative perspectives in Thaw’s paintings but also through the 

importance triangulation plays at various points for both Thaw and Lanark.42 As a geodesic 

surveying method, it uses two known triangulation points to determine the third point in a 

triangle. In this way, it insists on the necessity of dual perspectives, which works in Lanark to 

reconcile the divisions and repetitions within the novel itself by countering both Thaw’s and 

Lanark’s solipsistic vision – as well as the determinism of the God-author-creator-conjurer 

Nastler, whom Lanark meets in the ‘Epilogue’: 

 

The conjuror’s … face grew red. He began speaking in a shrill whisper which swelled to a 

bellow: … ‘I warn you, my whole imagination has a carefully rained-back catastrophic 

tendency; you have no conception of the damage my descriptive powers will wreak when I 

loose them on a theme like THE END.’ 

‘What happens to Sandy?’ said Lanark. 

‘Who’s Sandy?’ 

‘My son.’ 

The conjuror stared and said, ‘You have no son.’ 

‘I have a son called Alexander who was born in the cathedral.’43 

 

Shortly before his death, Lanark has a vision of going climbing a mountain with his son that 

both repeats and redeems Lanark’s earlier life as Thaw, when he went hiking with his father. 

Both times, the hikers encounter a triangulation point and its insistence that not simply one 

viewpoint suffices to arrive at a verdict enables Lanark to realise that ‘I am not a victim’: ‘I 

don’t care what absurdity, failure, death I am moving toward. Even when your world has lapsed 

into black nothing it will have made sense because Sandy once enjoyed the sunlight.’44 

 

 In a comparable manner, McLiam Wilson uses double perspectives in Eureka Street as a 

means to counter determinism and violence. The novel is set in the period before and after the 

1994 ceasefires in Northern Ireland, which fostered a process of negotiations that led towards 

the Belfast Agreement, thus offering a much more optimistic version of history than the two 

                                                      
42 For the importance of triangulation in Lanark, see Stephen Bernstein, Alasdair Gray (London: 
Associated University Presses, 1999), 46-57. 
43 Gray, Lanark, 487-88.  
44 Gray, Lanark, 515.  
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previously discussed novels. Eureka Street suggests a transgression of the two community-

paradigm by focusing on the friendship between Chuckie Lurgan, a Protestant, and Jake 

Jackson, originally from the Falls Road, interweaving the intra-diegetic, first-person narration 

of Jake with an extra-diegetic, third-person narrator. Such refraction of viewpoints was already 

emphasised in McLiam Wilson’s first novel, Ripley Bogle (1989), in which its eponymous hero 

insists on calling himself ‘Ripley Irish British Bogle’ to mark his hybrid parentage and to 

disrupt what Edna Longley calls ‘the conditioning process of the North’.45 The novel embraces 

the genre’s heteroglossia as an analogue to the city. Chapter 10 offers a poetic, almost songlike 

meta-fictional description of the sleeping city of Belfast, seen from above: ‘The city’s surface 

is thick with living citizens. Its earth is richly sown with its many dead. The city is a repository 

of narratives, of stories. Present tense, past tense or future. The city is a novel.’46 This 

harmonious vision is, however, violently shattered with the traumatic bomb explosion that 

abruptly ends the stories of other, apparently ‘minor’ characters, such as Rosemary. The 

narrative voice insists that ‘They all had stories. But they weren’t short stories. They shouldn’t 

have been short stories. They should have each been novels, profound, delightful novels, eight 

hundred pages or more.’47 Part of the carnage of Chapter 11 is the murder of narrative. The 

narrator here not only bears witness to the violence and the erasure of stories but also invokes 

empathy; indeed, Eureka Street insists that such imaginative empathy offers a double vision 

that works as a counter to violence. Reflecting on his propensity to engage in acts of violence, 

Jake realises that  

 

