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Introduction 

Roddy Doyle probably qualifies as one of Ireland’s most popular contemporary authors, and 

as Brian Donnelly puts it, “[f]ew contemporary Irish writers serve better one of the most 

fundamental impulses of the novelist since the time of Defoe: to record and preserve the spirit 

of the times” (23).  Doyle’s first major success, The Commitments, published in 1987, deals 

not only with young, unemployed people living in the northside of Dublin trying to make 

sense of their lives by forming a band, but also with what it means to be Irish in the middle of 

the recession of the 1980s. The main character, Jimmy Rabbitte, is the band’s manager, and a 

recurring character in Doyle’s fiction, including Doyle’s first three books The Commitments, 

The Snapper and The Van (also known as The Barrytown Trilogy), which centre around the 

Rabbitte family who live in the fictional suburb Barrytown in Dublin.  

Although The Trilogy deals with serious topics such as unemployment, rape, teenage 

pregnancy and broken friendships, it is sometimes criticised for not being serious enough, 

since it can be seen as making fun of the working-class characters by, as Caramine White puts 

it, “simplify[ing] reality by providing easy comic resolutions to difficult problems” (5). 

However, Doyle’s subsequent novel Paddy Clarke Ha Ha Ha won the Booker Prize, and The 

Woman Who Walked Into Doors, which deals with domestic abuse and alcoholism, is often 

praised for how it portrays these issues. Critics seem to agree that after The Trilogy “the world 

. . . is getting more serious for Doyle” (White 21).  

However, in The Guts, first published in 2013, Doyle not only revisits Jimmy Rabbitte, 

who now is married with four children, and has cancer, but he also returns to the humour that 

characterises the first novels. The reason in his own words being “because one of the ways 

that people respond to hard times is by laughing at things that shouldn’t necessarily be 

laughed at. What else can you do?” (Randolph 145). Moreover, The Guts, which will be 

analysed in this thesis, returns to the Rabbittes in the midst of another Irish recession; the one 
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following the Celtic Tiger, which was supposed to be Ireland’s way out of poverty. However, 

as it turns out, the Tiger was followed by yet another recession which pushed many Irish 

people into poverty and debt. In The Guts, Jimmy has sold the majority of his business, which 

he started together with his wife Aoife during the Tiger boom, to Noeleen, who is now his 

boss. Jimmy reunites old bands and sells music online, however, business is not going well, 

and in celebration of the Eucharistic Congress held in Dublin in 1932, which was a major 

success for the newly independent Ireland, Jimmy tries to collect and create an album worth 

of songs from that year. In 2012, the year in which the novel is set, another Eucharistic 

congress will be held, and Jimmy is certain that people will experience feelings of nostalgia 

and buy the album. Throughout the plot, Jimmy also reconnects with Outspan, who has 

terminal cancer and Imelda, with whom he has an affair; both former members of The 

Commitments. Moreover, Jimmy reaches out to his brother, Les, who left Dublin and moved 

to London more than two decades ago. In this way, the nation’s past, Jimmy’s past and the 

present are continuously juxtaposed throughout the novel. 

Doyle is aware of the fact that the past influences the present and when asked whether 

“there is still a ‘true Ireland,’” he responds that Ireland is a “different place now to the place it 

was forty years ago. But it’s the same place insofar as if things hadn’t happened forty years 

ago, we wouldn’t be where we are today” (Randolph 150). As a postcolonial society, Ireland 

can still be seen as being influenced by having been colonised, fought for freedom, and then 

learnt how to deal with independence. For a colonised country, a belief in an essential cultural 

identity is an important factor when resisting the coloniser since it has “enabled post-colonial 

societies to invent a self-image through which they could act to liberate themselves from 

imperialist oppression” (Ashcroft et al. “Nationalism” 117). In other words, the general idea 

of what constituted the nation was constructed and created during the struggle against the 

colonisers. Similarly, an essentialist view on cultural identity which perceives people with the 
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same cultural identity as sharing the same culture “a sort of collective ’one true self’ . . . 

which people with a shared history and ancestry hold in common” (Hall 435) was developed. 

This view of cultural identity is still influential in contemporary society and “its legacy still 

carries major cultural force in contemporary Ireland” (McLoone 11), although it is gradually 

being replaced by a view on cultural identity as constructed.  

The concept of Irish identity was constructed in the late 19
th
 century when “rurality, 

farming and Catholicism became the mark of the true Irishman or Irishwoman” (Garvin 248). 

Furthermore, a pride in the past, and of Ireland as a historic nation developed, as did the 

intention to reclaim the Irish language and the Gaelic culture (McLoone 12). The Celtic 

Revival, a movement which sought to revive Celtic culture, also participated in creating the 

Irish national identity, especially the part of the movement called the Irish Literary Revival 

with influential writers such as W. B. Yeats and J. M. Synge, who according to Gregory 

Castle, had “the desire to revive an authentic, indigenous Irish folk culture” (1) and believed 

in “the essential piety and nobility of the Irish people” (4). As such the movement had an 

essentialist view of Irishness which was portrayed in their writing. That is, the creation of 

Irishness in the 19
th

 century and subsequently in the early 20
th

 century is largely constructed 

and based on nostalgia for an imaginary past. In fact, “[i]n mediaeval Ireland, a sense of 

Ireland as a home to one ethnic tradition to the exclusion of others does not seem to have 

existed” (Garvin 243).  

Nostalgia and the relationship between the past and the present in Doyle’s writing are 

also topics of interest for critics. When discussing Paula Spencer Denell Downum argues that 

the “protagonist and author both know that it is impossible to shut out the past” (79); although 

the past may at times be disagreeable, its influence cannot be ignored. However, Donnelly 

claims that The Commitments “is constructed more by a popular global culture than by 

anything that is historically inherited within the ideals of Irishness” (19). Thus, he argues that 
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Irishness is not something essentialist, but rather constructed by influences from different 

sources and other cultures. However, Brian Cosgrove explores what he calls “powerful 

nostalgia” in Paddy Clarke where Paddy, the main character, is “caught between the futility 

of moribund tradition and the bleakness of contemporary culture” (241). Similarly, Mary 

McGlynn discusses nostalgia in Paddy Clarke and Paula Spencer and concludes that there is 

a link between “national and family histories,” and that although it “denies traditional 

formulations of nostalgia,” it still “embraces a period before full globalization made 

nationalism the menace it became in Ireland” (89). She further argues that Doyle “disrupts the 

idea of an origin and illustrates the ambivalences of nostalgia and history” (92). 

Probably the most discussed quote from Doyle’s novels that deals with Irishness and 

Ireland’s status as a postcolonial society is from The Commitments when Jimmy, as Jennifer 

Jeffers argues, “aligns the Barrytown working class and poor with the racially Other and 

disenfranchised” (268) by claiming that “The Irish are the niggers of Europe . . . An’ 

Dubliners are the niggers of Ireland. The culchies have fuckin’ everythin’. An’ the northside 

Dubliners are the niggers o’ Dublin” (Doyle, The Commitments 9). However, the 

interpretation of the quote is up for debate. Liam Harte claims that the statement “touches 

directly upon Ireland’s contested status as a postcolonial country and the nationalist 

implications that flow from this” (34). However, he dismisses the link made between the Irish 

and African Americans as “bogus and meretricious” (35). Similarly, Lisa McGonigle remarks 

that one should not interpret the statement as “wholesale proof of Ireland’s postcoloniality” 

(163). Moreover, Åke Persson states that the quote emphasises Ireland as “being the victim of 

colonial oppression by the British” (200), yet he argues that Jimmy’s words are to be 

interpreted as primarily criticising Irish society for its exclusion of the urban population from 

supposedly authentic Irishness. Similarly, Harte argues that Doyle’s novels deal with the 

“disregarded generation of urbanized and internationalized working-class youth” who feel 
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“little affinity for the traditional pieties or priorities of Catholic nat ionalist Irishness” (24). 

