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The Crane Bag was an intellectual journal founded in 1977 by Richard Kearney and Mark Patrick Hederman with the support of Seamus Heaney and Seamus Deane. These and other contributors wrote and sometimes responded to one another in cascading series of debates about, art and politics, Irish nationalism, identity, mythology, minorities, Church and state and the Irish language. These debates came back again and again to the Northern crisis. They were principally ones amongst and between Catholic, nationalist writers and thinkers. For Kearney and Hederman the Northern problem, or, more precisely, nationalist thought and understandings, had to be addressed though grappling with communal myths and atavisms. Understanding could only come about through a ‘big tent’ therapeutic engagement with atavisms shared across Catholic nationalist culture.

The Crane Bag had a distinct project of thinking for Ireland described in the first issue through the concept of a ‘fifth province’ of Ireland. Mary Robinson, in her inaugural speech as President, subsequently borrowed the fifth province as a metaphor. For Kearney, it was always more than metaphor. It depicted the necessary break with a sectarian past in terms of metaphysical transcendence. The ‘fifth province’ was  summarised by Tom Paulin as an invisible province that offered a Platonic challenge to the nationalistic image of four green fields.  In The Crane Bag then, one set of idealisms was to supplant another. The main intellectual and conceptual tools brought to bear were poetic and literary ones brandished, for the most part, by philosophers and literary critics rather than social scientists or social researchers. Empirical questions about the condition of Irish society, what Kearney called ‘the paralysing immediacy of facts,’ generally took a back seat to literary theory or visionary frameworks derived from metaphysics with a veneer of anthropology and psychology. 

Thirty seven years before The Crane Bag was hatched a very different journal with a mission of thinking for Ireland was launched by Sean O’Faolain. At its best The Bell provided compelling sociological snapshots of Ireland. It grappled with a series of taboo issues including birth control, freemasonry, the Knights of Columbanus, unmarried mothers, illegitimacy, divorce, homosexuality, mental illness and prostitution. For O’Faolain the problem was how to cut through the mist of Romanticism and ideological nationalism that enveloped and stymied modern Ireland. The job of The Bell was to nurture sceptic scholarship and factual enquiry. O’Faolain’s battle with the dominant strands in Irish intellectual life - ones represented subsequently in The Crane Bag  - was an ontological and epistemological one.
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