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One hundred years ago the first Dáil met to consider one simple 

and profound question: who do we want to be? 

 

The question had first been posed, and answered, in the 

Proclamation of 1916, the answer implicit in the promise that 

the new Republic would cherish the children of the nation. 

 

Even as the Dáil was meeting, the Irish and British newspapers, 

the bankers, the civil servants and that whole floating population 

of people who think themselves sophisticated and in the know 

were sneering at the absurdity of it all. How unrealistic, they 

thought and said, a handful of people known to nobody who 

mattered, having the temerity to set up a comic opera parliament 

with pretensions to rule over Ireland. This was the response of 

the people, still with us, who know, as Wilde put i, the price of 

everything and the value of nothing. 

 



There you have it in miniature, at the birth of our independent 

State, the perpetual conflict between so-called realism and the 

imagination. 

 

The fact is, the Rising was an act of imagination, a handful of 

ill-armed amateur soldiers up against a huge military machine, a 

sophisticated and wealthy Empire, a skilled and infinitely 

capable political apparatus of government. And yet, those 

amateurs set in train the fall of the greatest empire the world had 

known until then. 

 

It is not irrelevant that three of the seven signatories were poets, 

that James Connolly was a talented songwriter. It is not 

irrelevant that the 30 years leading up to the Rising was a period 

of enormous cultural and artistic ferment. The Republic we now 

enjoy was, and still is, a product of liberated imagination. We 

imagined our liberty, our independence, we had the courage to 

imagine ourselves free and self-determined, and we made it 

come to pass. 

 

Just so, the first Dáil imagined itself as the parliament of a free 

Ireland, and it came to pass. 

 

Never, ever, underestimate the power of imagination.  

 



Everything begins in the imagination. There was a moment 

when each member of this Committee imagined herself or 

himself as a Deputy to the Dáil — and I'm sure that some of you 

imagine yourselves as Ministers, perhaps even as Taoiseach. 

Imagining ourselves forward in our lives is what we do, it is the 

primary instrument by which we grow as human beings, as a 

society. 

 

The primary question we face now in Ireland is, who do we 

want to be? We are many, and various, and becoming more 

various and capable by the year. We are a privileged country in 

a context of world in turmoil, a world of upheaval and poverty. 

We are a stable society, a democracy with a developed civil and 

civic apparatus, a proper separation of powers between 

executive and judiciary, an obedient army firmly under the 

control of parliament, a relatively stable economy — we enjoy a 

cautious good fortune. But, we have to ask ourselves, is this all 

we are? Does this sum us up? Is this what so many women and 

so many men have struggled for in the past 100 years? 

 

The answer, of course, is no, or a partial no. All of this is good, 

and worthy, and not to be undervalued. But, is it enough to 

explain us? To ourselves and to the world? What will we have 

contributed to the world, to civilisation? 

 



it helps, sometimes, to look back through the mists of history 

and see what stands clear. I had the deeply embarrassing 

experience of being in Greece some years ago when the then 

Minister for Finance asked "What did Greece ever give us only 

feta cheese?" (For the record, he was to some extent quoted out 

of context). For day after day, on the hourly news bulletins, the 

Minister was quoted against a backdrop of three young people 

huddled in sleeping bags on the Halfpenny Bridge. I only wish 

that Greek television and newspapers had given equal space to 

the witty letter published in The Irish Times the day after the 

Minister's  remark: "Ah yes, what did Greece ever give us 

except philosophy, theology, geology, geography, theatre, 

poetry... and democracy." 

 

The enduring legacy of Classical Greece is still with us, but we 

need to remember, as a matter of urgency, that we have this 

legacy because of the still relevant drama of Euripides, 

Sophocles, Aeschylus, the poems of Sappho and Homer, the 

statues and buildings of the myriad masters, the writings of 

Plato and Aristotle. 

 

The glory that was Greece was established not just by wise 

rulers like Solon, not just by the wise councils of Athens, but 

through the power of its artists imaginations, and even more so 



by the integration of art and statecraft, the ever-present dialogue, 

and indeed productive tension, between both. 

 

We remember Greece, and how Greece shaped the European 

mind, so let me ask, for what will Ireland be remembered in the 

coming times? What is it we do, now, here, that has the 

admiration of the world, that shows us as a proud, humane and 

distinctive people? 

 

Well, of course you all know, but let me offer you a list at 

random: Joyce, Yeats, Beckett, Heaney, Shaw — and let me add 

some names from among the living: Eavan Boland, John 

Banville, Anne Enright, Colm Tóibín, Roddy Doyle, Martin 

Hayes, Iarla Ó Lionáird. U2... And now let me add, at random 

almost, Druid in Theatre, Neil Jordan, Lenny Abrahamson, 

Liam Neeson  and Saoirse Ronan in film, Seán Scully in 

painting ... world figures all. Well, good, it's nice to be able to 

list off the names of powerful women and men of achievement. 

But, it can be misleading, this cataloguing of world class 

individuals. The focus on great individual achievement can 

serve to mask and obscure the depth and breadth of the culture 

out of which these individuals emerge. The English physicist Sir 

Isaac Newton said, and he meant it, "If I have seen further than 

other men, it is because I have stood on the shoulders of giants." 



