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     Introduction    

    Eamon   Maher     and     Eugene   O’Brien     

   Bind us together, Lord 
 Bind us together 
 With cords that cannot be broken 
 Bind us together, Lord 
 Bind us together 
 Bind us together in Love 
 There is only one God, 
 There is only one King, 
 There is only one Body, 
 That is why we sing.  

 On a sunny 30 September 1979, at Ballybrit racecourse in Galway, over 200,000 
young people listened to two of Ireland’s most popular clerics sing the hymn 
‘Bind Us Together’, and the performance was given rapturous applause. One of 
the singers was Eamon Casey, Bishop of Galway. Casey was one of the best known 
and most popular members of the hierarchy: telegenic, baby- faced, funny, a man of 
passionate convictions and a long- time critic of the government’s lack of spending 
on charity. In fact, as chair of the organisation Trócaire, he was adept at politicis-
ing this charity work and refused to meet President Ronald Reagan on his visit 
to Ireland in 1984, in protest against US policy in Central America. He was often 
on  The Late Late Show , where his skills as a raconteur were showcased, and he was 
seen as a very human cleric at a time when the priestly vocation was often still 
viewed as an austere calling. In addition, Casey was known as a bon viveur who 
enjoyed socialising and driving fast cars. He was a major force in Irish society, 
especially when it came to presenting a human face of a monolithic organisation 
such as the Catholic Church. Casey had charisma, the common touch. He had his 
fi nger on the pulse of the Ireland of the 1980s, a time of economic free fall and 
increasing dissatisfaction with both church and state. 
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 His partner on the stage in Galway was Fr Michael Cleary, a man from 
the working- class area of Ballyfermot in Dublin. He was known as the ‘sing-
ing priest’ and presented his own radio show on a station that had a very 
large following among young people, 98FM. He had a strong commitment 
to charity and to enlightening people about inner- city deprivation and was 
a tireless worker for people in ghetto areas of Dublin. Doctrinally conserva-
tive, as indeed was Casey, he voiced the stricter message of Church teaching, 
especially on matters of sexuality. In 1992, on  The Late Late Show  (he was also 
quite a regular contributor to this programme), while discussing the ‘X Case’, 
a situation involving a fourteen- year- old girl who travelled to England for an 
abortion after becoming pregnant as a result of rape, he maintained that the 
whole thing was an elaborate test case orchestrated by liberal groups and the 
media. At a time when Irish public opinion was becoming polarised between 
those who believed in ‘the right to life’ and those who were in ‘the right to 
choose’ camp, Cleary’s voice was a clear one. He stood fi rmly behind the 
Church’s doctrines. 

 So, as Ireland’s most famous and media- friendly clerics sang on the open stage 
of the racecourse in Galway, awaiting the arrival of the most charismatic and 
media- friendly pontiff  in the history of the Catholic Church, the eyes of the whole 
country were fi xed on them. Later, the Pope spoke to the 200,000 young people 
in tones that predicted confi dently that the synergy (or perhaps even collusion) 
between the Catholic Church and the Irish State would endure and strengthen: 

  I believe in youth with all my heart and all the strength of my conviction. And today 
I say: I believe in the youth of Ireland. I believe in you who stand here before me, 
in every one of you. When I look at you, I see the Ireland of the future. Tomorrow 
you will be the living force of your country, you will decide what Ireland will be. 
Tomorrow, as technicians or teachers, nurses or secretaries, farmers or tradesmen, doc-
tors or engineers, priests or religious –  tomorrow you will have the power to make 
dreams come true.     (John Paul II  2004 : 46)  

 The words of the opening hymn were proleptic of this continued union, as the 
Church and State were, and would continue to be, ‘one body’, and the binding 
blocks did not look to be in danger of being dismantled at any point in the near 
future. In the dawning of a media- saturated age, these three representatives of 
Roman Catholicism had taken control of the medium and made it their own. 
Much of Ireland only had a single TV channel, and the audience fi gures for the 
Pope’s visit were huge. The tone of all of the broadcasts was reverential and som-
bre, and the images that remain from the visit are ones of mass celebrations, a sense 
of community at worship and no real deviation from this monological message 
from a pastor to his fl ock. 