It was because I had no imagination. The human route to sympathy or empathy is a 

clumsy one but it’s all we’ve got. To understand the consequences of our actions we must 

exercise our imaginations. We decide that it’s a bad idea to hit someone over the head 

with a bottle because we put ourselves in their position and comprehend that if we were 

hit over the head with a bottle, then, my goodness, wouldn’t that hurt! We swap shoes. If 

you do this – if you can do this – then violence or harm becomes decreasingly possible 

for you.48 

                                                      
45 Robert McLiam Wilson, Ripley Bogle (London: Vintage, 1998), 16; Edna Longley, The Living 
Stream. Literature & Revisionism in Ireland (Newcastle: Bloodaxe Books, 1994), 176. Ripley Bogle’s 
act of renaming echoes that of his creator, who was born Robert Wilson, but added a middle name that 
approximates to the Gaelic translation of his surname. 
46 Robert McLiam Wilson, Eureka Street (London: Vintage, 1997), 215. 
47 Wilson, Eureka Street, 231. 
48 Wilson, Eureka Street, 62-63.  
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As Elmer Kennedy-Andrew’s notes, ‘This is the novel’s Eureka cry – to see that the Other can 

be enriching, rather than something to be distrusted or abominated or brought under control.’49  

 

 Eureka Street, like Lanark and The Dead School, charts its protagonists’ respective quests 

for heterosexual union and emotional fulfilment. The difference is that in this novel these quests 

are successful. McLiam Wilson’s novel proliferates in happy endings, not only for Chuckie and 

Jake, but also for several other characters, some of whom find happiness in more transgressive 

unions, such as that between Chuckie’s working-class mother, Peggy, and her long-known 

female neighbour, and that between the Muslim Rajinder and his Jewish girlfriend Rachel: 

‘There’d been a couple of ceasefires and suddenly Belfast was the city of love.’50 In the end, 

Jake, who has spent most of the novel railing against the militant republicanism embodied by 

the ironically named Aoirghe Jenkins, rather surprisingly starts a sexual relationship with her, 

symbolically enacting the domestication of her fervent nationalism through his moderate 

humanism.   

 

 Lanark, Eureka Street, and The Dead School rewrite their respective national paradigms, 

neither completely abandoning ‘traditional conceptions’ nor remaining helplessly ‘entrapped’ 

or ‘contained’ within them.51 The emphasis on alternative stories and perspectives in all three 

fictions works to destabilise deterministic visions of history and unilateral, centralised power-

relations, such as that between author/narrator and character. This devolutionary impulse 

foregrounds the local, the marginal, the silenced, and the oppressed; yet, it is notable that all 

three works replicate an oppressive gendered national model in which women are reduced to 

signs and symbols of the nation. In the rape fantasies of Thaw and Jock, as well as in the national 

romances between Raphael and Nessa and Jake and Aoirghe, women, treated as national 

allegories, remain silent ciphers without agency or voice.52 With regards to the use of doubles 

                                                      
49 Elmer Kennedy-Andrews, ‘The novel and the Northern Troubles’, in The Cambridge Companion to 
The Irish Novel, ed. John Wilson Foster (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 255. 
50 McLiam Wilson, Eureka Street, 345. 
51 With reference to Beat Witschi and Alison Lumsden’s critical assessments of Lanark, see Beat 
Witschi, ‘Defining a Scottish identity’, Books in Scotland 34 (1990), 6; Alison Lumsden, ‘Innovation 
and Reaction in the Fiction of Alasdair Gray’, in The Scottish Novel Since the Seventies, eds. Gavin 
Wallace and Randall Stevenson (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1994), 115-126. 
52 For feminist criticism of this gendered national trope, see for the Irish context, for instance, the 
essays collected in Ailbhe Smyth ed., Irish Women’s Studies Reader (Dublin: Attic Press, 1993) and A 
Dozen Lips (Dublin: Attic Press, 1994). For the Scottish context, see Kirsten Stirling, Bella 
Caledonia: Woman, Nation, Text (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2008). For the Irish-Scottish comparative 
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in all novels, Berthold Schoene’s reading of ‘the doppelgänger motif as a gender-specific 

