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Preface 

 

 

 Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it. 

 

George Santayana’s famous aphorism is particularly apposite to Ireland today, 

where it would appear that the only growth industry is in the production of 

instant ‘solutions’ for the economic recession. Although they differ widely in 

content, what these ‘solutions’ have in common is an assumption that the most 

urgent priority is to return as quickly as possible to economic growth. Of course, 

the most urgent preoccupation for most people at the moment is how to survive 

at a time of increasing taxes, cuts in social welfare and the lack of new jobs to 

compensate for increasing unemployment.  

 

A return to economic growth would be the most effective method of alleviating 

these problems, but many of the fruits of the growth rates we achieved in the 

recent past were flittered away due to a complete absence of any coherent vision 

of what kind of society we want to achieve. Any discussion on this subject is 

brushed aside as irrelevant to the real task of re-building the shattered economy, 

while all debate is silenced by the two favourite mantras: ‘It’s the economy 

stupid’ and ‘A rising tide lifts all boats’. But even the most cursory glance at the 

past will show that there’s much more to life than the economy, and that a rising 

tide leaves far too many boats trailing in its wake. The absence of a debate on the 

type of society we want means that, by default, economic growth becomes the 

sole societal objective. Embedded in this way of thinking is the assumption that 

economic growth is inherently neutral, which it clearly is not. The result is that 

society becomes a slave to economic growth – and we have seen during the last 

two decades that this produces a number of undesirable outcomes: 

 

 increasing inequality: without an active commitment to reduce inequality 

the rich automatically become richer and the poor poorer; precisely what 

happened in Ireland.  

 

 endangered environment: unfettered economic growth is becoming 

unsustainable. 

 

 societal pressures: the single-minded emphasis on economic growth 

weakens a sense of community, civic responsibility and a willingness to 

participate in society 

 

 personal fulfilment: there is increasing evidence that, the more unequal a 

society the greater there is status competition.  ‚The problems in rich 
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countries are not caused by society not being rich enough but by the scale 

of material differences between people within each society being too big.‛  

(Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009, p.25).   

 

Of course there is an urgent need for economic recovery at a time when so many 

people are being hit with tax increases, social welfare cuts and the fact of or 

immanent threat of unemployment. But if there is no progressive vision of the 

kind of society we want to end up with, we are condemned to repeat the 

mistakes of the last boom.  

 

TASC argues that we must therefore begin the process of recovery with a vision 

of the type of society we want to achieve and then, and only then, consider which 

economic policies are best suited to attaining that vision. The economy must be 

subordinate to the society of which it is but one constituent part. Our age is 

preoccupied with continually improving means, rather than saving ourselves the 

trouble by reflecting on ends. We need to compare visions in order to articulate 

them more clearly and think them through. The US philosopher Susan Neiman 

has argued recently that, for the last three decades, progressives have has 

abandoned a moral world view:   

 

With consequences too unhappy to be ironic most of the voices willing to speak  in 

universal moral terms at all now consider themselves to be conservative--they offer a 

public conception of goodness the left no longer knows how to defend -  what the left lacks 

isn’t values but a standpoint from which their values make sense. 

 

This publication aims to begin the process of providing that standpoint based on 

a belief that the world can be moved closer to what it could be through the 

concerted actions of men and women working together. 

 

 

John Fanning 

Chair 

TASC Board  
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Turning vision into reality 

 

We need to imagine a better and brighter future for all people living in Ireland. 

And we need to identify the steps that will move us closer to making that vision 

a reality. 

TASC – Ireland’s independent progressive think-tank – will celebrate its tenth 
anniversary this year. During the past decade, we have published books, policy 
documents and discussion papers covering a wide range of public policy, from 
housing, transport and pensions, to issues of gender inequality, democracy and 
economic development. 
 
Our vision is of a flourishing Irish society, which has accountable government, is 
moving steadily towards equality and social justice for all, and which has 
growing levels of public discourse and public engagement. 
 
TASC’s contribution to making this happen is to promote research and public 
education in issues of public policy, politics, economics, culture, the environment 
and other related fields, so as to encourage a more equal society based on a 
sustainable, socially-responsible economy. 
 
If most of us agree that we want to achieve a flourishing society, it is clear that 
fundamental changes will have to be made in the economy, not piecemeal 
reforms, and a process of wholesale renewal of society will be required. 
 