As in physics, so in art: it is not our business to dwell, 

absentmindedly, on the great, to bask complacently in the light 

they shed, as if their achievements had anything to do with us. 

Our business, if I might reach from culture to agriculture for a 

metaphor, is to cultivate the forest, to nourish the local talent 

and be proud of it, to train up and support the foresters, to enrich 

the soil out of which the giants can reach towards the sun. 

 

Fanciful? Not a bit of it. There is not a street or a housing estate 

in Ireland, not a rural parish or a small town, that does not have 

in it children learning instruments, somebody painting, 

somebody writing, someone passionate about theatre, film, 

traditional music, popular or classical music — and very often, 

too, one of the great living masters of an art form. Who we are 

will be shaped and determined by what we do for these people, 

how we provide for the full flowering of their interests and gifts. 

How we provide for the nourishment and care of these infinite 

and infinitely different imaginations. How we value them. 

 

I ask the question again, who do we want to be? It was Pearse's 

question, and Connoly's, it was the question posed by the 

Countess Markievicz and Maud Gonne, by Joyce and Yeats — 

but also by Collins and de Valera, by Todd Andrews, Seán 

Lemass, T.K. Whittaker, by Mary Robinson and Mary 

McAleese, in our time posed luminously by President Higgins; 



it is the question posed daily by us all, and the question is 

qualified, quantified, complicated and enriched not just by the 

architects of the State but by the woman who hurries from work 

to send her daughter to a Comhaltas session, the man who stays 

in town after work to go to the Abbey or the Taibhdhearc, the 

child locked in her bedroom struggling to master an instrument 

— and it is the question posed by every man and woman who 

lifts their head, maybe a little puzzled, and realises that no more 

is being asked of them but to be an obedient, unquestioning cog 

in the machine, a statistic in an economist's report. Who do we 

want to be? Who do I want to be? How best to imagine a more 

fulfilling life 

 

The answer, often hesitant and unsure, is always: I want my life 

to mean something, I want to enjoy the human release of 

knowing there is more to life than this. And this is why we turn 

to our books, to our cinema screens, our galleries, our concert 

halls and small back rooms in pubs that shelter our music, we 

turn to our many arts for comfort, for questions that mean 

something, for a sense of something greater and more 

meaningful in life. We turn to these things, these places, in order 

to be lifted up. 

 

This is a natural, unforced and uncomplicated response. Human 

beings are formed and shaped to want and need the comfort and 



sustenance of having our imaginations fed and challenged, 

stretched and enlightened. It is our nature to search out meaning 

and pleasure, and especially to search out the products of the 

imagination that offer the infinite variety of both. 

 

 

Agree with me then, please, that the imagination is our primary 

shaping power, and let me propose to you that our artists, in all 

disciplines, are the engineers, the architects, the economists and 

the explorers of the imagination. The artist, in whatever 

discipline — your child, your neighbour, your neighbour's child, 

your niece or nephew, your best friend from school, that curious 

fellow who lives at the end of the road — the artist is one of us, 

and their gift to us is the generous and necessary work they do 

in cultivating, exploring and demonstrating, day and day out, the 

unstoppable and exhilarating power of the imagination. It is very 

much to our shame that while we profit from the work of these 

artists, while we glory in the achievements, we are content that 

most of them they are ruthlessly condemned to live in poverty. 

 

So now I have a question to share with the Committee: why 

does the Department of Finance not understand this? Is there a 

special test to ensure that nobody who values and understands 

the imagination is allowed serve in that Department? Or is there 

some secret medical procedure employed to strip these 



particular individuals of their capacity to understand that we are 

building here not just a necessary economy but an indispensable 

civilisation? 

 

I ask because the Department has consistently and ruthlessly 

clung to the notion that money spent on the arts is money down 

the drain. Consistently, and with a dreary predictability they 

have refused to understand that money spent through, for 

instance, The Arts Council/An Chomhairle Ealaíon is an 

investment. Do they not understand the concepts of investment 

for return?  

 

I will offer a small example of why this is so lamentable. The 

Indecon Report of 2011 tells us that, of the €68 million Euro 

assigned to the Council that year, €47 million came straight 

back into State coffers as PAYE, PRSI and VAT from 

organisations kept in being with the aid of Council grants. The 

difference, is €21 million, so that represents the State's 

investment. The return to the economy directly attributable to 

the work done by those organisations, and the artists whose 

work they showcased and employed, was €148 million. So you 

give me 11 and I give you back 148 — tell me, in those 

circumstances, would you offer me double the next year, treble? 

The same Indecon report estimates the nett contribution to the 

economy of all arts & creative industries in that year may be put 



at €750 million. Why is it, I have been asking myself this 

question for almost 40 years, why is it that we cannot or will not 

understand that investment in the arts, in our artists, in our 

collective national imagination, is precisely and exactly that, an 

investment? On the crudest possible level, of money for money, 

it is a fabulously productive investment. More than this, though, 

and above all else, this investment is what makes it possible for 

us to answer, over and over again, the only question that truly 

matters in any society: who do we want to be? 

 

My own answer is as blunt and simple as the answer given by 

the monks of the Middle Ages who fanned out across a Europe 

plunged in turmoil and in darkness: we want to be a light to the 

world.  
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