obsession with difference’, concerning the (post)colonial ‘male’s fear of his own intrinsic self-

and-otherness, or “effeminacy”’,53 sheds light on the ways in which the male protagonists of 

all three novels attempt to assert their virility and reclaim patriarchal dominance, while 

suffering from their perceived (post)colonial ‘effeminacy’. This suggests the extent to which 

these novels’ devolutionary imaginations remain within a gendered colonial paradigm that 

reinstalls a system of unequal and binary gender roles and relations.  

 

 

Devolutionary Engenderings: Anne Enright and A. L. Kennedy 

 

Perhaps it was in order to pre-empt women being, once again, reduced to such voiceless 

symbols that Irish writer Anne Enright and Scottish writer A. L. Kennedy decided in their 

respective 1995 novels, The Wig My Father Wore and So I Am Glad, to feature spectral males 

instead, Kennedy resurrecting the ghost of Cyrano de Bergerac, Enright, the angel of a suicide. 

Like their male colleagues, both authors evoke the motif of the ‘double’; here, however, the 

intention is to dramatise the instability of naturalised dichotomies such as body/mind, life/death, 

magic/realism, which in both works point to the destabilisation of gender. Such deconstructions 

allow for the creative reconstruction of the self and identity outside binary gendered norms. 

Both novels are set in the 1990s, exemplifying the profound social and economic changes taking 

place in Britain and Ireland at the time. They are narrated through the first-person perspectives 

of their female protagonists, both of whom are caught at moments of personal crisis in their 

lives, which have been brought on by their struggles to realise themselves as independent 

women in patriarchal society. In both works the (imaginary) relationships these women foster 

with ghostly and therefore non-phallic representations of masculinity enables them to 

rediscover sexual intimacy and nurture, which allows them in turn to engender alternative 

gender roles and relations. 

 

 Both women reject patriarchal constructions of femininity. ‘I’m not a “woman”’, Enright’s 

Grace tells her chauvinistic work colleagues who equate femininity with being sexually 

                                                      
context, see Marilyn Reizbaum, ‘Gender and Nationalism in Scotland and Ireland: Making and 
Breaking the Waves’, in Ireland and Scotland, eds. McIlvanney and Ryan, 183-202. 
53 Berthold Schoene, ‘The Union and Jack: British Masculinities and the Post-nation’, in Across the 
Margins, eds. Glenda Norquay and Gerry Smyth (Manchester University Press, 2002), 94. 
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available and devoted to men.54 Grace also insists that ‘I was never a virgin’, refusing the 

Catholic notion of the impurity of sexual desires.55 Yet, for Grace, as for Kennedy’s Jennifer 

Wilson, sexuality is strictly demarcated from emotions. Just as Grace intimately ‘understand[s] 

the difference between sex and love’, so too Jennifer has detached intercourse from emotional 

engagement.56 Being ‘intimately active instead of intimate’ allows her to conceal the ‘invincible 

lack of involvement on [her] part’.57 This emotional detachment within these women’s private 

lives is reflected in their professions: Grace works as a producer for the RTÉ television show 

‘Love Quiz’ and Jennifer as a radio announcer for the national news. Their work for the national 

media – a means of mass communication, which constitutes what Benedict Anderson famously 

called an ‘imagined community’ – exposes its negative impact as a contributor to the loneliness, 

detachment, and one-way communication that characterizes postmodern social relations.58 Both 

protagonists are complicit in the commodification and exploitation of human emotions and 

social relations. Whereas Grace’s dating show uses the romantic concept of love to sell sex as 

an ersatz for intimacy, Jennifer allows the trained neutrality of her voice to be used to 

manipulate facts for commercial and ideological ends. Yet, like Grace, Jennifer has ultimately 

‘no say in what I say or even how I say it’.59 

 