Furthermore, he argues that “Barrytown is, quite simply, a priest -, peasant-, and politician-

free zone” (28). Thus, many critics maintain that Doyle challenges the stereotype of the Irish 

as Catholic and farmers. 

According to Edward Hirsh, the Irish stereotype created by, for instance, the Revivalists 

was “so powerful that not until the late 1970s and early 1980s did Irish writers systematically 

begin to interrogate and dismantle the terms of the Revivalist argument” (1116-1117). One 

such writer is Doyle, and Jeffers argues that “Doyle exposes the fiction that the patriarchal-

white-Catholic-Irish-male is the definition of authentic Irishness,” (260) and therefore he 

“challenge[s] the complacent, homogeneous view of Irish identity” (269). However, Doyle’s 

texts also reflect changes in society. For instance, in The Deportees and Other Stories, first 

published in 2007, Doyle “seems to participate in redefining Irishness” (Randolph 147). 

Doyle thus joins other contemporary Irish writers such as Dermot Bolger, Thomas McCarthy 

and Colm Tóibín who, according to Heidi Hansson, embrace postnationalism, since they have 

“engaged with the problem of representing post-Independence Ireland when the mythic 

sources of Irish identity have been drained . . . Postnationalism for these writers would then be 

the representation of a society no longer informed by the ideals of nationalism” (Hansson 

219). Thus, the influence of nationalism and the Celtic Revival is gradually decreasing in 

Ireland which is represented in the writing of contemporary authors.  

As explored above, many of the noted aspects of Doyle’s texts are related to definitions 

of contemporary Irishness, and their critical engagement with what is generally and 

traditionally, seen as characteristics of the Irish nationalist identity construct, and The Guts is 

no exception. According to Sinéad O’Shea, Doyle “contemplates what it means to be Irish” 

(27) in the 21
st
 century in the novel, and the past and the present are continuously juxtaposed; 

the narrator at times explicitly quotes from The Commitments, which is set during the 80s, and 
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Jimmy reconnects with people he has not met since. Moreover, in The Guts, Irish history is 

referred to, and discussed, by the characters in relation to contemporary events. Thus, the 

characters’ view on Irishness and how it has changed over the last century is explored in the 

novel. Although there is no academic research about The Guts, a number of reviews have 

been published, most of which refer to the novel’s treatment of Irishness. For example, Katy 

Guest describes Jimmy as “[t]he hero of this paean to Irishness and nostalgia.” Patricia Craig 

discusses nostalgia in the novel and also refers to how The Guts portrays the Celtic Tiger, and 

the Catholic Church in contemporary Ireland. Matthew Specktor comments on the similarities 

between The Guts and The Commitments by saying that “the book carries its echoes of The 

Commitments through to the end.” And, Suzy Feay remarks on the portrayal of the Celtic 

Tiger.  

Moreover, Doyle’s novels tend to depict Ireland as a changing society and he is, as 

Donnelly points out, good at “record[ing] the trivia that goes to make up a culture at any 

particular moment and to convey something of the spirit of the times” (23). Since The Guts is 

set more than 20 years after The Barrytown Trilogy, and perhaps more importantly, it is set 

after the Celtic Tiger, which profoundly changed Irish society, it is probable that the culture 

and “the spirit of the times” have changed. Thus, although the topic of Irishness has been 

explored thoroughly by critics in relation to The Trilogy, the same topic is worth exploring in 

The Guts. Furthermore, although Doyle’s fiction is often seen as ignoring “[t]he historic 

concerns of nationality, language and religion” (Donnelly 18), these issues are present in the 

novel, and affect the characters’ lives, and their view on Irishness, in different ways.  

Therefore, this thesis will explore how The Guts challenges the traditional view of 

Irishness, which was constructed in the late 19
th
 and the early 20

th
 century, and to what extent 

this traditional view of Irishness influences the characters, and how they define themselves in 

relation to this. Traditional Irishness will be defined as based on the belief that Irish identity is 
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unique, Catholic, Irish-speaking, and rural, but also emphasising Ireland as a historic nation, 

which is self-sufficient both economically and culturally (McLoone 12). The thesis will apply 

a post-colonial approach, and will analyse how Irishness and personal identity have been 

influenced by colonialism as a sort of counter-reaction to the British and their influence, for 

instance by referring to theories of Franz Fanon, whose ideas about postcolonialism have been 

influential when analysing identity constructs in relation to nationalism.  

 

 “He could love being Irish”- Irish Identity as Unique 

Fanon argues that colonialism “turns to the past of the oppressed people, and distorts, 

disfigures, and destroys it,” and therefore an important part in the process of decolonisation is 

for the native to discover that “there was nothing to be ashamed of in the past, but rather 

dignity, glory, and solemnity” (“National Culture” 120). In other words, to rediscover a pride 

in one’s identity was important in order to overcome a feeling of inferiority in relation to the 

coloniser, and in the process of Irish decolonisation, one key principle in the construction of 

Irishness was based on the belief in Irish identity being unique.  According to McLoone, in 

the late 19
th
 and early 20

th
 century “cultural endeavour in Ireland . . . went towards 

establishing this uniqueness” (12). However, McLoone is careful to point out that national 

identity is constructed, and thus “not given or handed down in the inner spirit of the 

community” (10). Nevertheless, since a nation is an “imagined community” it “requires 

substantial cultural work to establish what it is not” (11). The supposed Irish uniqueness was 

established as a counterpoint to the British colonisers which meant that “[c]rucially Irish 

identity was not British” (12). Moreover, this can be seen as counteracting the Irish stereotype 

created by the British, the Paddy, “a comic, quint drunken Irish baffoon” (Hirsh 1119), in the 

early 1800s, by for instance the Revival writers who sought to “dismantle the ‘Paddy’ image, 
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invert the stereotype, and make the peasant a spiritual figure, the living embodiment of the 

‘Celtic’” (Hirsh 1119).  

In The Guts, Englishness and Irishness are interrelated. Since Irishness was constructed 

as being not-English, the construction of Irishness was also influenced by Englishness. As 

Declan Kiberd argues; “If England had never existed, the Irish would have been rather lonely. 

Each nation badly needed the other, for the purpose of defining itself” (2). This resistance 

towards Englishness, and the close relationship between the former coloniser and colonised, 

can be found in The Guts. On the surface a simplified relation between the countries can be 

seen in how Des, an ex-member of a band which Jimmy tries to reunite, had a hit with a song 

called “‘Fuck England’ . . . And the B-side. ‘Fuck Scotland and Wales’” (Doyle 52) several 

years prior to the setting of the novel. However, a more complicated relationship between the 

countries is represented by the estranged brothers Les and Jimmy. When Jimmy finds out that 

he has cancer, he decides that “They were brothers . . . he was going to find Leslie” (30). Les 

apparently identifies as English since he says that he is “at home . . . England, Basingstoke” 

(90), when they speak on the phone for the first time in many years. Jimmy also notes that Les 

has an “English tail on his accent” (274). It is therefore possible to see Les as identifying with 

and being influenced by Englishness. Thus, Les can be seen to symbolize Englishness, and 

since Les and Jimmy are brothers, they are part of the same family, and closely related, just as 

England and Ireland are. 