In this context, TASC commissioned a series of papers analysing Irish public life, 
traversing the economy, arts and culture, and the political, institutional and legal 
framework. This document weaves together the thinking in those individual 
contributions into a progressive vision, which describes what Ireland might look 
like if TASC’s ambitions for change were realised.  
 
The aim of this paper is to stimulate debate and to generate an awareness of real 
alternatives. No single individual or organisation has all of the answers. But 
genuine open debate and discussion will show that Ireland has real options to 
learn from the failures of the past and to move in a new direction in response to 
the current economic crisis. 
 

This paper is divided into six main sections. The first part identifies the new 

values of a flourishing society in Ireland. The second provides some detail about 

the kind of society that could exist in Ireland, making reference to specific policy 

areas. These two sections are the context for the third part, which describes how 

the economy could be configured to serve society better and foster more equality. 

The fourth and fifth sections outline how the political realm and public services 

http://www.tascnet.ie/showPage.php?ID=3128
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would be transformed to make this vision a reality. The sixth and final section is 

a stark reminder of the consequences, if we fail to fundamentally change Ireland 

to avoid repeating the failures of recent decades. 

 

A person-centred vision 

 

When Ireland becomes a flourishing society, this will be because of a broad 

public consensus supporting this objective, and new public expectations about 

the rights and responsibilities of individuals, the role of the state and the role of 

the economy. 

A strong level of social solidarity will exist because solidarity is necessary for us 

to emerge from the economic crisis as an intact society, and to overcome the 

hardship that this crisis has caused so many people. 

This new level of social solidarity will underpin the greater autonomy of 

individuals, who will each – as a result of more equal access to education and 

better distribution of resources – be in a position to participate fully in society, 

and to reach his or her personal potential. 

The newly expanded diversity of Ireland’s society will be recognised as a 

permanent feature of our country for the future. The diversity will be celebrated, 

and equality of participation will ensure all voices are heard in the debate about 

shaping our country. 

Active participation of people will in turn generate a new political order based on 

shared democratic values and respect for everyone’s human rights. There will be 

plenty of room for disagreement, but this will be based on evidence for 

alternative approaches to governing the country. The old Civil War politics will 

be forgotten, as they will no longer be relevant, and the politics of clientelism, 

patronage and populism will be ended, through transparency and strict 

regulation. 

Public authorities must operate by impartial rules, not on the basis of who knows 

who. A transparently fair system will foster people’s allegiance to the state on the 

basis of benefits provided more equally to all people in Ireland. 



Towards a Flourishing Society | October 2011 
 

6 

The Flourishing Society 
 

In order to achieve this vision, people in Ireland will have changed how they 

view themselves, as members of society. The universal values of liberty and 

equality will be restated for this generation. These values prioritise the individual 

well-being of all people, particularly the most marginalised. It will be recognised 

that real liberty to make personal choices requires a solid foundation in equality 

of outcome in terms of income, education, health and equal rights to participate 

in decision-making. These values give rise to a greater sense of belonging to a 

diverse society, in which each individual is a fellow citizen, based on our 

common humanity.  

 

More equal benefit from the economy 

 

Ireland in future will be a more economically equal country, with the sharing of 

economic benefits between all citizens. This higher level of economic equality 

will be matched by lower levels of social problems, such as crime, ill health and 

poor educational attainment. 

This vision is underpinned not just by ambition, but by the strong evidence from 

international studies, which show that more equal societies tend to do better in 

terms of the wellbeing of all citizens. 

In future, Ireland will compare itself to the best countries in the world in which to 

live. 

Economic prosperity in Ireland will be measured in terms of individual 

wellbeing, including health, housing standards, income security and other vital 

measurements that were excluded from the calculation of earlier, failed economic 

models of development. Studies have shown that as countries grow richer, 

individual well-being can still decline. Old fetishes, like GDP per capita, will be 

consigned to footnotes as part of comprehensive and modern economic studies 

that take fuller account of people’s aspirations and quality of life. 

People living in Ireland’s flourishing society will treasure many of the things that 

economics has historically failed to measure, such as leisure, shorter commuting 

times, a healthy natural environment, time with friends and family, access to 
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public amenities, and other aspects of quality of life. While this leaves room for 

luxury goods, the conspicuous consumption of the past will be seen as the vulgar 

greed it always was; fuelled in the past by media portrayals of ‘celebrity 

lifestyles’. 

Ireland’s future prosperity will not be based on ever-increasing private debt. 