 In both novels, the female narrators struggle to assert control over the construction of their 

narratives to challenge the imposed system and ‘false order constructed by the authorities and 

regulators of [their] social world’.60 That Enright and Kennedy employ methods of ‘collage and 

montage’ is evidenced by the episodic and fragmentary structures of their novels, which resist 

narrative and temporal coherence, as both Grace and Jennifer insist on ‘ordering events, even 

altering time, to suit [their] personal chronology of emotional development’.61 The use of 

fantastical elements further underlines this break with conventions, as the ‘magic’ of Enright’s 

                                                      
54 Anne Enright, The Wig My Father Wore (London: Jonathan Cape, 1995), 50, 19. 
55 Enright, The Wig May Father Wore, 45. 
56 Enright, The Wig May Father Wore, 45. 
57 A. L. Kennedy, So I Am Glad (London: Vintage, 1996), 4. 
58 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism 
(London: Verso, 1983). 
59 Kennedy, So I Am Glad, 62. 
60 Patricia Coughlan, ‘Irish Literature and Feminism in Postmodernity’, Hungarian Journal of English 
and American Studies 10, vol. 1-2 (2004), 184. 
61 David Brothwick, ‘A. L. Kennedy’s Dysphoric Fictions’, in The Edinburgh Companion to 
Contemporary Scottish Literature, ed. Berthold Schoene (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
2007), 265.  
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Stephen and Kennedy’s Savinien is offset by their reality and immediacy, destabilising the 

distinction between the real and the fantastic. 

 

 Both texts resurrect a historically and geographically displaced male figure. The angel of 

Enright’s story, Stephen, killed himself in Canada in 1934, and Jennifer discovers that her 

supposed new flatmate is in fact the seventeenth-century French writer and duellist, Savinien 

de Cyrano de Bergerac. These long-dead figures arrive in a rather down-to-earth manner. While 

Savinien falls out of death (instead of rising up from it) to land in Jennifer’s house, Grace recalls 

that ‘The angel rang at my door with an ordinary face on him and asked for a cup of tea, as was 

his right. He revealed himself on the threshold with broad comments about my fertility. Who 

needs it?’62 While Grace is associated with her body from the start of the novel, Stephen is 

represented as acorporeal. Epitomising the Cartesian gender divide between body and mind, 

Stephen impersonates the hegemonic masculine realm of the mind/spirit, in opposition to 

Grace’s body/flesh. This is underlined by his obsession with whiteness: Stephen makes 

‘entirely white’ meals and paints everything white. As Grace tells her mother: ‘He has a 

virginity complex.’63 But Stephen’s attempt to implement a Catholic sexual morality is 

consistently undermined by Grace who contaminates his imposed whiteness with the redness 

of blood, tomatoes, or blackberry jam – a colour symbolising fertility, menstruation, and birth, 

and, thus, an ultimate affirmation of life against his virtual death. As this chromatic imagery 

insinuates, alongside the transgression of the life/death distinction, The Wig My Father Wore 

destabilises binary gender oppositions. The male ‘angel in the house’64 becomes the feminised 

counterpart to the breadwinner Grace. Through their interrelation, their allocated gender 

identities become blurred; as Patricia Coughlan notes, ‘each approaches the other’s 

condition’.65 While Stephen gains corporeality – he bleeds and even becomes ill – Grace’s body 

reclines back to what she describes as her ‘new girl’s body’.66 This intermingling transgresses 

congealed gender distinctions whilst still keeping in place the unique difference of the other. 