 During his visit, the Pope went to Dublin, Drogheda, Clonmacnoise, Galway 
Knock and Limerick, and, some thirty years later, in 2009, a report was issued 
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that made reference to the Limerick stage of the papal visit. Here the Pope spoke 
about the family and children, and, particularly, the importance of the latter in the 
Christian vision of the family: ‘And here, I want to say a very special word to all 
Irish parents. Marriage must include openness to the gift of children. Generous 
openness to accept children from God as the gift to their love is the mark of a 
Christian couple’ (John Paul II  2004 : 85). However, the report did not refer to 
the full content of the Pope’s speech, even though it was concerned with the 
treatment of children in Church- run institutions. Instead, it referred more gener-
ally to the special occasion that was the papal visit. In volume 2,   chapter 3  of the 
Ryan Report, the colloquial name for the fi ndings of the Commission to Inquire 
into Child Abuse, published on 20 May 2009, we fi nd reference to a more sin-
ister side of Irish Catholicism, and to the period of the Pope’s visit in particular. 
In this section, the subject is St Joseph’s Industrial School, Ferryhouse, Clonmel 
(‘Ferryhouse’), from 1885 to 1999. The part of the report that is of particular rel-
evance to us is dated 1 October 1979, and makes for harrowing reading: 

  The other boy was sent for, and Fr Stefano described how  ‘the two boys sat in my offi  ce 
and unfolded to me a most horrifi c story of what had been happening to them’.  The boys told 
Fr Stefano story after story of cruelty and abuse. The worst, as far as he was concerned, 
was the abuse of one of the boys during the Pope’s visit to Ireland in 1979. The whole 
school went to see the Pope in Limerick, except for one of the two boys who was not 
allowed to go because of his record of absconding. Br Bruno volunteered to stay back 
and supervise him. The boy told Fr Stefano that, when the rest of the boys left, ‘ this 
Brother came and raped me in my bed ’.     (Ryan  2009 : II, 2, 87; italics in original)  

 Therefore, while the Pope was speaking about the value of children in the Catholic 
world view, some forty miles away, a Rosminian brother was raping two boys who 
had been placed under his care by both the Catholic Church and the State. 

 This provides a sharp contrast to the euphoria engendered by the papal visit 
and adds an ironic touch both to the hymn, ‘Bind Us Together’ and to the words 
of the Pope to the youth of Ireland: ‘Young people of Ireland, I love you.’ Indeed, 
it also points a fi nger at the fraudulent character of the two singing clerics. In 
1992, Bishop Eamon Casey admitted that he had had an aff air with a woman, 
Annie Murphy, and that he was father to her son, Patrick. In his turn, one year 
later, after his death in 1993, it was revealed that Michael Cleary had a sexual 
relationship with his housekeeper Phyllis Hamilton for a number of years. Their 
son, Ross, lived with the couple without ever being acknowledged as Fr Cleary’s 
off spring. It was also stated that they had another child who had been given up 
for adoption. Needless to say, there were massive denials of these stories, and, 
once more on the ever- infl uential  Late Late Show , in April 1993, Annie Murphy 
was given a very hostile reception by the host, Gay Byrne, and by a number of 
Casey’s relatives who were in the audience. There was still a strong hegemonic 
attachment to Catholicism as ‘our’ religion and as a social cement that bonded 
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most Irish people together. It was less a devotional or religious affi  liation than an 
ideological and cultural identifi cation that was unthought and unthinking. There 
was a cultural and ideological symphysis between Church and State that was taken 
for granted by all. 