Banking and credit will be strictly regulated and provided as public utilities, and 

working incomes will be sufficient, so that everyone can satisfy their needs 

without being forced to bridge the gap with unsustainable and punitive loans. 

A decent standard of living for all will be underpinned by public policy aimed at 

ensuring decent minimum incomes for everyone, whether employed or in receipt 

of social transfers. Maximum employment will be a priority for Government, 

generated as part of strategic investment programmes to counter cyclical 

contractions and foster a job-rich, environmentally sustainable economic 

recovery. Greater levels of industrial democracy will be combined with stronger 

guarantees of ‘social wages’ – non-pay goods and services such as healthcare, 

childcare and public amenities, which have a tangible impact on quality of life 

and wellbeing. 

People in a flourishing society will seek to maximise their wellbeing – rather than 

merely their cash incomes – which will place a new emphasis on work-life 

balance and gender equality. A long-term economic strategy will value wellbeing 

as highly as growing national income. 

The vital contribution of women to Ireland’s recent and future prosperity will be 

recognised through a fundamental re-orientation of state services to support 

women. The old ‘breadwinner’ welfare model will be restructured to end the 

dependency of female spouses on unemployed partners, and to eliminate the 

high level of poverty among lone parents and retired women. 

Public investment in childcare and early childhood education will foster the 

better development of children and adults, and will facilitate women’s capacity 

to pursue a career and other interests outside the home. Quality socialised care 

will not only liberate women to work but will also provide professional job 

opportunities in the welfare system in a high-employment society where dual-

earning households are the norm.  
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It will take time to build a strong, publicly-funded, universal system of childcare 

and comprehensive early childhood education. However, in line with the 

international evidence, investment in this area will be returned by significant 

long-term strengthening of the economy, as well as the betterment of society. 

Families of all types will be equally recognised and respected in future, including 

same sex couples and their children. 

In our flourishing society, unpaid care within the home will be recognised for the 

social benefit it provides, and will be supported. Care givers and recipients will 

have the choice between care-giving at home, care through public services or a 

balance between the two. 

The wellbeing of people in Ireland will be ensured, in large part, by reformed 

and renewed public services. As part of this renewal, some services will be 

provided through ‘co-production’ between professional staff and service users, 

which will improve productivity, give higher user satisfaction and give greater 

job satisfaction to those providing those services. 

To achieve this level of prosperity and shared wellbeing, fundamental changes 

will be made in the priorities of public spending and taxation. 

Public investment will be redirected from inefficient ‘negative’ spending (such as 

an ever-increasing number of prison places) to positive, social renewal (such as 

universal early education), in recognition that universal services and decent 

quality of life for all diminishes many of the root causes of crime and other social 

problems. 

Spending on quality public services will approach European-average levels, paid 

for by higher levels of taxation, spread across individuals and companies in the 

economy. People will be willing to pay more tax on the basis of a transparent 

system that shows the benefits to them from public services – and the consequent 

reduction in the costs coming out of their take-home pay. 

Ireland’s future tax system will be stable, sustainable and progressive – drawing 

from wealth as well as income, and emphasising taxes on negative social and 

environmental effects, like pollution. Long-term fiscal planning will ensure that 

the tax system can never collapse again, as it did after 2008, when property-

related taxes and other impermanent revenue from the boom period suddenly 

evaporated. 
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The illusion of European-quality public services for US-levels of taxation will be 

replaced by recognition that paying tax in exchanges for good quality, not-for-

profit public services benefits most of us more than buying them from profit-

making companies. 

In a society where everyone benefits from good quality public services, tax 

avoidance will be seen for the anti-social behaviour that it is. The crime of tax 

evasion will be robustly pursued with serious penalties for offenders. The system 

of tax credits, reliefs and incentives will be reduced to a modest scale, to ensure a 

more stable tax system and better redistribution of income. An equality-proofed 

site value tax will form part of sustainable revenue streams for the state. Ireland’s 

practice of aggressive tax competition with other economies will have been 

stopped, to be replaced with a transparent and fair level of competitiveness. 

In this context, we will have changed our assumptions about the role of tax in 

economics. There will be no ‘sacred cows’ of low personal or corporate taxation. 

Instead, tax rates will be determined on the basis of good economic sense, 

including the need to encourage state spending during recession, and the need to 

redistribute income to achieve equality. 