Thus, Grace insists on her own corporeal uniqueness when she feels threatened by 

incorporation: ‘I want my body back. I want my hands back and my cellulite and my stupid-

                                                      
62 Enright, The Wig May Father Wore, 1. 
63 Enright, The Wig May Father Wore, 37. 
64 Enright notes in an interview about writing The Wig May Father Wore: ‘I was like a Victorian male 
writing about a female “angel” of domesticity, virtue and grace’. See Enright, ‘Interview with 
Caitriona Moloney’, in Irish Women Speak Out: Voices from the Field, ed. Caitriona Moloney 
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2003), 60. 
65 Coughlan, ‘Irish Literature and Feminism in Postmodernity’, 185. 
66 Enright, The Wig May Father Wore, 163. 
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looking feet.’67 And while Stephen attains a more material presence, even appearing on Grace’s 

dating show, he nonetheless retains his ‘magic’: he has a halo, wings, and, like Savinien, he 

glows. Conversely, Jennifer’s alienation from both her body and her emotions makes her 

initially ‘an appropriate model for the masculinised Cartesian subject’.68 As a poet and soldier, 

Savinien, by contrast, combines masculine and feminine traits in a way that amazes Jennifer: ‘I 

found it so strange to hear Savinien talk about violence, killing, even war, with such love and 

regret … there was a tenderness in him I’d never managed to find’.69 It is his tenderness and 

utter vulnerability – his feminine, non-threatening side – that make Jennifer take on 

responsibility for him: she pays his rent, and, like Grace, cares for him when he is severely ill. 

Yet, their encounter is also a demand for recognition, not only of his own true identity as Cyrano 

de Bergerac, but also of her own uniqueness that that she finds reflected in him: ‘I knew what 

frightened me in him was only what I recognised of me.’70  

 

 The act of falling in love with their doubles generates for both females a critical engagement 

with their repressed personal histories, in particular the place of sex and sexuality in their 

respective family histories. Whereas the sexual morality of Grace’s family insists on the silence 

and secrecy of bodily pleasures – epitomised by the novel’s eponymous wig71 – Jennifer’s 

parents never kept any secrets, which is meant literally. As a child, Jennifer was made to watch 

her parents having sex, which is when her detachment began: ‘All I did was watch. … I was 

left alone’.72 For both women, the process of exhuming their pasts opens up future dimensions. 

In The Wig My Father Wore, this is announced by the horoscope that Grace’s angel reads to 

her: ‘Changes are afoot Gemini! … Clear out the old and sing in the new.’73 Similarly, Jennifer 

recalls how ‘an old thing seemed to stop and a new began and I stepped through a change of 

time’.74  

 

 Sexual union with their spectral others makes both protagonists come alive to female 

creation and creativity. Grace becomes pregnant and moves to the west of Ireland after Stephen 

                                                      
67 Enright, The Wig May Father Wore, 126-7. 
68 Carole Jones, Disappearing Men: Gender Disorientation in Scottish Fiction 1979-1999 
(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2009), 143. 
69 Kennedy, So I am Glad, 129. 
70 Kennedy, So I am Glad, 248. 
71 See Coughlan, ‘Irish Literature and Feminism in Postmodernity’, 183.  
72 Kennedy, So I am Glad, 71. 
73 Enright, The Wig May Father Wore, 90. 
74 Kennedy, So I am Glad, 137-8. 
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disappears. The novel closes with a snapshot of Grace, cycling along a country road, leaving a 

trail of leaking milk in her wake. This milk trail, symbolising nurture and prefiguring her 

mothering role, becomes a metaphor for ethical love relations, for a non-patriarchal, mutually 

satisfying relationship between two beings, self and other, and, by extension, for an integration 

of the past and the future. Grieving his loss, Grace understands that her guardian angel has not 

abandoned her:  

 

When I turn around I will see … the trail of milk all the way up the hill and I will see 

Stephen at the top of the hill with the clouds behind him, looking at the milk or looking 

at me and he will be in love with me.75  

 

It is notable that this passage is rendered in the future tense; Grace looks backwards to look 

forward, to embrace an indeterminate future with Stephen’s love watching over her. In a similar 

fashion, Jennifer eventually surpasses her enclosed self and embraces the dualism of ‘We. 