Moreover, Les’s connection to Englishness makes him into an Other. In Black Skin, 

White Masks, Fanon discusses the changes in the native who has lived in the mother country 

for an extended period of time and asserts that he “returns radically changed” (10). Moreover, 

Norris claims that although “Irish history is bound up with that of the English” it “is also 

distorted because England remains the ‘outsider’” (112). Thus, since Ireland was colonized by 

Britain, an Irishman who has lived in England for an extended period of time and then 
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returning to Ireland would be changed, and transformed into an Other and an outsider. After 

having spoken to Les on the phone, Jimmy comments that “it felt like maybe it was his ghost . 

. . Contactin’ me from, like – the afterlife” (Doyle  88). He concludes that his brother was 

therefore “Back from the dead” (88). Thus, on the one hand, Les is Jimmy’s brother, but on 

the other hand, he represents the Other, and the English part of him is something that Jimmy 

perceives as frightening and otherworldly. Moreover, Jimmy observes that “the English tail 

on his [Les’s] accent- it made him a bit of a Kray twin” (280). The Kray twins were infamous 

English criminals, which indicates that Les having lived in England has changed him; his 

accent now being English makes him seem threatening.   

Moreover, Jimmy feels inferior to Les. Feelings of inferiority are common in colonial 

and postcolonial societies, especially in relation to the coloniser and their culture. According 

to Fanon, as described by Rivkin and Ryan, “travelers to the imperial center from the 

colonized periphery . . . adopted the imperial culture as their own out of a sense of the 

inferiority of their own native culture” (1073), which had been instilled in them by the 

colonial discourse. However, in The Guts, Jimmy feels inferior to Les, and this inferiority 

appears to be related to Les’s Englishness. Jimmy thinks of Les as someone who would “kill a 

deer and have it skinned and ready for their breakfast” (295), and if something were to go 

wrong, Les would “be able to find the antidote- whatever the fuck- in under the trees over 

there. He’d boil the bark or lick a lizard or something” (294). That is, Jimmy perceives his 

brother as someone who can handle any situation, which is also seen when Outspan is refused 

entry to a concert and “Jimmy half expected Les to take over; this should have been 

something he’d trained for. Negotiating, mediating.” However, it turns out that “Jimmy [is] 

still in charge” (309). Although Jimmy believes that Les is in the British army, Les is merely a 

“plumber” (323). However, Jimmy’s feelings of inferiority are not rectified that easily, and he 

questions if they have “plumbers in the British Army?” (Doyle 323). 



10 

 

 
 

Additionally, the characters, and especially Jimmy, experience rather ambivalent 

feelings about Irishness, which echoes Fanon’s ideas about the inferiority complex. Fanon 

asserts that “[t]he feeling of inferiority of the colonized is the correlative to the European’s 

feeling of superiority” (Black Skin, White Masks 69). Jimmy often rebukes ideas of Irishness 

and seems to be ashamed of it. For instance, he contemplates that, “Maybe Noeleen was right; 

he just automatically hated everything Irish” (Doyle 270). However, a bit later he comments 

“I’ve changed me mind . . . We’re not the ugliest nation in the world” (273). Another event 

which illustrates this indecision is when Jimmy’s son, young Jimmy, comments on Jimmy’s 

feelings about U2; “You were slagging U2, said young Jimmy . . . Why is he pretending to be 

American?! He’s from fuckin’ Glasnevin! Why were you always playing U2 Dad? You hate 

them” (209). Jimmy’s indecision is shown in how he alternates between “always playing U2”, 

and criticising them. Furthermore, when Les buys beer in Ireland, he states “[f]ucking 

expensive this side of the pond”, and Jimmy, although recognizing the statement as true; “it 

was fuckin’ expensive,” cannot help thinking “Fuckin’ eejit” (280). Thus, it appears as if 

Jimmy, believes he hates “everything Irish”, yet he seems to be undecided since he does not 

like U2 pretending to be American rather than Irish, and he dislikes Ireland being criticised 

even if the criticism in question is merely in relation to the price of beer.  

Furthermore, there exists a connection between personal and national identity in The 

Guts, where pride in one’s national identity creates pride in one’s personal identity. The 

construction of national identity is closely linked to the construction of  personal identity 

since “[f]or personal identity to be created, the national and physical space need to be 

identified and recognized as belonging to the ‘I’” (Norris 118), which indicates that Irishness 

has a significant influence on one’s personal identity. An example of personal and national 

identity being connected is in relation to sports. Mike Cronin argues that in The Van, which 

briefly mentions the football games of 1990 when Ireland qualified to the quarter final, “the 
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importance attached to them [the football matches] by the main characters, and the feelings 

that victory evokes . . . are paramount” (228). Since “sport functions both as a repository of 

communal values and as a sanctioned space for the public expression of deep personal 

feeling” (222), these feelings of pride could counteract feelings of inferiority.  This relation 

between pride, personal feelings and feelings about the country is described by Jimmy’s 

father, Jimmy Sr, who remembers what it was like when he was unemployed in the 90s; “It 

was just the football to start with. But then, when it took off. The penalty shoot-out an’ tha’. 

The country was never the same again. It was the beginnin’ of the boom” (Doyle 143). From 

his perspective, the football started the boom and helped the country rise from poverty. 

Moreover, he recounts how pride in the Irish football team made him proud of himself since 

he “was never unemployed again- after Italia ’90” because he “wouldn’t let [him]self be” and 

he explains that “We felt great about ourselves. For years after” (143), yet adds that “Now 

we’re useless cunts again” (143). That is, before this event, he asserts that the Irish felt 

useless, and now post Celtic Tiger, they are back to being useless once more, which implies a 

strong connection between personal and national identity.  

Jimmy has a similar experience when Katie Taylor, an Irish boxer, wins the Olympics. 

The Rabbitte family is united in front of the TV and “[t]hey were all there, the whole family, 

Marvin as well; he was home. It was the first time in ages- since Christmas- that they’d been 

like this” (Doyle 254). Thus, a sporting event is juxtaposed to Christmas, and it seems to have 

the same strong power to unite the family. In turn, the situation creates a sense of happiness, 

which Jimmy finds difficult to place since “[i]t was just a young one after winning a medal. 

She was barely older than his own kids. But that was it- that was it. An Irish girl had won an 

Olympic gold. She’d done something brilliant and now, today, it meant everything” (254). 

More specifically “[h]e could hold his kids for as long as he liked. He could love being Irish” 

(255). He is allowed to feel, and express, pride in his national identity, and hold his children, 
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which emphasises a close connection between national and personal identity. This can be 

contrasted to how, when Jimmy returns home from cancer surgery, he wishes that his eldest 

son Marvin would “fuckin’ hug [him]” (Doyle 185), which he fails to do. However, what is 

required for father and son to hug is for a sports-star to win the Olympics, which shows how 

sport, and its relation to national identity, have the power to unite. 

Moreover, cultural identities in The Guts are seen as changing, rather than essential and 

fixed, which symbolises how national identities are fluid. Since identities are constructed, “all 

national identities are ultimately cultural identities” (McLoone 10). The colonised people try 

to recreate a national identity in order to create a sense of ‘us’ (the colonised) versus ‘them’ 

(the coloniser). However, Homi Bhabha claims that “[c]ultures are never unitary in 

themselves, nor simply dualistic in relation of Self to Other” (156), which means that the issue 

cannot simply be reduced to dichotomies such as one/other or us/them. Moreover, since 

national identities and national culture are constructs, McLoone states that “the imagining of 

the nation . . . can also create internal oppositions, differently constructed notions of ‘us’ and 

the ‘other’ out of the very differences it has attempted to suppress” (11), which means that 

people who are supposed to be united under the label ‘Irish’ are further divided into opposites 

such as rural/urban or Southside/Northside. Traditionally in public perception, which is also 

reflected in literature, and perhaps especially in Doyle’s writing, there exists a division of 

Dublin into the Southside and the Northside where “South Dublin historically represents 

much of the wealth and political power in Ireland. Generally, here reside the middle and upper 

middle classes, and demographically this part differs quite significantly from the northside in 

that many of the social ills found in the north have had far less impact on the southside” 

(Persson 209). In The Commitments, Jimmy writes an ad looking for band members, and he 

writes “Rednecks and Southsiders need not apply,” which indicates that Jimmy identifies 

himself as being urban and northside, which were criteria the new band members had to fulfil 
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(more so than actually being musically talented). However, around 30 years later, Jimmy 

remarks on his own statement in relation to Des’s status as a Southsider concluding that “Des 

was Southside. Rednecks and Southsiders need not apply. But that kind of shite didn’t seem to 

matter much anymore” (Doyle 54). Something that was of crucial importance to one’s identity 

30 years ago appears to have lost its significance. Instead Des is poorer than Jimmy, who is 

not “broke like Des, just normal broke” (196). That is, the Northside/Southside dichotomy 

appears to be deconstructed, which exemplifies cultural identities as changing rather than 

static, and in turn this implies that national identities can be seen as changing as well.  