The tax system will be joined with appropriate regulation to discourage 

excessively high salaries and bonus inflation which, coupled with irresponsible 

investment in property and financial instruments, were causes of the financial 

crisis. 

The Irish economy will have recovered from the high current deficit resulting 

from the economic crash and subsequent collapse of the tax system. The 

reduction in income inequality – through welfare and minimum incomes at work 

– will have led to stronger consumer demand in the economy, and a basis for 

businesses to grow and expand. 

Welfare entitlements will be universal, reflecting the benefit that everyone gains 

from investing in social solidarity. Like in the Nordic welfare states, the receipt of 

benefits and quality care by everyone will reinforce popular backing for a well-

funded public system. The evidence from the Nordic examples shows that where 

all contribute and all benefit, and where the system is simple and transparent, 

social solidarity will be high. People will look back in embarrassment at the era 

where services for ‘poor people’ were regarded as poor services. The myth of the 

‘undeserving poor’ will be quashed. 
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Social solidarity will be reinforced by active citizenship. The personal security 

that strong income protection and social services brings will translate into more 

freedom for individuals to get involved in their communities through a wide 

variety of voluntary organisations. The Nordic examples show much higher 

levels of social participation in organisations, which in turn are well-funded and 

membership-controlled. In moving towards a flourishing society, more people 

will become involved in civil society, and civil society organisations will become 

more transparent and democratic. 

 

An economy that serves society within environmental limits 

 

The economy of a flourishing society is one that serves society’s needs. This is a 

fundamental shift back to an earlier – and better – understanding of economics, 

which replaces the failed notion that if one looks after the economy, society will 

look after itself. 

One of the main measures of a successful economy must be whether it generates 

maximum employment, in a way that is ecologically sustainable. 

A flourishing society’s economy will support enterprises, businesses and 

innovation that make a real and sustainable contribution to communities. In this 

model, businesses will take account of a wide range of stakeholders, including 

employees, customers and others whose lives are affected by a business’s 

activities. The failed notion of ‘shareholder value’ will be rejected as a major 

cause of the unsustainable, boom-bust cycle and a voracious model that depletes 

natural resources and harms communities through its blinkered pursuit of profit. 

The knowledge economy of the twenty-first century will place most value on 

human resources – people – as the key assets of any business. Management will 

align the aspirations of workers with those of customers, ensuring that the former 

are able and willing to respond flexibly to the needs of the latter. The new 

‘stakeholder value’ model will favour employee autonomy and participation, up 

to and including employee ownership. Research shows that such schemes are not 

only beneficial to the enterprises in question but also help flatten social 

hierarchies, thus promoting equality and enhancing the trust levels required if 
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we are to provide universal welfare services as part of a new social and ecological 

market economy. 

International evidence points to the strength of economies that have more worker 

representation on the boards of companies. Employee participation models in 

Ireland will be buttressed by effective systems of skill development.  This will 

start with universal early education, and finish with at least three years of tertiary 

education or training.  The aim will be for Ireland to match the quality and export 

competitiveness of the goods produced by the hubs of European industry, such 

as Germany. 

Neither economies nor enterprises exist in a vacuum. Both must plan for a 

changing world in which the rules of the game are being fundamentally changed 

by the rapid exhaustion of finite global resources and the potential for 

catastrophic climate change. 

Enterprises cannot (and will not) manage this challenge alone: that is a task for 

political leadership. Achieving an ‘ecological modernisation’ of the economy is 

essential if enterprises are to survive in this evolving context. This will not only 

mean restructuring the industrial base in favour of products based on green 

technologies (such as the renewable sources on which energy production in 

Ireland increasingly depends),  it will also mean all enterprises achieving ‘eco-

efficiencies’, which will increasingly be a major competitiveness factor. 

For too long, Irish economic development policy has focused on attracting 

individual large transnational companies, while neglecting the public realm on 

which all firms – indigenous and foreign – depend. Sweden, by contrast, has been 

relatively successful in attracting such firms without resort to ‘beggar-your-

neighbour’ tax incentives by investing in the quality of the public realm, notably 

in research and development and workforce skills. Public policy also needs to 

focus on achieving ‘agglomeration effects’ by developing relationships between 

firms—including indigenous and SMEs—and between firms, research institutes 

and other public institutions. 