That’s Savinien and I. Us. Goodbye me and welcome to we.’76 Yet, like Stephen, Savinien 

perishes as Jennifer comes emotionally fully alive. Whilst Grace’s spectral union produces a 

child, Jennifer’s produces a book. Through writing, Jennifer wants ‘to reverse … the passage 

of time’, but realises that ‘At the end of a page, a chapter, a day of work, I have to come back’.77 

While she, like Grace, mourns the loss of her lover, she also starts to understand that writing, 

like the ghostly other, always already belongs to the future. In concluding her memoir, Jennifer 

is able to embrace this unknown futurity. Her last line reads: ‘I will miss this [writing] and I 

will miss Savinien and I will be glad.’78 

 

 Through their encounter with a non-threatening, non-phallic spectral male, the central 

female protagonists of The Wig My Father Wore and So I am Glad experience the possibility 

of ethical, albeit heterosexual, gender relations. This experience enables them to exhume the 

past in order to open the present to an alternative future that is marked by an ethics of care, 

love, and responsibility for the gendered other. The devolutionary engenderings within these 

two novels seem to gesture towards post-patriarchal social structures; yet, theirs is, ultimately, 

not a political vision but one that remains focused on the interpersonal level. In other words, 

                                                      
75 Enright, The Wig May Father Wore, 215. 
76 Kennedy, So I am Glad, 222. 
77 Kennedy, So I am Glad, 187. 
78 Kennedy, So I am Glad, 280. 
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while devolving voice, agency, and power to the female protagonists, and challenging previous 

allegorical constructions of femininity (as evident in the three male-authored novels discussed 

above), Enright’s and Kennedy’s scope remains somewhat limited to personal and domestic 

sphere. The next section considers to what extent such a responsibility for the other can be 

transferred to a wider community, and in the process adumbrates devolutionary forms of 

identity in two twenty-first-century novels. 

 

 

Devolutionary Identities: Mike McCormack and Jenni Fagan 

 

Mike McCormack’s Notes from a Coma (2005) and Jenni Fagan’s The Panopticon (2013) deal 

with unwanted ‘others’ by featuring protagonists who are both orphans: McCormack’s John 

Joe (JJ) O’Malley is bought from a Romanian orphanage by a bachelor famer from County 

Mayo and brought back to live with him in the West, whereas Fagan’s Anais Hendricks has 

moved fifty-ones times between different foster families and institutions and is, furthermore, 

charged with one hundred and forty-seven criminal offences. Herein, both novels signal the 

breakdown of the nuclear model of the family. The uncertainty about their origins poses for 

both protagonists a comparable ‘identity problem’, as it is repeatedly referred to in relation to 

Anais:  

 

Identity problem. Funny that. Fifty odd moves, three different names, born in a nuthouse 

to a nobody that was never seen again. Identity problem? I dinnae have an identity 

problem — I dinnae have an identity, just reflex reactions and a disappearing veil between 

this world and the next.79   

 

The instability of her identity is heightened by the novel’s gothic sensibility, which develops 

the tradition of doubles, dualities, and the merging of realism and fantasy evident in the 

previously discussed works. As suggested in the excerpt above, Anais inhabits a space between 

the real and the fantastic, the disjunction between which is enhanced by her use of drugs, such 

that the stone-winged cat that marks the entrance to her current institutional home can come 

alive and fly. In the absence of any other evidence of her heritage, she considers herself to be 

the product of a scientific experiment: ‘In all actuality they grew me – from a bit of bacteria in 

                                                      
79 Jenni Fagan, The Panopticon (London: Windmill Books, 2013), 99. 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a Petri dish. An experiment, created and raised just to see exactly how much, fuck you, a nobody 

from nowhere can take.’80 JJ is also shadowed by a sense of eccentricity, and is torn by an 

incommensurable, somewhat gothic guilt, which derives partly from his being saved from the 

orphanage and partly from the death of his best friend and adopted brother, Owen, and which 

impacts on his sense of self: ‘He saw himself free in the universe, not in the positive sense of 

being able to make his own destiny but in the negative one of being cast out without love or 

grace.’81 

 

 When we encounter them, JJ and Anais are both confined in sinister, mysterious, all-seeing 

institutions. Suspected of having comatosed a police officer, Anais is brought to the eponymous 

Panopticon, a former Victorian prison built according to Jeremy Bentham’s design to allow for 

constant surveillance of its inmates, which has turned into a care home for juvenile delinquents. 