 These two events shook the credibility of the Church to the core, and, inter-
estingly, in both cases it was the media that broke the stories. The Dublin maga-
zine  The Phoenix  was the source of the revelations about Michael Cleary while 
the  Irish Times  reported initially on the Annie Murphy story. Thus, it was the 
cultural sphere within which the initial stages of unbinding began to take place. 
Newspapers, documentaries, television and radio reports, along with literary 
depictions, began to take issue with the received views of the Church, and the 
reverential tones of the premier television current- aff airs reporter Brian Farrell 
as he intoned a descriptive narrative of the papal visit in 1979 was gradually 
replaced by more critical voices with respect to the actions of the clergy and 
the organisation and system as a whole. Thus, for example, ‘in November 1994, 
RTÉ devoted to it a special edition of  Tuesday File , which included one of the 
earliest televised interviews with a victim of clerical sex abuse’ (Kenny  2009 : 64), 
which discussed the case of Fr Brendan Smyth, who was wanted for child abuse 
in Northern Ireland but whose extradition had been delayed in the Republic. 
A year later, in October 1995, a special edition of  Counterpoint , entitled  Suff er Little 
Children , broadcast on UTV, caused shock and consternation in the Republic 
(Kenny  2009 :  65).  1   These programmes put clerical sexual abuse in the public 
sphere, a sphere that was gradually loosening the binding connection with the 
Church. A number of clerics came before the courts as people who had repressed 
memories of abuse now found the courage to come forward. Names such as  
Fr Ivan Payne, Fr Seán Fortune and Fr Paul McGennis became part of an ongo-
ing list of proven abusers. The media focus on this issue continued the following 
year. Kenny notes that: 

  Nuns as well as priests were occasionally implicated in allegations of sexual abuse. On 
22 February 1996, RTÉ screened  Dear Daughter , a documentary by Louis Lentin that 
revealed through interviews what life had been like during the late 1950s and early 
1960s for some children at the Goldenbridge Orphanage, Dublin, run by the Sisters 
of Mercy.     (Kenny  2009 : 65)  

 This caused the Mercy order, which ran this institution, to apologise publicly, an 
unthinkable act only a few years earlier. 

 However, the beginning of the real crisis in Irish Catholicism was Mary 
Raftery’s trilogy of documentaries,  States of Fear , broadcast on 27 April, 4 and 
7 May 1999, where sexual, physical and psychological abuse across a range of 
industrial schools was analysed and brought into the open on a grand scale. In 
the wake of this programme, signifi cantly more people came forward to detail 
instances of abuse, and the Taoiseach, Bertie Ahern, apologised on behalf of the 
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State. The Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse was established a year later 
and delivered its report in May 2009. Much worse was to come in the exposure 
of clerical abuse scandals contained in the Ferns (2005), Ryan ( 2009 ), Murphy 
( 2009 ) and Cloyne (2011) reports, which revealed an institutional mindset that 
bears all the hallmarks of ‘groupthink’ (Kenny  2011 ; Murphy et al.  2005 ; Murphy 
 2009 ; Ryan  2009 ). These reports concretised a gradual process of secularisation, 
infl uenced heavily by access to a global media, the Internet and hundreds of tel-
evision channels. 

 On 20 July 2011, the Taoiseach, Enda Kenny, made a strong speech on the rela-
tionship between Church and State in a manner that would have been unthink-
able in the 1970s, especially as Kenny is probably an average and conservative 
Catholic in his personal life. In this speech, he went on to excoriate the Catholic 
Church and to make a telling point in terms of a separation of Church and State 
in Ireland. Kenny spoke of what he termed ‘clericalism’ and stressed how the ‘rape 
and torture of children were downplayed or “managed” to uphold instead, the 
primacy of the institution, its power, standing and “reputation” ’ (Kenny  2011 ). 
More tellingly, he went on to stress that the Church was just one organisation 
within the State and that it could no longer see itself as politically and culturally 
hegemonic. The standards that the Church saw as appropriate for its own gov-
ernance ‘cannot and will not, be applied to the workings of democracy and civil 
society in this republic’ (Kenny  2011 ). When one looks back to how the nation as 
a whole stood still in 1979 for the papal visit, there has clearly been a sea change in 
attitudes in Ireland, and it is a change not only voiced in the very heart of govern-
ment but also, even more importantly, broadcast on RTÉ. Indeed, on researching 
(or googling as it is now known) the speech on the Internet, the RTÉ website 
is the fi rst site that appears, and, indeed, it is the source of these quotations. This 
means that the country as a whole heard this speech, or at least the signifi cant sec-
tions, and it made the front page of all the papers in the Republic of Ireland the 
following day. Kenny’s articulation of a twenty- fi rst- century Ireland as a ‘Republic 
of laws, of rights and responsibilities, of proper civic order, where the delinquency 
and arrogance of a particular kind of “morality” will no longer be tolerated or 
ignored’ (Kenny  2011 ) was a moment that encapsulated the fall from grace of an 
institution which had hitherto been culturally indistinguishable from Ireland as a 
nation. It is this fall from grace of the Church as a cultural phenomenon in Irish 
society that will be the focus of this book. 

