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The 1990s were a time of profound change in Ireland – economically, socially and culturally.  Key changes included the emergence of the celtic tiger economy, the Good Friday Agreement on Northern Ireland and net immigration following decades of emigration.  Ireland is arguably challenged by these phenomena and this has led to a preoccupation with issues of identity and difference, as well as recourse to ‘new’ discourses of anti-racism and multiculturalism.  

I wish to postulate that as part of these ‘new’ discourses, certain concepts and discourses, particularly diaspora and hybridity, have entered the awareness or at least the vocabulary of a liberal stratum of academics, media and anti-racism intellectuals in Irish society in order to reflect transitional identities and resituate the monolithic categories of ‘race’, class and gender in terms of ‘in-between’ spaces.    

This paper will firstly theoretically explore some of the contradictory implications involved in this reappropriation by ‘well-meaning’ academics, media and anti racism intellectuals of postmodern constructs such as diaspora and hybridity, particularly problematising the origins of the concept of hybridity as a biological grafting of differing ‘races’ and its reconceptualisation as cultural synthesis and diasporas (Ifekwunigwe, 1999; Young, 1995; Bhabha, 1994).

These issues will then be empirically explored by examining how intellectuals, such as former President of Ireland, Mary Robinson, Irish Times editorials and commentators such as Fintan O’Toole, have engaged in a process of introducing discourses of diaspora and hybridity to the media and opinion makers which emphasise a new less boundaried sense of Irishness.  While intellectuals have contributed, through the construction of discourse, to producing a more diasporic, fluid notion of Irish identity, I want to suggest that, simultaneously, the reinforcement of the Irish nation as including the diaspora of emigrants has heightened a closed and 'special' sense of Irishness.  

In articulating a new confident Irish identity, it appears that intellectuals may have succeeded in engendering the confidence to reject new cultural features of Irish society.  I will explore this claim by examining intellectual discourses surrounding the Citizenship Referendum of 2004 which formally changed the meaning of Irishness, particularly its implications for belonging, identity and the Irish nation state.  However, I wish to explore how intellectual interventions following this referendum, can be examined in the context of the public debate that took place around the subsequent deportations and Ireland’s ‘new-found’ solidarity’ (O’Toole, 2005) with so-called failed and aged-out asylum seekers.  I will argue that, situated in the safety of a post citizenship referendum space, intellectuals played a key role in articulating apparent traditional Irish values of generosity and solidarity which provided an opportunity to reclaim ‘our’ Irishness and renationalize the nation.