Throughout McCormack’s novel, JJ is in a coma on a prison ship in Killary Harbour, with his 

every brainwave being monitored and broadcast through ‘the nation’s print and electronic 

media’.82 Unlike Anais, who feels at the mercy of an ominous power that controls and watches 

her every move, JJ volunteered to be the control subject for the ‘Somnos Project’, an experiment 

testing deep coma as a potential option for the EU penal system. For both protagonists, this 

condition entails a ceding of power, control, and sovereignty over their selves and their 

identities to invisible governmental and (supra-)state powers. In Notes from a Coma, JJ’s lack 

of control over his fate and his ‘soul’ is evident in the fact that he is ultimately voiceless in the 

rendering of his own story. The first person narrations of his adoptive father, neighbour, 

girlfriend, teacher, and local TD are supplemented by a sixth voice that appears in the lengthy 

(foot)notes that run in parallel to the main text, and which McCormack likens to ‘marginalia’ 

that constitute ‘the event horizon, a hopeless attempt to inscribe someone as widely as possible 

in the universe’.83 Emphasising the experimentalism of the novel as ‘a hybrid of science fiction 

and Irish domestic realism’, McCormack describes JJ as a ‘flesh and blood character at the 

centre of this legal, technological, and familial complex of forces. They pull and drag at him, 

and they define him.’84 In The Panopticon, Anais’ s constant paranoia about being watched by 

                                                      
80 Fagan, The Panopticon, 31. 
81 McCormack, Notes, 46.  
82 McCormack, Notes, 1. 
83 Val Nolan, ‘Experiment or Die: An Interview with Mike McCormack’, Ariel: A Review of 
International English Literature 43 (2013), 93. 
84 Nolan, ‘Experiment or Die’, 95, 91. 
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the experiment – to the extent that she even fears ‘total mind control’85 – suggests that she has 

internalised the defining disciplinary gaze, as Michel Foucault proposes in relation to the male 

subject of surveillance: ‘he inscribes in himself the power relation in which he simultaneously 

plays both roles; he becomes the principle of his own subjection’.86  

 

 Yet, what both novels – following Foucault – foreground is that power is multidirectional 

and performative, and this brings with it ethical responsibilities that both works locate outside 

the more narrowly defined inter-personal relations considered in The Wig My Father Wore and 

So I am Glad. The performativity of power is, for instance, demonstrated in the private outdoor 

wedding ceremony that Anais and her fellow inmates perform for Isla, a HIV-positive mother 

of twins, and her lover Tash, who works as a prostitute to raise enough money for them to rent 

a flat: ‘Then I declare with the power invested in me by youz, and Anais, and the island – and 

the swans over there – that you are now wife and wife. You may kiss the bride!’87 This diffusion 

of power opens up pockets of resistance against confining and defining identity constructions. 

With the help of others, Anais is able to creatively refashion her own self. Her foster mother’s 

naming her after her favourite writer, Anaïs Nin, seems to have inspired her love for a bohemian 

lifestyle, vintage clothes, and her embrace of bisexuality. An old monk’s stories about her birth 

in the mental asylum, in which he himself resides, enables her to imagine herself as ‘the 

daughter of an Outcast Queen’ flying away on a winged cat, instead of the result of a ‘test-tube’ 

experiment.88 The way in which Fagan’s novel deconstructs what McCormack calls the 

‘tradition of the sovereign autonomous individual, that they’re self-sufficient of identity’ by 

foregrounding how Anais is, in fact, constructed by others, reflects the Irish author’s ‘thesis 

that in some ways our identities are entrusted to other people. And that they safeguard them, 

and that they nurture them, and that they make sure we don’t get injured’.89 The different 

narrators of Notes from a Coma illustrate this, as they watch over JJ with love and care, and not 

just with voyeurism, while he is in coma. Identity in both novels is thereby almost literally 

devolved to others: not only in terms of giving them power and responsibility but also in the 

sense of putting them in charge of passing it on through time and space, even beyond death. 