Ireland’s flourishing society will also be characterised by global solidarity. One of 

our enduring strengths is our support for developing countries. Drawing 

inspiration from this, we will increase our role in the world as a positive 

influence that helps others to develop their own economies and societies. 
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Restoring trust and renewing the public realm 

 

Ireland’s flourishing society will be served by impartial, accessible and 

accountable public institutions. Trust in social and political institutions will have 

been painstakingly restored from the depths to which they fell before, and 

during, the economic crisis period. 

Parliament will operate as a centre of debate and discussion about national policy 

concerns. Public representatives will defend local interests, in the context of 

national solidarity and lowering regional inequalities. At the same time, the role 

of the individual TD will be radically changed. Personalised constituency 

business – with the implicit ‘payment’ of a vote anticipated – will be replaced by 

professional advice services. Public representatives will be supported and 

resourced in focusing on national issues; through research staff, access to timely 

information, and a powerful, independent committee system that allows for the 

detailed scrutiny of policy and accountability for executive activity. 

Stronger local government will deal exclusively with issues under its remit, 

without interference from national politicians who will focus on national policy. 

Critical to this will be substantial revenue-raising powers for local authorities, 

including the ability to raise revenue as mandated by the local electorate. Local 

government will have a strong role for civic engagement and public 

participation, as well as elected representatives. 

As people see the benefit of social solidarity, and better quality national policy, 

there will be a gradual shift in voting behaviour towards rewarding politicians 

on the basis of policy performance, not constituency work. Changes to the 

conduct of elections – and perhaps the electoral system – will occur to facilitate 

this. 

A culture of public service will have replaced the old idea of political patronage. 

Appointments to public bodies or to executive positions will be through a 

transparent and impartial system, to ensure the qualifications of the appointee 

are the best fit for the job, based on objective criteria. This transparent 

impartiality will in turn foster higher levels of trust, as has been seen in the 

Nordic societies. 
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The manner in which the public sector operates, and is seen to operate, will be 

central to restoring trust. The vocational element of public service will be 

restored, with public servants working within professional and accountable 

institutions. Public servants’ morale and commitment to the public interest will 

be strengthened. 

Transparency will be a reality – not merely a word – in Ireland’s flourishing 

society. Many of the benefits of social solidarity and higher levels of trust will 

only be possible when the public has reliable and easy access to information held 

by public bodies. The activities and expenditure of public bodies must be public 

knowledge. ‘Freedom of information’ and ‘whistleblower’ laws, along with 

strengthened powers for parliament, will ensure that the decisions of ministers 

and public servants will be fully scrutinised and democratically accountable. The 

culture of excessive executive secrecy will be ended, along with arbitrary powers 

to deny the public access to information. Open Government – with clear 

explanation given for official decision-making – will restore trust and ensure 

better quality decision making in the public interest. 

Government in a flourishing society will not only act in the interests of citizens 

but will actively draw on the expertise of citizens to complement and enhance the 

experience which exists inside the formal political arena. Like in Sweden, 

governmental commissions will facilitate widespread public participation and 

fuller debate of particular social issues before legislation is drafted in parliament. 

This will result in more considered legislation with greater public acceptance. 

Other mechanisms will be created for society as a whole to make an input into 

policy-making. The flaws in the old model of social partnership will be 

addressed, and new forms of co-operation between the trade union movement 

and the community sector will play a role. 

The day-to-day involvement of more people and organisations in policy-making 

will not only satisfy the demand for stronger democracy in Ireland, but there is 

evidence showing that optimal policymaking and economic performance, as well 

as effective and accountable government, are determined by certain key factors 

including the quality of democracy, the level of civic engagement and the ability 

of institutions to learn from their mistakes. Achieving this will mean putting in 

place mechanisms to review and challenge institutional performance, coupled 

with the flexibility to make the necessary reforms. 

http://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/cps/rde/xchg/SID-E17C0D0E-3A794EBD/bst_engl/hs.xsl/publikationen_92945.htm
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The public realm will be vibrant and enrich the life of all. The collective benefit of 

goods produced by the public realm – such as education, public transport and 

health care – will assume greater importance. 

The quantity and the quality of these social goods will be made sufficient 

through investment in the public realm to undo decades of underinvestment. 

Quality will be improved by changing management styles to favour dialogue 

between those providing public services and those using those services. 

 

Reformed and renewed public services 

 

In a Flourishing Society, people will recognise the value of collective goods and 

services – from a well-planned built environment in housing and transport, to the 

cost-savings to most individuals of not-for-profit public services in health and 

education. 

