
 

 

Module A - Heaney and Joyce  

 
The enduring question of Home Rule has been an ever present source of social and political 

dissent for the Irish people, resulting in social instability, loss of national identity and cultural 

paralysis. This volatile mix of factors exacerbated existing social unrest and growing Irish 

nationalism resulting in civil conflict of The Troubles. James Joyce an Irish expatriate, 

addresses a period of intense Irish nationalism and explores the failed attempts to establish a 

distinctive national identity. Joyce’s complex relationship with Ireland saw him describe a 

naturalistic depiction of Irish middle class life in the early 20th century. Seamus Heaney, a 

Northerner who observed the violence of The Troubles, writes about his identity as an 

Irishman and enforces that hope must be maintained in order to seek a better life. Both 

authors diverse surroundings have an immense impact on their personal depictions, in which 

enrich an individual's understanding of Irish life. 

 

The suppression of Ireland’s social, political and religious freedoms led to the development of 

an inherently stagnant culture defined by hardship and loss. Joyce’s ambivalent exploration of 

social conformity in his short story “The Dead” gives detailed depictions of religious 

discrimination and upheaval for the Irish people. The symbolic use of snow in “the flakes… 

falling obliquely against the lamplight” allude to the social paralysis that deprived the Irish 

nation of political power. Heaney’s treatment of the subject differs from that of Joyce, as 

throughout the thematics of his intergenerational poem “Digging”, enforces that “Hope must 

be maintained”. The repetition of the phrase “Old man” in the lines “The old man could handle 

a spade” and “just like his old man”  implies the cyclical nature of Ireland, that hinders 

individuality, yet captivates Heaney’s admiration for Irish resilience. Inference of the power of 

Heaney’s literature is achieved through the metaphorical incorporation of the “Squat pen” that 

“rests snug as a gun”. These descriptors showcase how Heaney uses his pen as a weapon to 

explore the complex nature of Ireland. Comparatively Joyce explores how individuals such as 

Gabriel Conroy, tacitly accept the social inertia as the norm. The characterisation of Gabriel as 

a man whose “Own identity was fading out into a grey impalpable world”, infers the 

complexifying nature that restricts individuality and enforces stagnation.   

 

Joyce suggests that the catalyst of Irish social paralysis at the turn of the century, was the 

ongoing sectarian conflict during a time of intense Irish nationalism. In contrast, Heaney 

recreates aspects of Irish life and provides a clear point of difference to the intransigent views 

expressed by Joyce. The high modality of Heaney’s observation “I’ll dig with it” showcases 

how his writing can positively affirm both his families and his nation's arduous hardship. Joyce 

deliberately emphasises his opposing attitude by dwelling on the problematic result of sectarian 

conflict. Gabriel’s expatriatism seen in his emotive expression of “I’m sick of my own country, 

sick of it”  further complicates his perceptions of Ireland. It is through the sense of escapism, 

that both Gabriel and Joyce come to the realisation that the cyclical nature of Ireland is 

inescapable. Similarly, the lexical chain following the development of a little “drama” with 

Miss Ivors, created in her accusatory statements of “West Briton!”, ”Haven’t you your own 

land to visit” and Gabriel's attempts to ”Cover his agitation”, further develops the psychological 

tension within both Gabriel and Joyce. Here their sense of divided loyalty becomes increasingly 

apparent, dramatising a sense of national portrayal. This concept heavily juxtaposes that of 

Heaney, as he accepts that “he cannot match men like them” with a spade, but sees that the pen 

is (for him) mightier, and with it he will dig into the past and celebrate it, not escape it. 

 

The multifaceted Irish society consisted of conflicting catholic and protestant beliefs which 

saw the complexities within Ireland grow and develop. This resulted in a continual 



 

 

questioning of Irish identity and a social and cultural paralysis based on the paradox of 

finding some kind of “Joy in being unhappy”. Heaney’s poem “Blackberry Picking” 

reveals the inevitable despair, hope and disappointment associated with “The Troubles” and 

the demand for a more plentiful lifestyle. The metaphor; “Our hands were peppered / With 

thorn pricks”, elaborates on how Irish happiness was impacted upon by sorrow and loss. The 

inevitable despair seen in the the speaker's metaphorical statement of  “Each year I’d hope 

they’d keep, knew they would not” infers how the Irish sense of hope never fades. The 

extended metaphor comparing the impermanence of the berries to the transcendence of 

human life see’s the dualities of the human condition positioned within a complex Irish 

context.  Opposed to Joyce's concept that a “sensation of freedom” can come from loss.     

 

The concept of an inevitable future being presented in “Blackberry Picking” is additionally 

embedded in Joyce's short story “The Sisters”. It is through the characterisation of Father 

Flynn as a man that “had died of paralysis”, that Joyce explores stagnation and corruption. He 

showcases the paralysis inflicted by the Roman Catholic Church, the teachings of which most 

dubliners adhered too. The inference of father Flynn needing to “confess something” 

elaborates on the religious corruption that prevented progression.  Additionally within 

“Blackberry Picking”, the fierce desire expressed by the speaker within the sensory language 

“You ate the first one and its flesh was sweet” metaphorically alludes to the Irish nations has 

the ability to captivate a sense of freedom. This is than heavily juxtaposed in “The fruit 

fermented, the sweet flesh would turn sour”. The comparison indicates an embedded nature, 

unable to broken away from. The acknowledgement of Irish complexities explored by both 

writers, showcases the multifaceted reasons for why inescapability is so very apparent within 

Ireland's history.  

 

While the Irish inability to rebel is a sequential component of Ireland's downfall, Heaney has 

envisioned a world where notions of stagnation can be overcome. Joyce has acknowledged the 

foundational importance of Irish tradition and traces back to this tradition the cause for his own 

personal experiences. Despite their discontent, the Irish lifestyle is all pervasive, allowing both 

Authors to enrich an audience's understanding of the complexities of Irish life in the early 20th 

century.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The enduring question of Home Rule has been an ever present source of social and political 

dissent for the Irish people, resulting in social instability, loss of national identity and cultural 

paralysis. This volatile mix of factors exacerbated existing social unrest and growing Irish 

nationalism resulting in civil conflict of The Troubles. James Joyce an Irish expatriate, 

addresses a period of intense Irish nationalism and explores the failed attempts to establish a 

distinctive national identity. Joyce’s complex relationship with Ireland saw him describe a 

naturalistic depiction of Irish middle class life in the early 20th century. Seamus Heaney, a 

Northerner who observed the violence of The Troubles, writes about his identity as an 

Irishman and enforces that hope must be maintained in order to seek a better life. Both 

authors diverse surroundings have an immense impact on their personal depictions, in which 

enrich an individual's understanding of Irish life. 

 

 