                                                      
85 Fagan, The Panopticon, 70. 
86 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1991), 
202-203. 
87 Fagan, The Panopticon, 209.  
88 Fagan, The Panopticon, 251, 246. 
89 Mike McCormack cited in Belinda McKeon, ‘Metaphysics gets a Mayo accent’, Irish Times, 13 
May 2005, www.irishtimes.com/culture/metaphysics-gets-a-mayo-accent-1.441635. Accessed 5 May 
2016.  
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JJ’s girlfriend Sarah remembers that after JJ lost his memory though a nervous breakdown, his 

retrieved memories were, in fact, those of Owen, shortly before his actual death: ‘So I can 

hardly remember my own life’, JJ reflects, ‘but I have a detailed memory of my friend’s death. 

My best friend, this crisis apparition, come back to haunt me.’90 The gothic mode gestures here 

not simply towards trauma but to that idea that Owen’s identity – the double or other of JJ’s 

own self – has been passed to him for safekeeping. In a comparable manner, Anais embraces 

and preserves her mother’s identity in her final escape from all institutional confinements to 

Paris, renaming herself Frances, meaning ‘freedom’, declaring: ‘I’m getting out. So, Vive 

freedom. Vive Paris. … Vive flying cats and cigarillo-smoking Outcast Queens! … I – begin 

today.’91    

 

 This chapter has read ‘devolution’ not just in terms of territorial politics but as a process of 

transition that concerns the personal spaces in both Scotland and both parts of Ireland. It 

suggests that the devolutionary impulse of ‘passing on’ power, voice, agency, care, and trust is 

underpinned by an ethics of responsibility towards the other. In this regard, the 2016 Brexit 

campaign slogan ‘Take back control’, with its emphasis on reclaiming sovereignty and 

autonomy, stands in stark contrast with the type of sub-territorial and everyday dynamics that I 

have traced in these devolutionary writings, where power and/or ‘control’ is fluid and diffuse, 

but nonetheless meaningful and exclusionary. As such, these texts may be read as being directly 

engaged with the devolutionary impulse of the passing-out or dispersal of power and control at 

and from the personal level, allowing for voice and shared responsibility within society and the 

political realm for liminal identities. Whereas, the EU referendum resulted in new patterns of 

affiliations between Scotland and Northern Ireland (and the Irish Republic, as evidenced by the 

almost palpable shock and anger underpinning media reactions); it has, at the moment of 

writing, raised concerns about the peace process and brought the border, in its many forms, 

back into politics with a salience that devolution had largely neutered.92 In other words, the 

devolutionary dynamics mapped above may yet be subject to renewed importance in the 

interregnum created by the EU referendum of June 2016.  

                                                      
90 McCormack, Notes, 156. 
91 Fagan, The Panopticon, 324. 
92 See Fintan O'Toole, ‘The English have placed a bomb under the Irish peace process’, The Guardian 
online, 24 June 2016, www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/jun/24/northern-irish-peace-
sacrificed-english-nationalism. Assessed 24 June 2016; Fintan O’Toole, ‘Belfast agreement is a threat 
to the new English nationalism’, The Irish Times, 5 July 2016, www.irishtimes.com/opinion/fintan-o-
toole-belfast-agreement-is-a-threat-to-the-new-english-nationalism-1.2710209. Assessed 5 July 2016.  
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