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BookReviews Peter Costello

Aengus Finucane: In 
the Heart of Concern
by Deirdre Purcell 
(New Island hb, €24.99) 

Tony Farmar 

Aengus Finucane 
was clearly a larger-
than-life character. 
His life’s work, with 

his quieter but just as effec-
tive brother Jack, was Con-
cern, the great third-world 
charity they did so much to 
develop.

Born in Limerick in 1932 
and 1937 respectively, the 
two brothers went into the 
mission-oriented Spiritan 
order (familiarly known in 
Ireland as the Holy Ghosts) in 
the years just before and after 
the second Vatican Council. 

The leaders of the order at 
this time were not inspired: 
they were slow to react to the 
Vatican Council, and summer 
vacation tuition to men who 
were destined to run huge 
mission parishes consisted of 
extra Irish classes (so useful 
in Nigeria or Sierra Leone), 
rather than instruction in 
building or car maintenance.

Leaving 
From the 1850s, literally 
thousands of idealistic men 
and women left Ireland to 
bring the Christian message, 
combined with medical and 
educational services, nota-
bly to Africa, but around the 
world, from China to Peru. 

Many left in their early 
20s, perhaps never to return. 

Cameron’s Coup: How the 
Tories took Britain to the Brink
by Polly Toynbee and David Walker 
(Guardian Books with Faber and 
Faber, £9.99)
Peter Hegarty
As the British general election 
approaches, many books and articles 
will examine the record of the Tory/
Liberal Democrat coalition; but few 
will be as caustic, incisive and well-
informed as Cameron’s Coup.

The authors are severe in their 
analysis of the Conservative Party’s 
years in power. They describe 
Cameron as a politician without high 
ideals or aspirations, and only a hazy 
understanding of the country beyond 
the triangle of Cornwall (photo-ops), 
Central London (parliament), and 
Oxfordshire (his constituency). 

He leads a party that has been 
captured by ideologues, people with 

‘shrunken aspirations’.
Cameron’s political project – the 

‘coup’ - has been to roll back the 
state, and particularly the welfare 
state, while pretending this is not 
his purpose at all. He is a dissembler, 
his well-bred charm distinguishing 
him from Margaret Thatcher, whose 
political outlook he largely shares. 

The authors make a solid 
argument against Cameron’s project 
and the related imposition of 
austerity. They contend that a strong 
state is necessary not just to defend 
the poor and ensure social justice, but 
also to protect capitalism from itself.

After all only decisive 
interventions by the British and Irish 
states saved the banking systems in 
both countries from collapsing and 
bringing down the economies with 
them. 

Even mainstream Tories must 
find some aspects of Cameron’s 

programme of 
dismantling the state 
bewildering, for 
his targets include 
organisations they 
have traditionally 
held in high regard, 
such as the police and 
the armed services. 

The authors do not 
accept the need for 
austerity: in an era 
of cheap money the 
country could have borrowed what 
it needed to tide it over until growth 
returned; and if more money was 
required the government should 
have raised it by increasing taxes – 
a more equitable way of boosting 
revenue than reducing spending on 
state services, on which the less well-
off are disproportionately dependent.

The main concern of the authors 
is for the future of the NHS, the most 

cherished institution 
in the country. The 
population of the UK 
is growing and ageing, 
while spending on health 
is falling as a proportion 
of GDP. As spending 
decreases life will become 
‘harsher’ both for those 
requiring care and those 
who provide it. 

Toynbee and Walker 
have travelled the 

country, meeting and interviewing 
people; their arguments are backed 
by statistics supplied by reputable 
state agencies; and their conclusions 
are damning. The UK is a “plutocratic 
state”, one of the “most unequal 
countries in Europe” and one in 
which “most have less than they did 
five years ago”. 

The Cameron years have been 
a time of deepening political 

engagement in Scotland. As the title 
suggests, the Tories brought the 
UK to the ‘brink’ of fragmentation, 
partly because Cameron did not 
strike early against the SNP. Instead 
of calling a speedy referendum on 
Scottish independence he gave the 
nationalists almost two years to 
prepare for one. They organised so 
effectively that they were ahead in 
the polls with only days to go before 
the vote.

Cameron would have won more 
easily than he did, had he exploded 
Alex Salmond’s economic arguments 
for independence – the authors do so 
with ease – and made a much more 
passionate case for the union. 

Economic arguments are now 
irrelevant. If, in the referendum on EU 
membership Cameron has promised, 
Scotland votes to stay in and England 
to leave, then the UK is finished: he 
will have taken it over the brink.

What to expect from Cameron 

Our mission to the 
poorest of the poor 

In the countries to which 
they were curtly assigned 
(often without any input from 
themselves) they frequently 
showed creative powers of 
leadership and initiative that 
frankly Ireland itself could 
have done with, in the trou-
bled, constrained and repres-
sive years between 1925 and 
1965.

In writing the life of this 
charismatic character, Deir-
dre Purcell was severely 
handicapped by the fact that 
Aengus’ personal archive was, 
by tragic mistake, destroyed. 
(His contemporary Dick 
Quinn points out, however, 
that given his formation, it 

cry was “what’s in it for the 
poorest of the poor?” 

His objective was to har-
ness the “youthful and skilled 
idealism and optimism”, as 
he put it, of the Irish to the 
betterment of the poorest 
peoples of the world, par-
ticularly those who had suf-
fered some recent crisis or 
disaster. The extraordinary 
work of Concern in Ethiopia 
in the mid-1980s, largely led 
by Jack Finucane, brought the 
organisation to world notice. 
And then there were Somalia, 
Rwanda and Sudan, to name 
only the most harrowing 
areas of Concern’s involve-
ment. 

Throughout the book we 
get glimpses through dif-
ferent eyes of Aengus as a 
much-loved, even revered, 
leader, autocratic certainly, 
courageous, compassionate, 
ebullient, and forceful, with 
a distressing tendency not to 
want to go to bed before the 
early hours (solution? sur-
reptitiously put his watch two 
hours on, so everyone could 
get some sleep). This is a fine 
book about an inspiring man.
i Tony Farmar is a social 

historian and publisher. His 
history of Concern Believing in 
Action was published in 2002.

is unlikely that the papers 
would have revealed anything 
at all about his inner life.)

So the author made a vir-
tue of necessity and inter-
viewed as many people as 
possible who knew him. The 
result is a fascinating kalei-
doscope of ideas and opinions 
about Aengus and his milieu. 
His brother Jack, of course, 
looms large, but so too do 
other key players in Concern.

Perhaps the best known 
story nowadays is of the 
early days of Concern and 
the missionary priests and 
nuns, including Aengus and 
Jack, who became caught up 
in theNigerian Civil War of 

1967-70. When the war broke 
out in 1967 there were some 
700 in the rebel area, and two 
or three times as many in the 
territories of the Federal gov-
ernment. 

❛❛When the war 
was over, literally 
hundreds of Spiritans 
came back to Ireland”

The dramatic tales of the 
night supply flights and the 
hectic distribution of food to 
the starving Biafrans are well 
covered here.

When the war was over, 
there was a lull as literally 

hundreds of Spiritans came 
back to Ireland crying ‘give us 
a job’. As chance would have 
it more or less at this time 
Bangladesh broke away from 
Pakistan, and a whole new 
field was opened for Concern 
and the two Finucane broth-
ers.

By this account, Aengus 
spent the best years of his life 
in Bangladesh, before going 
to Thailand and Uganda and 
eventually returning to head 
up Concern in Dublin. 

Here his leadership drove 
the organisation to new 
heights. He was not a man to 
spend time on development 
theory: his constant simple 

cry was “what’s in it for the 