 It is clear from this brief rehearsal of events that between 1979 and 2009 a 
sea change (one could even say ‘unbinding’) occurred in the perception of the 
Catholic Church and in the relationship between Church and State. The represen-
tation of the Pope’s visit as a type of spiritual homecoming in 1979, as a bringing 
together of a pastor and his people, and of a church and its state, and the report 
in a state document, thirty years later, of an act of child abuse in a Church- run 
institution, are two very signifi cant highlights in this process. The medium and the 
message are inextricably connected, and, as Church control over the cultural sphere 
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was gradually attenuated, that sphere became more critical of the Church as insti-
tution and as system. The power of the Church was in many ways a soft power, one 
which was set out in legalistic canon law and enforced through control over health 
and education, but which maintained and replicated its power through ideology. 
Like all ideology, it was culturally mediated through education, writing, television 
and radio. As Terry Eagleton has observed, ‘an ideology exists because there are 
certain things which must not be spoken of ’ (Eagleton  1986 : 90), and in Ireland, 
during that period, this was defi nitely the case. The Church had an undue infl u-
ence over how Irish society educated its young, treated the sick and wrote its laws. 
Even the Constitution of Ireland had been shown to the hierarchy before it was 
passed in parliament to make sure that Church and State spoke with one voice on 
topics that were seen to impact on the Church’s role as moral custodian of a nation. 

 The journey from Galway to Cloyne, spanning over thirty years, was a journey 
of separation and of delegitimisation of the Church and its role in Ireland. A grad-
ual process of disintegration took place as the media, whose deferential tone to the 
Church was clear in the number of times priests and bishops were given very posi-
tive coverage on television and in the newspapers, had their own radio shows and 
were often presented and interviewed in a deferential manner. Censorship, which 
remained strong in terms of what was allowed to be read in Ireland up to the 1980s, 
was a further controlling factor in mediating the position of the Church and cre-
ating that ‘one body’ of which the aforementioned hymn speaks. Louis Althusser, 
writing about the maintenance and renewal of power, speaks of how soft power, 
or ideology, is the means by which a ruling elite maintains itself in power and also 
maintains the hierarchy of relationships that acknowledge that power apparatuses 
may teach ‘know- how’ but in forms that ensure  subjection to the ruling ideology  or 
the mastery of its ‘practice’ (Althusser  2001 : 133). Althusser’s studies of ideology at 
work are especially pertinent to this book, which looks at how culture helped to 
reinforce, and also deconstruct, Catholic hegemony in Ireland while also examin-
ing how, in many ways, the Irish unconscious can be seen to be strongly infl uenced 
by the remnants of Catholic rituals and beliefs. Althusser noted that during the 
Middle Ages in Europe, ‘the Church’ was the ‘religious ideological State apparatus’ 
and that ‘alongside the Church there was the family Ideological State Apparatus, 
which played a considerable part, incommensurable with its role in capitalist social 
formations’ (Althusser  2001 : 151). In this period of European history, the Church 
set out the laws and codes of society, and these were communicated to the next 
generations through the medium of family: it is interesting to note that in his ser-
mons on his Irish trip, the Pope mentioned the family sixteen times, an index of its 
importance to Catholic ideological practice. This is central to Althusser’s thesis: ‘In 
the pre- capitalist historical period which I have examined extremely broadly, it 
is absolutely clear that  there was one dominant Ideological State Apparatus ,  the Church , 
which concentrated within it not only religious functions, but also educational 
ones, and a large proportion of the functions of communications and “culture” ’ 
(Althusser  2001 : 151, italics in original). 
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 In Ireland of the late 1970s, this was still largely true, mainly as a result of its 
island status and its colonial history, which meant that intellectual movements such 
as the Renaissance, the Reformation and the Enlightenment were largely off set 
in an Irish context by the stifl ing rule exercised over it by the United Kingdom. 
While Europe was moving through ideological revolutions, Ireland was mired in 
colonial and political struggles, following the almost paradigmatic Third World 
colonial narrative of ethnic revivalist movements, revolution and then partition, 
followed by civil war. Through all of this strife, the power of the Church was never 
questioned, and, indeed, Church and State entered into a symbiotic relationship on 
the achievement of independence in 1922. So, while one of the key achievements 
of the French Revolution was the ‘creation of new ideological State apparatuses 
to replace the religious ideological State apparatus in its dominant role’ (Althusser 
 2001 : 152), there was no such parallel process in Ireland. Here the Church and 
State were bound together, although, as we will point out, these tight cords were 
becoming looser by 1979. When we say church and state, what we mean is the rul-
ing classes of the time, as ‘the class which is the ruling  material  force of society is at 
the same time its ruling  intellectual  force’, a point made by Marx and Engels in  The 
German Ideology  ( 1998 : 67, italics in original). In the Irish context, these intellectual 
ideas were dominated and shaped by Catholic doctrine, which resulted, quite logi-
cally, in a Catholic ethos permeating Irish intellectual and cultural life. 