As illustrated in this section, personal and national identities are sometimes linked in a 

positive way, especially when pride in one’s national identity creates pride in one’s personal 

identity, which in turn has a uniting effect. Yet, since Ireland is inextricably linked with 

England, just like Les and Jimmy are, and since cultural identities are illustrated as 

constructed and changing, there appears to be no unique, essential Irish identity to rediscover.  

 

 “That shite’s never far away”- History and Nostalgia 

Traditional Irish identity was based on the belief in a history that existed prior to the arrival of 

the British. In relation to colonial and postcolonial societies, Fanon argues that there is a 

“passionate search for a national culture which existed before the colonial era” (“National 

Culture” 119). Indeed, in Ireland “[c]ultural nationalism asserted the historic longevity of the 

Irish nation- the fact that it pre-dated English or British involvement” (McLoone 13). The 

Celtic Revivalists also promoted Ireland as an historic nation since they “established the 

Abbey Theatre, and worked legend and folklore into the fabric of a modern Irish literature” 

(Castle 6). Hence, Irish culture can be said to be profoundly affected by nostalgia, and 

idealisation of a pre-colonial past.  
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In The Guts, nostalgia is supposedly central to Irish identity and seems to permeate 

society. Nostalgia can be argued to be important for the decolonisation process, and Fanon 

claims that a belief in a magnificent past is important for the native since colonialism “plant[s] 

deep in the minds of the native population the idea that before the advent of colonialism their 

history was one which was dominated by barbarism” (The Wretched of the Earth 213). 

Similarly, the British settlers in Ireland viewed the Irish as savages who were wild and 

barbaric (Kiberd 10), and the stereotyped Irishman as “hot-headed, rude and uncivil” (15), 

which was also a stereotype that the Revivalists tried to dismantle. Therefore, according to 

Fanon’s theories, “romanticizations of bygone days” (Amuta 159), is part of the 

decolonisation process “both during and even after the colonial era” (158). Although Doyle’s 

writing mostly rejects notions of nostalgia, it is also sometimes portrayed positively; as Craig 

puts it, “[t]here are moments [in The Guts] when [Doyle’s], and his characters’, exasperation 

with sentimental shite . . . gives way to actual sentimental shite.”  Jimmy recognises the 

existence of nostalgia in society by remarking that “We both googled the Irregulars [a music 

group] and we got stuff about Irish history. No surprise there, that shite’s never far away” 

(Doyle 54). Thereby, emphasis is put on the fact that Irish history is intertwined in everything, 

and Jimmy referring to it as “shite” reflects his feelings about nostalgia in relation to Irish 

history. The Irregulars is another name for the IRA, whereas the Irregulars that Jimmy is 

looking for, is a music band. That is, music is more important than history according to 

Jimmy, but not according to Google. Moreover, the quote also puts emphasis on how in this 

modern society, anything can be googled, and the supposedly most important links appear 

first, which is where the history links are. However, Jimmy tries to change the order of the 

links, and thus implicitly the order of importance, by adding “Links. Wiki to the website. 

Website to Wiki. Wiki to us” (55). At the same time, Jimmy seems to expect feelings of 

nostalgia from Les. When Les and Jimmy are at a music festival, the Picnic, Les says that he 
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wants to see Christy Moore, an Irish folk singer, and have; “A good old sing-song.” Jimmy 

asks if it is “cos you live in England?” and Les remarks that “You think I cry into my pint, 

pining for home?” (Doyle 270). Thus, nostalgia is referred to as a supposed part of one’s 

identity, especially if one has emigrated. It is implied that Jimmy believes that Les would not 

have wanted to listen to this kind of music had he not moved to England.  

However, official history is argued to be fictive, or as Jimmy puts it; “The official 

picture is never the real one” (Doyle 129). Garvin explains how in the late nineteenth century 

“[c]ollective memory was vivid in Ireland,” but adds that “collective memory can be 

manufactured, and duly was by the nationalist propagandists” (247).  Thus, history in Ireland, 

just as in other colonised countries, was produced and narrativised by nationalists for their 

purposes. Similarly, in The Guts, Jimmy decides to recreate and construct Irish history in 

order to suit his purpose, which is to make money. When he decides to produce a CD with 

songs that were recorded in 1932 in celebration of the upcoming Eucharistic congress in 

Ireland, reality is not sufficient. Although some allegedly authentic songs are found, Jimmy 

decides to have his son Marvin perform a song he has written himself arguing that “We’ll 

decide what sort of music there was in 1932” (Doyle 204). They create the song and make up 

the artist who supposedly sang the song. They decide on the name Kevin Tankard, and 

eventually “Kevin Tankard became a man. He stopped being a joke” (211). In order to make 

it more real, they create a Wikipedia page and make up Tankard’s past; “They had a 

Wikipedia page ready, himself and young Jimmy. Kevin Aloysius Tankard (1905-unknown) 

was an Irish musician and singer . . . It looked good, the real thing” (255). The connection 

between inventing the past and Wikipedia suggests that it is easy to invent the truth and make 

fiction turn into fact, or in Jimmy’s words, “mess with history” (197). Moreover, the song is 

written by Jimmy and as such they are “recordin’ a song that never existed” which makes it 

“fictional” (203), and the link between fiction and history is made explicit. Jimmy further 
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reflects upon how easily one starts believing in what one has made up, since although he 

knows that  “He was making it up,” he still needs to “keep reminding himself of that” (250). 

In 2012, due to the Internet and online encyclopaedias edited by its users, such as Wikipedia, 

manufacturing collective memory is easier than ever before.  

Moreover, nostalgia, and references to a glorious Irish past, are used as means of 

making money. McGlynn argues, in relation to Doyle’s fiction, that “the sentimental nostalgia 

associated with a nationalist history is mocked repeatedly” (95). In The Guts, when putting 

the album together, Jimmy tries to find “Somethin ‘ hidden . . . Music that never made it onto 

the radio. Our own blues, say. Suppressed – deliberately forgotten. Cos it didn’t tally with De 

Valera’s vision for Ireland. What a word. Suppressed. Commercial fuckin’ dynamite. 