Education and health care in Ireland’s flourishing society can be examples of 

international excellence. 

Education will be centred on developing children into well-balanced adults, with 

curiosity about the world and an ability to think critically and independently as 

participants in society and democracy. Narrow definitions of achievement from 

the past – such as the ‘points race’ – will be rejected. Every parent will be able to 

send their children to a school that caters for their religious beliefs, or preference 

for a secular education. No child will be forced by circumstances to attend 

schools under religious control against their parents’ wishes, or to commute 

excessively long distances to access secular education. Civic virtues such as 

human rights, tolerance and solidarity will be taught to all. 

The goal of the educational system will be to ensure equality of outcome across 

Ireland. State subsidies to exclusive private schools will be eliminated. 

Educational attainment will be determined by individual ability and application. 

The gaping divide between schools in advantaged and disadvantaged areas will 

be only a shameful memory. 
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Healthcare will be universal and health itself will be seen as a social good.  

Health services will be efficient, and respond flexibly to patients’ who will be 

treated on the basis of their need and not on their ability to pay for medical 

treatment. The unwieldy bureaucracy of the past will be radically reconfigured 

and streamlined. 

Health services will be invested in, to provide quality care on a universal basis. 

State supports to privatisation – such as for co-located hospitals – will have been 

eliminated. No longer will private patients be able to move faster in the same 

queue for services as public patients. 

Primary and preventative healthcare services will be bolstered by major 

investment, which will – in line with international evidence – be far more 

efficient and cost-effective than expenditure on hospital treatment. The shift in 

the debate towards achieving maximum health in society will have replaced the 

narrow debate about the number and location of hospitals. 

Public health initiatives to change individual ‘lifestyles’ will be effective because 

of the economic equality of the flourishing society. International evidence – such 

as the research of Wilkinson and Pickett – indicate that such equality is a 

necessary pre-condition for people’s lifestyles to become significantly healthier. 

Oscar Wilde warned against those who know the price of everything and the 

value of nothing. Ireland’s flourishing society will be a place where the cultural 

sphere and social goods are prized. 

Public art will be developed as the expression of individual artists, not as a by-

product of tax breaks or corporate patronage. 

The built environment will be a comfortable and secure place for people to work 

and live. There will be a process put in place to create and strengthen 

communities, and shared public space, for the many people who live in poorly-

planned and poorly-served urban sprawl or one-off rural housing. Rural and 

urban communities will benefit from transport planning, ecological protection, 

the preservation of character and visual aspect, and access to amenities and 

public services. Ghost estates and poor-quality housing will be eradicated. 

In the flourishing society, a much higher value will be placed on quality 

architecture, good planning and compact and multi-use neighbourhoods. Such a 

liveable milieu will foster a sense of civic responsibility and of solidarity among 
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strangers that today’s individualistic society requires. Social and ethnic 

integration will be promoted through the creation of diverse neighbourhoods of a 

manageable size that engender face-to-face contacts, as against gated 

communities and ghettoes.   

Housing will be affordable and the family home will be given equal protection 

across all tenure types. 

Civil society and Ireland’s participatory democracy will be served by diverse 

media companies, which will foster informed debate. The over-concentration of 

media ownership will be ended through regulation that limits the share that any 

one person or organisation can hold. The resultant diverse media will ensure a 

wide variety of perspectives are always transmitted. A narrow consensus on 

social and economic issues, encouraged by vested interests, will never again 

allowed to block reasoned and rational consideration of the full evidence and the 

long-term public interest. 

Discussion of the economy will reflect the wide variety of policy options that 

work across the world. Economists, social scientists and community activists 

from academia, trade unions and civil society organisations will be given equal 

opportunity to participate, alongside business interests and stockbroker 

economists. Economic journalism will reflect this diversity, and economics will 

be viewed as a social and democratic discipline, where the views of all those who 

live in the economy (employees, small business owners, social welfare recipients, 

etc.) are fully reflected. 

Politics in Ireland’s revitalised democracy will no longer be reduced to the party-

political ‘horse race’ of polls and elections. Serious and well-informed policy 

debate will dominate. 