 Catholic culture was Irish culture, and it is again no accident that there were 
twenty- six mentions of ‘society’ in the papal sermons of 1979, none more exem-
plary than this one: 

  Yes, Ireland, that has come overcome so many diffi  cult moments in her history, is 
being challenged in a new way today, for she is not immune from the infl uence of 
ideologies and trends which present- day civilisation and progress carry with them. 
The very capability of mass media to bring the whole world into your homes pro-
duces a new kind of confrontation with values and trends that up until now have 
been alien to Irish society. Pervading materialism imposes its dominion on man today 
in many diff erent forms and with aggressiveness that spares no one. The most sacred 
principles, which were the sure guides for the behaviour of individuals and society, 
are being hollowed- out by false pretences concerning freedom, the sacredness of life, 
the indissolubility of marriage, the true sense of human sexuality, the right attitude 
towards the material goods that progress has to off er. Many people now are tempted 
to self- indulgence and consumerism, and human identity is often defi ned by what 
one owns. Prosperity and affl  uence, even when they are only beginning to be avail-
able to larger strata of society, tend to make people assume that they have a right to 
all that prosperity can bring, and thus they can become more selfi sh in their demands.   
  (John Paul II  2004 : 6)  

 The fear of the mass media and consumer culture is a fear of the very processes 
sketched by Althusser in Continental Europe. The adequation between church 
and state is clearly under threat when capitalism and consumerist culture off ers 
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a complication of the hitherto dyadic relationship of the two traditional power 
blocs of Irish life. In the face of these threats, a later sermon by John Paul II harks 
back to a time when: 

  Ireland … displayed a remarkable interpenetration of her whole culture, speech and 
way of life by the things of God and the life of grace. Life was in a sense organised 
around religious events. The task of this generation of Irish men and women is to 
transform the more complex world of modern industrial and urban life by the same 
Gospel spirit.     (John Paul II  2004 : 83– 4)  