Suppressed Nostalgia? For fuck sake” (Doyle 129). Thereby Jimmy makes an explicit link 

between money and nostalgia. Moreover, Jimmy’s business revolves around his own personal 

nostalgia since they reunite bands whose music has been forgotten. In the beginning, he and 

his wife “managed dead bands across the kitchen table and once every month or so they … 

went to one of their own reunion gigs,” (58) and eventually it was “paying the mortgage” 

(60). Thus, they actually make a living by appealing to nostalgia. However, instead of the 

Irish being nostalgic, “all sorts of Irish tack” are sold to “Yanks and Germans” (57). When 

selling nostalgic items the “key word was Celtic” (57), and the new owner, Noeleen, 

acknowledges the fact that she had bought the site and the business “For the Celtic part in 

kelticpunk. A portal to electrified diddley- eye”. Something which Jimmy is not happy about 

since “[i]t had been hurtful, humiliating, just fuckin’ desperate. But he’d done it. And he was 

selling buckets of their songs. They were helping him stand tall” (99). He only accepts it since 

he profits from it.  
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Thus, the novel ridicules how effortlessly the past can be manufactured for different 

purposes, not least for the purpose of making money, but also how easily people are deceived 

into believing a fictional past to be true.  

 

“No one was openly annythin’ in 1952” – Ireland as Catholic  

The Catholic Church is another significant part of Irish national identity, which was especially 

important when the Irish were fighting colonialism. John Shovlin claims that “the association 

of Irishness with the Catholic faith and with Gaelic culture is a historical construction of fairly 

recent origin” (59). Although many influential writers in the Irish Literary Revival were 

Anglo-Irish Protestants, they were interested in “the rural country people” who “were all 

Catholics” (Hirsh 1122). The importance of Catholicism “was only to be expected in a 

construction of Irishness that depended on establishing its difference from 

Englishness/Britishness” (McLoone 21). However, when Ireland gained independence, the 

Catholic Church became perhaps more controlling; certain literature was banned, dance music 

was seen as sinful, and films were censored (26-27).  

The Catholic Church’s grip on women in the early 20
th
 century is contrasted to 

contemporary Ireland. Traditionally nationalism and patriarchy are linked together (McLoone 

108), and since Irish national identity additionally was constructed as strictly Catholic, this 

further limited women’s role in society.  In fact, as Irene Gilsenan Nordin argues, “[t]he 

image of the Virgin Mary in Irish culture and society has long been seen as both a role model 

for Irish women and as a national icon” (10). This unattainable view of women as 

simultaneously mothers and virgins even “found its way into De Valera’s 1937 Constitution” 

(Schrage-Früh 124), which illustrates the close relationship between Church and state in 

Ireland in the mid-20
th
 century. Many women who did not conform to this stereotype, such as 

“unmarried women of ‘illegitimate’ children” or “women who killed their babies when the 
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symbolic icon of Mother Ireland would not allow for this material contradiction” (Smith xvii) 

were sent to Magdalen Laundries, which were run by the Catholic Church, where women 

lived under prison-like conditions without being sentenced. One example in The Guts which 

reflects the extent to which the Catholic Church had an impact on how women were treated 

emerges when some of the characters are listening to one of the songs from 1932, and they 

know “they were listening to a confession. The woman in the record had murdered her baby. 

She’d given birth to her illegitimate child in among the trees, and she’d stabbed it” (Doyle 

177). Having an illegitimate child was seen to be a mortal sin, and it reflects the impact the 

Church, and its moral values had at the time. Although the story turns out to be fiction, since 

Ocean, Jimmy’s co-worker, says; “I googled executions in Ireland  . . .  In like, 1932 . . . No 

women” (177), emphasis is nevertheless put on the fact that there are many untold stories of 

silenced women, who have suffered from the negative impact of the female stereotype being 

closely connected to Virgin Mary. However, since this portrayal of women and marriage is 

juxtaposed to the only pregnant character in The Guts, Melanie, who is “Darren’s wife- 

although they’d never got married. His fuckin’ life partner” (2), the negative impact the 

Catholic Church has had on women is illustrated as diminishing.  

Furthermore, the novel suggests that there is a link between controlling people’s sex 

lives, a constructed past and the Catholic Church. Susannah Bowyer argues that “[t]hroughout 

most of the twentieth century in Ireland, discourses of sexuality and the influence of the Irish 

Catholic Church were inextricable” (816). Moreover, according to Kathryn Conrad 

traditionally “homosexuality has been placed outside the limited discourse of what constitutes 

‘Irishness’” (qtd in Bowyer 801), which has changed in the 21
st
 Century since “instead a 

stereotype of gay male identity may be celebrated as iconic of Ireland’s multicultural present 

and future” (802). Thus, a change in attitude towards homosexuality, which may be linked to 

the Catholic Church losing some of its influence, is proposed. In relation to The Guts and its 
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portrayal of the Catholic Church, Craig argues that “[t]he disgraced church held on, pushing 

Catholic newspapers through people’s letterboxes in a vain attempt to keep them in line.” 

Indeed, when Jimmy receives the free Catholic paper he would “have walked out to the green 

wheelie with it” (Doyle 205). That is, his first reaction is to push the Catholic Church away 

and literally throw it, and its values, in the bin. However, “he read the headline; he couldn’t 

avoid it. DEATH, JUDGMENT, HEAVEN, AND HELL” (205) and “[h]e had the four walls 

of his song” (206). He then invents Kevin Tankard and writes the song, with the main line 

“I’M GOIN’ TO HELL” (218). The reason the singer is going to hell is because he sexually 

desires a woman, which is a sin. Thus, a link between a constructed past and the Catholic 

Church is seen; Jimmy uses the teachings of the Church to create a song which goes against 

its moral values. Similarly, when Jimmy finds out that his uncle Norman is homosexual, he 

questions his father; “He was openly gay, like?” to which his father responds; ”Jesus, man. 

Go back sixty years. D’you think those words meant annythin’? 1952. Here’s Norman 

Rabbitte. He’s openly gay. For fuck sake . . . No one was openly annythin’ in 1952” (154). 

Thus, one had to hide one’s sexual orientation. However, in the 21
st
 century, Jimmy’s 

homosexual sister brings her partner, and her partner’s two children, to her parents’ house for 

Stephen’s Day, and since “[t]his was her third Stephen’s Day . . . she qualified” (Doyle 116) 

for being a member of the family. This indicates a vital difference in expressing one’s identity 

between 1952, when “no one was openly annythin’” and in 2012 when being openly gay is 

accepted. 

 Furthermore, the novel juxtaposes the Eucharistic congress of 1932 and the upcoming 

one in 2012, which illustrates how the Catholic Church used to have a more central role in 

people’s lives. As Garvin argues, “the identification of Irish nationality with a theory of 

descent and common religious allegiance is gradually being replaced by something else” 

(248).  Jimmy asserts that in 1932 “the whole country shut down. The year after there were 
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tons of babies called John Paul.” However when asked the name of the current pope, he 

admits that he does not know since “[t]he times are different” (Doyle 127). Jimmy Sr. recalls 

his parents talking about the Eucharistic congress “all the time,” (143) and later on adds that 

“The country was only ten years old, remember. An’ dirt poor . . . My father said it was like 

the whole world was listenin’ to somethin’ tha’ was happenin’ here in Dublin. An’ it probably 

was as well” (144). Moreover, he explains that the congress “was kind o’ like 1990, for their 

generation” (143). Hence, the congress was equally important to them, and their sense of 

pride in themselves and their country, as the football was to Jimmy Sr in 1990 when he 

decided never to be unemployed again. Hence, the Church has gone from being central to 

people’s identity to being almost irrelevant, and it no longer evokes feelings of pride in one’s 

Irishness.  

