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In his book, Racism and the Irish Experience (Pluto Press, 2004), Steve Garner suggests that in representing the nation a cry of “Remember Casement” is “too shrouded in controversy to rally anyone other than a handful of academics to a seminar” (202).  At present that may be the case – but Casement’s lasting legacy on Irish nationalism and the project of reimagining the transnational ethos of that nationalism reveal deep connections between intellectuals and conceptions of the nation-state. Casement’s notoriety in Irish history has much (if not more) to do with his status as homosexual.  My goal in this paper is not to debate Casement’s sexuality; I think it safe to assume that the great bulk of critics consider Casement to have been homosexual.  Instead I hope to show how the attention given to Casement’s sexuality and “character” illustrate the complicated nature of anticolonial interwar modernity.


Notably, this attention sparked a number of Irish writers to introduce elements of Casement’s plight into their own nationalist literatures.  James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922), George Bernard Shaw’s St. Joan (1922) and W. B. Yeats’ “Roger Casement” and “The Ghost of Roger Casement” (1937) offer us an opportunity to explore the importance of Casement as a figure of transnational anticolonial activities during his lifetime and a touchstone for emergent anti- or postcolonial themes in Irish nationalist literature.  Controversial though he was, Casement’s alterity as a transnationalist, a homosexual, and a one-time darling of the Empire and later its zealous critic highly informs these modernist Irish texts, invigorating them with a nationalist view which recognizes, if not embraces, the shared colonial histories of Ireland and other oppressed nations.  

This expansive view refigures the tenor of Irish nationalism.  And critics have been quick to recognize the complex and challenging legacy left by Casement.  Angus Mitchell’s extensive work on Casement’s life has brought to the forefront issues of Casement’s transnational life, while essays such as Robert Caserio’s “Casement, Joyce, and Pound: Some New Meanings of Treason” (Quare Joyce, University of Michigan Press, 1998) highlight the presence of Casement’s sexuality in Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake.  Beyond this, Patrick Mullen, in his “Roger Casement’s Global English: From Human Rights to the Homoerotic” (Public Culture. 15.3. 2003) has looked to Casement’s diaries as a crucible for transnational discourse.  These kinds of projects espouse a type of “queered” nationalism – a nationalism informed by difference not opposed to it.  This type of nationalism is not unique to Ireland; recent work by Elleke Boehmer and John A. Hall has traced this nationalism across transatlantic spaces and into other postcolonial countries. In this vein, my paper bridges the gap between Casement the man and Casement the rallying cry, in an effort to better understand the development of Irish transnationalism in the hands of its literary intellectuals.  By looking back at the emotional, political, and geographical trajectories of Casement’s life, we help illuminate the trajectory of Irish nationalism in some of its most canonical literature.  At the same time, we can begin to look forward through the canon, rereading Casement as herald of transnational anticolonialism opening up new possibilities for Irish anti- or post-coloniality and a nation-state characterized by its transnational legacies.
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