 The ideology of this sermon corresponds to what Roland Barthes terms ‘mythol-
ogy’. In this eulogising of a simpler time, a time where the choices were not as 
diffi  cult for a person with religious convictions, myth, as Barthes puts it, ‘acts eco-
nomically’ in that it ‘it abolishes the complexity of human acts, it gives them the 
simplicity of essences, it does away with all dialectics, with any going back beyond 
what is immediately visible, it organises a world without contradictions’ (Barthes 
 1986 :143). What these sermons show is an awareness of the power of culture 
and ideology as a means of maintaining power and hegemony, and also a fear of 
counter- cultural perspectives that would dilute and deconstruct such hegemonic 
positions by off ering alternatives. A mass media, not subject to Church control, 
could cause serious unbinding between Church and State, and this concern would 
prove to be proleptic of what would transpire in Ireland over the next thirty to 
forty years, as the ideology of the Church and State was gradually deconstructed 
by a more secular and pluralistic ideology. In these sermons, and in the visit as a 
whole, there was an attempt being made to bring Ireland back from the brink of a 
more pluralistic and secular culture and to espouse instead a more traditional one. 
Like all ideological imperatives, this one attempted to ‘establish and sustain rela-
tions of power which are systematically asymmetrical’, because ‘ideology, broadly 
speaking, is meaning in the service of power’ (Thompson  1990 :7). 

 We have stressed how the Catholic version of ‘meaning’ was the only one 
available in the Ireland of the 1970s, but this book will trace the gradual plu-
ralisation and globalisation of the transmitters of meaning in this period. From 
1955, British television channels were available in Belfast and along the east coast 
of Ireland. RTÉ, the Irish television network, was set up in 1961, and a single 
channel, very much in keeping with the broadly Catholic ethos of the coun-
try, was available from that year, with a second channel becoming available in 
1978. However, the British and commercial channels were available on the east 
coast, albeit with very poor reception until the setting up of a cable service, RTÉ 
Relays, in 1963 that provided clearer images. In 1974, Waterford set up a cable 
service and, by the early 1980s, Limerick and Cork were part of this new multi- 
channel service. The importance of these channels in the dismantling of Catholic 
socio- cultural hegemony cannot be overstated, as perspectives on social and moral 
issues, which were non- Catholic, and in some cases, non- religious, became part 
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of the conversation in living rooms and in public houses, and the parameters of 
debate were gradually broadened. Thus, what had been taken as orthodox opin-
ions on homosexuality, contraception, divorce and abortion, were now called into 
question, and the process had begun of liberalising social legislation to bring 
Ireland into line with the other secular European countries in the EU. What was 
especially signifi cant was that opinions, which were contrary to Catholic doctrine, 
were not seen as aberrant or radical on BBC or ITV but were discussed as just 
another in a series of options. This defamiliarisation of non- Catholic perspectives 
had an accretive eff ect, as younger people especially often turned to the media for 
their opinions whereas heretofore they had looked to the Church. 

 Cultural, ethical and moral issues, especially those dealing with sexual moral-
ity, became the cultural battleground in these years, with the media off ering a 
more secular, European and Anglo- American perspective on dealing with these 
issues. Also, increasing mobility between countries through the Erasmus exchange 
of students and academics, allied to media representations, demonstrated that the 
Catholicism of France, Spain and Italy was very diff erent to that of Ireland, where 
Church and State were closely allied. The availability of fi lms, books, discussions 
and newspapers that took more secular positions on issues that had been seen as 
fi rmly within the Catholic Church’s purview gradually eroded the hegemonic 
certainties and off ered alternatives. The hierarchy, habituated to obedience, were 
neither intellectually nor ideologically equipped to engage in debate, and this 
further lessened the respect in which they were held. One could see the respective 
falls from grace of Casey and Cleary as emblematic fi gures of a more gradual and 
accretive process wherein respect for the Church was gradually but inexorably 
eroded in the cultural sphere. We are stressing the cultural nature of this battle-
ground, as it was in this arena that the debates were held, and it was culturally, 
rather than through any issues of belief or ritual, that the infl uence of Catholicism 
became subject to critique. 