Instead, as portrayed in The Guts, in the 21
st
 Century being Catholic is not regarded as 

an integral part of Irish identity. What might have influenced people into being more critical 

towards the Church is the child abuse scandal where multiple cases of child abuse within the 

Catholic Church were exposed. Bowyer argues that a “separation between the Church and 

national identity arose in the context of the revelations of clerical child sexual abuse that were 

emerging in Ireland” (812). In The Guts, Jimmy recalls how, just a couple of years ago “[a] 

CD full of hymns outsold every legitimate album released that year. Bang in the middle of the 

child abuse inquiries. And people bought it anyway, even though they hated the Catholic 

Church” (Doyle 128). This indicates a changing attitude to the Catholic Church; people 

“hated” it, but bought the album due to “[n]ostalgia” or perhaps “something deeper than that” 

(128).  Jimmy still believes that the Irish have a strong connection to the Catholic Church and 

argues “this is the Catholic Church, remember. They’ll get a crowd” (127) for the Eucharistic 

Congress. However, it seems that Jimmy is wrong since he later concludes that “no one 

seemed to know about the Eucharistic Congress” (211), and “[o]nly seven thousand had 



21 

 

 
 

registered. They were coming from Kazakhstan, El Salvador and Uganda. These would be 

hard-core fuckers; they’d be walking all the way, over the water and all” (206). Thus, people 

attending the congress are not Irish (not even European), which in turn reflects how being 

Catholic does not seem to be as important to Irish national identity anymore. 

Moreover, the Church is repeatedly mocked. Edward Hagan argues that in A Star Called 

Henry Doyle mocks “Ireland’s previous Catholic religiousness” (173), and White argues that 

“[r]eligion also supplies a source of humor” (58) in The Commitments, something which is 

also noticeable in The Guts. When Jimmy takes down old records from the attic, he says 

“Body of Christ” as he hands the records to his family, which he recognises as a “bit 

blasphemous” (50); the records are sacred to him, indeed more so than Catholicism. 

Furthermore, when making small talk with his brother Darren, they remark on their sister’s 

girlfriend’s daughter Faith and Darren comments on the irony of her name since “She’s an 

atheist” (117). Firstly, the meaning of the name is mocked since as an atheist she could be 

argued to lack faith, but secondly being an atheist in Ireland was rather unthinkable before, 

whereas now it is acceptable. But by mocking religious belief, its existence and former 

significance in Irish society is acknowledged.   

Thus, Catholicism is illustrated as previously being a source of both pride and of 

control, and as such as influencing Irish national identity positively as well as negatively. 

However, in contemporary society, the Church is rejected as rather insignificant. 

 

Can you say it in Irish?-  Irish Language and Gaelic Culture 

In the context of the anti-colonial movement in Ireland, ‘taking back’ the Irish language and 

the Gaelic culture was argued to be of critical importance when resisting the influence of the 

British. Language in postcolonialism is stressed “because the colonial process itself begins in 

language. The control over language by the imperial centre . . .  remains the most potent 
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instrument of cultural control” (Ashcroft et al. “Language” 261). Hence, it appears to be 

rather natural to reintroduce the Irish language and the Gaelic culture, which were forbidden, 

or restricted, during colonialism. However, although learning Irish was made compulsory in 

school shortly after independence, the efforts seemed to have been in vain since few Irish 

people speak the language on a daily basis (McLoone 15).   

In The Guts, the Irish language and attempts to reclaim it, are ridiculed. McGlynn 

argues that Doyle “mocks the use of Irish in the classroom” (96) in Paddy Clarke. Similarly, 

in The Guts, Irish is only mentioned in passing, and when it is, it is mocked. When Jimmy’s 

daughter tells her parents that she indeed knows what the word recession means by defining it 

as “temporary . . . economic decline during which trade and industrial activity are, like, 

reduced,” Jimmy is impressed, and says “That’s brilliant . . .  Where’d yeh learn that?”. She 

answers that she learnt it in school, and Jimmy cannot help but tease her by asking: “Can you 

say it in Irish?” to which she replies “The sound of silent laughter” (39). Thus, learning what a 

recession is, and how to speak Irish, are both learnt and taught in school, however the latter, it 

appears, is taught rather unsuccessfully. The quote further implies that learning Irish is useless 

and a joke, whereas learning about recession is part of life and significant to know, not least 

since the novel is set during one. Hence, both the language and the fact that it is taught in 

school are criticised. The same applies when Irish is mentioned a second time in the novel, 

which is when Jimmy texts his brother asking him if he knows a woman who apparently lived 

in the same neighbourhood when they grew up, and Darren replies: “I fucked her til she 

begged for mercy in Irish” to which “Jimmy laughed. Darren never spoke like that. He was 

definitely spoofing” (81). Again, a reference to the Irish language is used as a means of 

teasing, and it is understood that Irish is not connected to reality and is not to be taken 

seriously.  
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However, as a contrast to mocking the Irish language, Hiberno English is celebrated and 

constitutes an important part in Doyle’s writing. Irish English has many traits from the Irish 

language, and the dialect “comprises features of system and structure, especially of 

vocabulary and grammar, many of long standing or as a result of contact influence and 

subsequent transfer from Irish” (Kirk 193). Thus the actual decision to write in this dialect 

celebrates the uniqueness of Hiberno English. Moreover, Ngugi wa Thiong’o claims that 

“[t]he choice of language and the use to which language is put is central to a people’s 

definition of themselves” (1126), and as such are important parts of one’s national identity. 

Although Ngugi also asserts that it is necessary to abandon English and use pre-colonial 

languages since English is the language “of imperialist imposition” (1127) other postcolonial 

critics disagree. Chinua Achebe instead states that since it is impossible to go back in time to 

the time before colonialism, different and unique varieties of English should be celebrated as 

part of hybridity since 

 

this is a process by which the language is made to bear the weight and the texture of a 

different experience. In doing so it becomes a different language. By adapting the alien 

language to the exigencies of a mother grammar, syntax, vocabulary, and by giving a 

shape to the variations of the speaking voice, such writers and speakers construct an 

‘English’ which amounts to a very different linguistic vehicle from the received 

standard colonial ‘English’(Ashcroft et al. “Language” 262) 

 

Thus, Irish English is unique and has an inevitable relation to the Irish language. 

Correspondingly, McGlynn claims that Doyle’s writing is “distinctively Irish in that it is 

rendered largely in Irish English dialect” (89). Moreover, Doyle echoes Achebe’s statement 

when he says; “If I’m writing a book set in Dublin. The language has to be quite distinct. 
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There’s an entirely different grammar. Unlike the grammar of any other language I am aware 

of, which is bubbling away under the English.” Furthermore, he shows an awareness of the 

fact that Hiberno English has many features from Irish saying; “Now and again there are 

phrases and sentences that could not be said anywhere else” and refers to the expression “I’m 

after” which is “a literal translation from Irish” and explains that  “As people gave up on the 

Irish and moved into English in the mid-19
th
 century, it became the way people said it and 150 

years later, this very modern 17 year -old boy uses it, and with a little bit of luck his children 

will use it. So obviously then, I’m Irish when I put this phrase onto characters” (“Irish Writers 

in America”). Thus, although one might argue that Doyle distances himself from the Irish 

language, Doyle is aware of the connection between Irish and Hiberno English, and appears to 

embrace its hybridity. 

This pride is reflected in The Guts. The use of “I’m after” can be found in several 

instances in the novel ”I’m just after thinkin’” (Doyle 67) and “Whitney Houston’s after 

dyin’” (158) are just two of many examples of the use of the construction. Typically Hiberno 

English such as ‘your’ instead of ‘this’, ‘that’ or ‘the’ as in “And your man, the other archive 

fella- Harry Smith” (128) and  “I’m your man from The Jungle Book, said Outspan” (315), 

but also typical Irish expressions such as “gobshites”,  “eejit”(79), and “good crack” (58) are 

used repeatedly. The love for Irish English is emphasised by Jimmy who, when his wife says 

“[m]ad as shite,” reasons that he “loved the way she said that” (59).  