Serious social policy and economic expertise will be prevalent in the media, so 

the social determinants behind the news stories (e.g. stories relating to violent 

crime or drug abuse) will be fully explored. The experiences of marginalised 

groups – ranging from migrants and Travellers to social welfare recipients – will 

no longer be ignored, and their voices will be often heard directly. No longer will 

marginalised groups be merely objects in stories which are often sensationalist in 

tenor and serve to reinforce, rather than challenge, preconceptions and 

stereotypes.  
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The new media culture will stem, in large part, from the participation of 

journalists – new and established – in the goal of achieving a flourishing society. 

There will be more diversity in the media newsroom and boardrooms, and a 

greater spread of ownership. 

 

The consequences of failure 

 

TASC’s vision of a flourishing society is realistic. It is based on evidence and the 

examples of success in other countries, which did not have any special advantage 

Ireland lacks when they made major changes to the direction taken by their 

economies, public services and societies. 

We can create a flourishing society in Ireland, if the political will and public 

demand is channelled in the right direction. Vested interest from those who 

profited from the old way of doing business must be challenged directly, so that 

they do not prevent or weaken the impulse for reform. 

We must strive to make fundamental changes in almost every area of Irish 

society and the economy. The consequences of failing to make this effort could 

not be more stark. 

If the old economic model survives, we now know that banks and property 

developers will not generate sustainable prosperity. We now know that tax 

breaks will not guarantee foreign direct investment, and jobs, in Ireland. 

Continued emigration and regional disparities are likely to worsen the situation. 

Inequality will continue to rise and social cohesion will be permanently 

damaged. 

If we fail to take on ecological challenges more seriously, Ireland will be directly 

threatened by our over-reliance on oil – e.g. for agriculture – as well as indirectly, 

as climate change will lead to global poverty and increased migration. 

As failed economic assumptions have proven to be false, we have to look again at 

the assumptions regarding the nature and extent of our democracy, the 

effectiveness of our political institutions and the degree to which our regulatory 

frameworks are fit for purpose. 
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Declining confidence in our economic and political model has been mirrored by 

reduced trust in many civil society institutions, ranging from the churches 

(following revelations of decades of systematic child abuse and cover-ups) to the 

media (which enjoys significantly less public trust than in other countries). At the 

same time, the institutions of social partnership – long viewed as one of the 

bulwarks of Ireland’s economic success – are coming under increased scrutiny 

and require profound reform. 

Old certainties no longer apply. 

Ireland’s financial and economic collapse has exceeded even the worst 

nightmares of those who anticipated a hard landing. For decades to come, 

generations of taxpayers will be picking up the bill for poor decision-making by 

the banking and political establishments. Reckless lending, light regulation and 

pro-cyclical economic policies combined to ensure that Ireland has been 

disproportionately affected by the international economic downturn. 

A failure to foster a public appetite for social solidarity runs the risk that 

individuals will each seek their own way out of the mess, through emigration, 

tax avoidance, poor quality goods and services, and lower pay for workers; all of 

which sows the seeds for an unequal, miserly country, which fulfils Thatcher’s 

conjecture that there is no such thing as society. 

 

Help us achieve a flourishing society! 

 

TASC’s vision of a flourishing society is a vision for now. It recognises that rigid 

party alignments which emerged a century ago are obsolete in today’s Ireland 

and today’s Europe – as are the old economic certainties. 

While much public debate has centred on the economy over the past decade 

(during both boom and bust), significant social changes were also taking place. 

Demographic changes during the boom years included suburbanisation and 

substantial levels of immigration.  Ireland today is a multi-ethnic, multi-cultural 

and multi-denominational society. Many of our institutions (ranging from 

schools to health facilities) are still struggling to catch up with these changes. 



Towards a Flourishing Society | October 2011 
 

19 

The Flourishing Society 
 

TASC’s vision unashamedly makes the economy serve society and the 

environment. It charts a route to social progress at a time when it is neither 

possible nor desirable to replicate the consumption-led, debt-fuelled economic 

growth of the later ‘Celtic Tiger’ years. It suggests how social progress can be 

funded, even in today’s straitened context, and public expenditure made more 

efficient. It highlights the potential role which a reinvigorated state could play in 

strengthening society – and it shows how such a strengthened society would be 

marked by greater civic activism. It paints a picture of a vibrant public realm, 

where a narrow focus on individual consumption is replaced by a wider focus on 

the collective consumption of social goods – such as education, transport and 

healthcare. 

It is, in short, a vision of a flourishing society. And it is a vision which all of us 

can help achieve in countless ways; not least through democratic participation 

and stronger public debate. 