 It is diffi  cult to capture in a brief introduction the full dismantling of the 
once- dominant force that was Irish Catholicism. Even in 1979, which some 
wrongly view as the apogee of the Catholic Church in this country, secularism 
was on the rise, as more and more young people availed of free education and, as 
a result, managed to secure better- paid jobs that ensured their economic inde-
pendence. Attending university, while still largely the purview of the privileged 
classes, became far more accessible to the general population. It is likely that the 
startling fall in vocations to the priesthood and religious life, and the increasing 
challenge to the Church’s stances on issues pertaining to human sexuality, were 
among the main reasons that prompted the Pope to visit Ireland in 1979. Rather 
than being a triumphalist visit, it was an attempt to lessen the tide of secularism 
and to re- energise the faithful. However, in spite of the personal success enjoyed 
by Pope John Paul II during his time in Ireland, the situation of the Church did 
not improve in the 1980s and 1990s, which were characterised by divisive refer-
endums on contraception, divorce and abortion. A more educated, liberal, urban 
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population found it increasingly diffi  cult to obey submissively Catholic teaching 
when it came to what happened between consenting adults in the privacy of 
their bedroom. In this regard, the opinion expressed by the novelist Roddy Doyle 
(born in 1958) in an interview with Caramine White, is indicative of a resentment 
of the Church’s attempt to set the agenda on areas that went beyond its remit, 
in the writer’s view. When asked why there is such an absence of religion in his 
books, Doyle replied: 

  There’s no religion in me own life, for certain, I’ve no room for it at all. It’s diffi  cult in 
a country like Ireland because you do have to put your face out and tell it to go away 
–  ‘Fuck off .’ You have to be quite blunt to allow yourself your own agnostic space.   
  (White  2001 : 168)  

 Creating his ‘own agnostic space’ was clearly a priority for Doyle, who, as a pri-
vate citizen, fervently supported the ‘Yes’ campaign for divorce in 1996. Because 
the Church’s infl uence was all- pervasive in Irish society, the only way to free 
oneself from its shackles was, in Doyle’s forthright phrase, to tell it to ‘Fuck off ’. 
In his view, the referendum on divorce was not simply about the right to dissolve 
marriage legally; instead, it was more concerned with the Catholic Church’s 
desire to dictate what it meant to be Irish. He noted in an interview with Liam 
Fay: ‘It basically was the Catholic Church against everyone else. It was the insist-
ence that if you’re Irish, you’re white and you’re Catholic as well, and if you’re 
not both of these things then you’re not fully Irish. Ultimately, that is what it was 
all about’ (Fay  1996 : 19). This perspective off ers a stark contrast to some of the 
main canonical fi gures in Irish literature of the previous generation such as Friel, 
McGahern and Heaney, all of whom, although they had long ceased practising 
their religion, had a reverence for the rituals and ceremonies of the Catholic 
Church, which they saw in some ways as the language of their youth, as part of a 
shared cultural consciousness. It is interesting that both McGahern and Heaney 
were buried in their local parish cemeteries with all the trimmings, including 
the funeral mass and a decade of the rosary at the graveside. Brian Friel chose to 
be buried in Glenties, Co. Donegal, the setting of many of his works, but he did 
not opt for a mass. Instead, there were prayers said at his graveside by the par-
ish priest of Glenties, Fr Pat Prendergast, and then his family and others closely 
associated with the writer heard tributes from his close friends Tom Paulin and 
Thomas Kilroy. The reason for the writers choosing such traditional rituals had 
as much to do with their respect for local custom as any deeply held religious 
belief, but it is signifi cant for all that. In his memorable essay, ‘The Church and 
Its Spire’, McGahern summed up his relationship with the Catholic Church in 
the following manner: 

  I was born into Catholicism as I might have been born into Buddhism or Protestantism 
or any of the other isms or sects, and brought up as a Roman Catholic in the infancy 
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of this small state when the Church has almost total power: it was the dominating  
force of my whole upbringing, education and early working  life.     (McGahern 
 2009 : 133)  

 McGahern’s position was that, for all that the Church was by times patriarchal, 
authoritarian and responsible for promoting an unhealthy attitude to human 
sexuality, it also had these wonderful religious ceremonies that brightened up 
his otherwise humdrum life growing up in Leitrim and Roscommon. His great 
regret was that Irish Catholicism opted for the Romanesque spirit, ‘the low roof, 
the fortress, the fundamentalists’ pulpit- pounding zeal, the darkly ominous and 
fearful warnings to transgressors’ (McGahern  2009 : 145), rather than embracing 
the Gothic form, with its impressive spires that raised man’s look from the avari-
cious earth and helped him to imagine the transcendent. A member of a later 
generation of writers, Anne Enright, describes a starkly diff erent reaction to reli-
gious ceremonies than one fi nds in McGahern. Take the following extract from 
the award- winning novel,  The Gathering : 