Moreover, as part of the postcolonial project, not only was the language to be reclaimed 

but also parts of the Gaelic culture which were supposedly lost during the era of colonialism, 

which includes “the language, music, games, dress and mind-set of the ancient Gael” 

(McLoone 14). The Gaelic Athletic Association was founded in 1884 and it “banned all 

English games and dances as unpatriotic and ‘revived’ hurley and other Celtic games and 

pastimes” (Hirsh 1122).   However, it turns out that the project was rather unsuccessful since, 
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as Kate Walls argues, the “loss of Irishness experienced during the 1980s and 1990s is also 

evident in the area of sport. Football and rugby, two traditionally English sports, were 

increasing in popularity and permeating urban culture in a way that Gaelic games were not” 

(160). In The Guts, Jimmy comments that Aoife and her cousin had “gone to the Gaeltacht 

together or some oul’ shite that women insisted was important” (Doyle 49). Gaeltacht is a part 

of Ireland where Irish is spoken and Gaelic culture allegedly still exists. This is also the place 

to which numerous Dublin children were sent to learn the Irish language and culture in what 

was considered an authentic environment. Jimmy referring to this as “oul’ shite” indicates 

how he views it as irrelevant, and how it should be left in the past. However, there are 

references to sports which can be argued as being ‘Irish,’ as when Jimmy’s father says that he 

will “play pitch an’ putt with anyone” (116). Although pitch an’ putt might not be part of 

reclaiming Gaelic culture per se, since it was not developed until the 20
th

 century, it is an Irish 

version of golf, and it was created during a time when the importance of recovering Gaelic 

culture was emphasised in society. Moreover, Jimmy reflects upon the fact that he has to pay 

for “[f]ootball gear, a camogie stick, a deposit for a trip to Wales” (61) for his children.  

Camogie is the women’s version of the Gaelic sport hurling, which is an old sport and could 

be seen as celebrating Gaelic culture. However, this reference is said in passing, which shows 

how this part of Irish culture is there, yet not a major part of the culture or of the characters’ 

lives.  

In this way The Guts illustrates how the Irish language and Gaelic culture are parts of 

contemporary Irish life, but they do not play major roles, and attempts to reclaim these 

supposedly authentic aspects of Irishness are seen to be ineffective. However, since the 

influence Irish has had on Hiberno English is there and is even celebrated, the novel indicates 

that the past influences the present.  
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The smell of pig shite- Jesus-  Ireland as Rural 

Traditionally, Ireland is regarded as rural, and the typical Irishman as a farmer. This part of 

Irish national identity was promoted by the Celtic Revival, and Irish writers romanticised the 

Irish peasant “as a noble, honest, victimized farmer” (Hirsch 1119) who was defined as “the 

essence of an ancient, dignified Irish culture” (1120). The stereotype is partly rooted in reality 

since “[b]y 1904, the land of Ireland was effectively owned by half a million farmers” (Garvin 

247). However, Doyle’s writing questions this stereotype which still prevails in 21
st
 century 

Ireland, and is exploited by the Irish Tourist Board, which Doyle, in an interview, argues tries 

to sell a “romanticised Ireland” which “relies on a non-urban imagery”, which means that 

“contemporary Ireland as that is experienced by the majority of the Irish population” 

(Cosgrove 232) is ignored. This attitude is echoed in The Commitments, when Jimmy 

comments that “The culchies have fuckin’ everythin’.” The statement can be interpreted as 

there being a moral superiority “bestowed upon the rural countryside supposedly untainted by 

British Imperialism”(McGonigle 165)  

In The Guts, the derogatory term ‘culchie,’ which is “given to people living on the 

countryside and in small rural towns” (Persson 200), is used. For instance, Jimmy’s sister’s 

ex-husband is referred to as the “culchie cunt” (115), which is a doubly negative insult. 

Indeed the ex-husband is “just plain mean” (115), and thus not a sympathetic person. 

Furthermore, when Jimmy refers to an accountant as a “[m]iddle-class culchie cunt” (206) it 

is not used in a positive way, since the accountant is about to tell Jimmy about his finances 

and at the time, business is not booming. Thus, the term appears to be used in negative 

contexts.  

However, The Guts does not completely reject Ireland’s rural history, but acknowledges 

Ireland’s past as rural. Dublin, according to Doyle, is often seen as “a garrison town that 

wasn’t quite Irish enough” (qtd in McGonigle 165). However, in The Guts, Dublin’s past as a 
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rural area is acknowledged. When Jimmy talks about Barrytown, the part of Northside Dublin 

where Jimmy grew up, he concludes that “Blackacres was the name of the farm the houses 

were built on . . . The barn was there for years after. The smell of pig shite- Jesus” (Doyle 80). 

Hence, just as the present is built on the past, the urban environment was literally built on the 

rural area: the rural became the urban. This further acknowledges how a community changes, 

but also reinstates Dublin as part of ‘real’ Ireland. Simultaneously though, since the rural 

smells of “pig shite,” Jimmy’s description challenges the idealised and romanticised version 

of the rural.  

Moreover, the rural/urban difference in the 21
st
 century is both made fun of, and used 

for the purpose of making money. Persson argues that “the image of Ireland as a rural 

paradise was consciously exploited by nationalism and used for its purposes” (203). When 

Jimmy and Jimmy Sr discuss popular music they refer to the popular, but satirical song 

“Horse Outside” by the Rubberbandits, a comedy/music group, whose band members are 

described as “a pair of clever lads from Limerick who wore SuperValu bags over their heads” 

and their song “‘Horse Outside’, was the new national anthem” (Doyle 146). The new, 

unofficial, national anthem pokes fun at the rural/urban dichotomy, since put simply, it is set 

at a church during a wedding and the singer has a horse waiting outside the church rather than 

a car, which is used as a persuasive argument when flirting with the bridesmaid. The lyrics 

say that the horse was bought for “a bag of yokes” (which is Irish slang for ecstasy), and in 

this way the rural horse and the urban drugs are juxtaposed. Thus, the song itself, and the 

reference to the song in the novel, make fun of both Ireland as rural, and Ireland as Catholic. 

The fact that the song is popular “More than eight million YouTube hits . . . Twice as many as 

live in this poxy country” (146) makes Jimmy, “hat[e] them” (146); just like nostalgia, rural 

life is exploited to make money and it is exported outside of Ireland. 
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Similarly to the Irish language and Gaelic culture, the rural is not mentioned much in 

the novel. However, as opposed to the idealised version of rural Ireland promoted by both the 

Revivalists and the contemporary Irish Tourist Board, the term culchie is used as an insult, the 

rural is described as smelling of “pig shite,” and the role of rural society is made fun of. Yet, 

just like Irish is acknowledged for its influence on Hiberno English, Ireland’s past as rural is 

acknowledged since the urban is built on the rural.  

 

“Another fuckin’ recession”- Self-sufficient 

After liberation from colonialism, it was argued by nationalists that Ireland should be able to 

provide for itself; both financially and culturally. In relation to this mind-set within 

postcolonial countries, Fanon notes that “[t]he national middle class which takes over power 

at the end of the colonial regime is an underdeveloped middle class. It has practically no 

economic power, and in any case it is in no way commensurate with the bourgeoisie of the 

mother country which it hopes to replace” (“National Culture” 121). Thus, he argues that the 

middle class is not fit to handle the task of national reconstruction, which according to Jimmy 

is what happened in Ireland when he describes Ireland as “[t]he country they [the middle 

class] created and then fucked up” (Doyle 140).  

Indeed, the aspiration to be economically independent is exposed as a failure in the 

novel. In the 80s, “Ireland was compared to a Third World country, totally dependent on 

Anglo-American capitalism and its attendant culture, heavily in debt” (McLoone 99).  The 

Celtic Tiger supposedly dragged Ireland out of its poverty, and as described by Jason 

Buchanan, it “was considered the era when Ireland could finally shrug off the history of 

colonialism and embrace a new vision of itself as a nation with wealth and global influence” 

(51). This is rather ironic, since the following recession, during which The Guts is set, 

severely affected many people who ended up in debt. Craig argues that The Guts portrays the 
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effects of the Tiger as “houses are in danger of being repossessed, businesses are failing all 

over the place. People wander around empty spaces where, until recently, dozens of 

employees made a satisfactory living,” and Feay comments that “Doyle deftly evokes the 

depressed mood as Ireland reverts to the doldrums after its brief Celtic Tiger heyday.” As 

Jimmy notices, the Tiger days made anything seem possible, and he and Aoife were able to 

start a business, which allowed him to work with what he loved; “They’d invented shiterock 

because of the music. It had made work for him, a good income, job for others- success” 

(237). However, right before the period of economic growth ends, they have to sell the 

business because “they’d sold nothing- almost literally- in the first two months of the new 

year” and it allows them to get “rid of the mortgage” (62). Although Jimmy feels “gutless” 

(63) because “[h]e’d had something special, and he’d lost it” what is worst is the fact that “the 

sadness, the grief, had never left” (63). Jimmy’s personal feelings mirror Ireland going from 

the glorious days of the Tiger boom, to being poor and dependant again. The failure is 

reflected in how Jimmy’s next door neighbours have to “run away” since their catering 

business is “struggling” (95), and they leave “[d]uring the night” (94). Since their bedroom is 

right next to Jimmy’s and Aoife’s, the emptiness becomes very palpable. Jimmy describes it 

as; “dreadful” and comments that he is “not even sure what havin’ your house repossessed- 

what it involves” (95). They were merely lucky they had sold their own business in time. That 

is, the Tiger changed Irish society and many people were able to start their own business, yet 

the novel shows the negative effects of the following recession. 

However, the recession is also treated with humour. Jimmy claims that Ireland in 1932 

was “dirt poor” (144), which possibly reflects reality since “[b]y the end of the 1950s Ireland 

was languishing far behind every other stable democracy in Europe in terms of economic 

growth and prosperity. In fact, it could proudly boast the worst economic record in Europe in 

the twentieth century” (87). Thus, when Mahalia says to her father that “You should be happy 
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I’m not, like, anorexic”, and Jimmy replies that they are “[v]ery happy. Although now, the 

way things are goin’ in this country, some anorexic kids wouldn’t be such a bad idea” (Doyle 

38), the novel echoes how once again, Ireland appears unable to provide for itself and its 

inhabitants. Later Jimmy juxtaposes losing his hair to the country’s financial situation by 

describing it as “Another fuckin’ recession” (40); indeed everything seems to be going 

downhill, both for the characters and their bodies, and Ireland as a country. In this way Ireland 

as economically independent is alternately being joked about, and treated in a very serious 

manner. 

Not only is Ireland not economically independent, but as it appears in the novel, 

culturally, Ireland is more influenced by other cultures than before, not least since “[t]he end 

result of the Celtic Tiger is that Ireland now boasts a large immigrant population” (Houston 

13). However, Ireland’s closest relationship appears to be to American culture. Donnelly 

argues, in relation to The Trilogy, that the characters’ “consciousness is largely shaped by 

imported television programs, American popular music and English soccer” (19). Moreover, 

after the Tiger, the Irish are even more “in touch . . . with an increasingly Americanized way 

of life” (Walls 176). In The Guts Jimmy states that “Modern Irish music tries too hard to be 

American” (Doyle 209), and thus dismisses American influence. However, the importance of 

imported television programs can be seen when the family gathers in front of the TV to watch 

“The Apprentice, the Irish one” (82). The Apprentice has been imported from the US which 

shows the connection between American and Irish culture. Furthermore, the relationship 

between American and Irish culture is symbolized by the character Ocean, Jimmy’s American 

co-worker. Her name might be seen to represent the ocean between Ireland and America, 

which connects the two countries. Similarly, Ocean links the past and the present when she is 

given the assignment to find Irish songs from 1932, which she does successfully. However, 

Jimmy questions if she is capable by asking: “But, being American like. Does she know the 
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place well enough? The culture, like” (130). Ocean does find many songs, primarily through 

friends, but she feels the need to point out that her friends are Irish and “not an invading force 

of American postgrad chicks kind of thing” (139). Again, she functions as a mediator; she is 

the one who finds the songs and puts it all together. The process of Ocean finding the 1932 

songs through talking to her Irish friends is described by Jimmy as:  “It’s so fuckin’ Irish but, 

isn’t it? . . . Someone knows someone” (140), which shows the close connection between 

American and Irish culture; an American girl with Irish friends finds the hidden Irish history. 

 

Conclusion – “But that kind of shite didn’t seem to matter much anymore” 

Similarly to Doyle’s earlier novels, Irishness is explored in The Guts, but this time in the 

context of the 21
st
-century post Celtic Tiger Ireland. This setting allows the novel to explore 

what Irishness appears to be in contemporary Ireland. Furthermore, changes in what is 

considered Irishness are reflected upon by the characters since the past and the present are 

juxtaposed, for instance by discussing differences between the Eucharistic congress of 1932 

and 2012. The fact that Irishness is something that changes can perhaps best be summarized 

by the narrator’s comment in relation to the Northside/Southside dichotomy losing its 

previous importance; “that kind of shite didn’t seem to matter much anymore”. Due to the fact 

that the Tiger changed the financial situation in Ireland and of the individual characters, the 

Southside/Northside dichotomy has been deconstructed, and thus, so have many people’s 

cultural identities. By drawing attention to the fact that what was of importance during the 

setting of The Commitments does not matter much anymore during the setting of The Guts, 

Doyle and his characters show that cultural, and thus also national identities, are prone to 

change.  

When compared to what was considered Irishness during the independence movement 

and to the Irish Revivalists, the novel illustrates that to the characters, this has changed. For 
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instance, the Catholic Church is recognized as having had an important part in Irish national 

identity in 1932; however, this does not seem to influence people much in 2012. Moreover, 

the attempts to reclaim Irish as a language and reinstate it as a part of Irish national identity by 

having students learn the language in school is exposed as a failure. The supposedly noble 

peasant constructed by, for instance, the Revivalists is revealed to be false, and instead Jimmy 

uses the offensive term ‘culchie’ to describe people in a negative way. Throughout the novel, 

humour is constantly mixed with seriousness and it is used to illustrate what Irishness means, 

and sometimes what it does not mean, to the characters.  

What does seem to matter, however, is the fact that the past is built on the present, in the 

same way as the urban is literally built on the rural. Thus, the past and what used to be 

important to Irishness cannot simply be dismissed, or in Doyle’s words: “if things hadn’t 

happened forty years ago, we wouldn’t be where we are today” (Randolph 150).  For instance, 

although Irish as a language is mocked, the use of Hiberno English is celebrated. Thus, 

instead of denying that centuries of colonialism never happened, contemporary Irishness is 

embraced through the implementation of the current Irish language; Hiberno English, which 

in a way is both English and Irish.  

Moreover, a certain pride in Irishness is expressed by the characters, which has a 

positive influence on their personal identities, and thus Irishness is not completely dismissed 

as something to mock and ridicule. Yet, this pride is related to for instance sports, and in this 

case not authentic Gaelic sports, but rather more international sports, such as football or 

boxing. Moreover, the supposed uniqueness of Irishness is questioned, and instead a close 

connection between Irishness and Englishness is seen through Les’s and Jimmy’s 

relationship, and culturally Ireland is seen as closely influenced by American culture. Affinity 

with others, “someone knows someone,” rather than uniqueness in itself, is seen as “fuckin 

Irish.”  
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