  The drab days of Lent are over, the Legion’s mission has been triumphant, the broth-
els have been raided by the police, sprinkled with holy water, brought off  by Frank 
Duff , and closed down. A great religious procession has been held and a cross raised 
in Purdon Street by the man himself, who stood up on a kitchen table and drove in 
the nail with a surprisingly large hammer. Twenty girls had been decanted into the 
Sancta Maria hostel and dried out at either end. Everyone has been praying day and 
night, night and day, until they are fed up with it, the whole city has had it up to 
here, they have suff ered the ashes and kissed the rood and felt truly, deeply, spiritually 
 cleaned out : Easter dawns, thanks be to the Jay, and when they have eaten and laughed 
and looked at the daff odils they go up to bed to make love (it’s a long time, forty 
days) and have a big sleep and, the next morning, they all go off  to the races.     (Enright 
 2008 : 105)  

 What is noticeable in this passage is the scepticism and drudgery that are associated 
with the ceremonies of Lent. It was a period one had to go through, because as a 
Catholic it was mandatory. The great champion of the Pioneer Total Abstinence 
Association and the Legion of Mary, Frank Duff , is given honourable mention 
for nailing a cross into a kitchen ‘with a surprisingly large hammer’ –  the irony is 
not lost on the reader –  and bringing alcohol- addicted women into a hostel to 
dry out. There is no hint of an appreciation of the positive side of Catholicism in 
this passage: everything is couched in an imposed type of mechanical religiosity, 
which, once the services are over, will not have left any spiritual imprint. It strikes 
us that it is no coincidence that both Doyle and Enright are primarily novel-
ists concerned with Dublin and its environs, something that has imbued them 
with a diff erent perspective on Catholicism than that of the rural- based Friel, 
McGahern and Heaney. They are also the fi rst generation of writers to emerge 
from the shadow of these giants, and their experience of Catholicism is noticeably 
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diff erent. Whatever the position they adopt in relation to Catholicism, however, it 
is clear that they provide an invaluable gauge as to what the public reaction is to 
religion at a certain period and in a certain milieu. 

 In her defi ning study,  Irish Catholicism since 1950: The Undoing of a Culture , 
historian Louise Fuller pointed out that the 1960s encyclical  Humanae vitae  gal-
vanised public opinion in a way not previously witnessed in Ireland, something 
which she attributes to a society that was becoming more exposed to liberal val-
ues through the arrival of the television set in many homes and through increased 
access to foreign travel. She continues: 

  The questioning of Church authority has to be seen against the backdrop of a world-
wide phenomenon characterised by many people’s desire to break free of the shackles 
of authority. The gloom of the post- war era was past. Man was about to reach the 
moon. Economic affl  uence, educational opportunities, the communications revolu-
tion and increased mobility made his horizons seem limitless. It was the era of indi-
vidualism, ‘fl ower- power’, ‘free love’ and ‘hanging loose’.     (Fuller  2004 : 198)  

 Until then, the voice of authority was singular; it came from the pulpit on a Sunday, 
and papal and episcopal letters could be read in every church, which achieved an 
almost saturation eff ect in terms of the dissemination of Roman Catholic ideology. 
New voices of authority now competed with the Church, and these voices, from 
educated presenters and panellists, were all- pervasive in the corners of Irish living 
rooms. A couple of decades later, the ‘baby boomer’ generation would have come 
into its own, which spelled trouble for the continued hegemony of the Church. 
Clearly, people who during their youth had challenged the ruling elites were not, 
in middle age, going to succumb to their ongoing interference. 

 While we have spent some time looking at the eff ects of change on Irish 
society, it is also necessary to examine how secularism and the delayed advent of 
modernity to Ireland aff ected those who were priests or who were training to 
become priests. The turmoil in the national seminary in Maynooth in the period 
pre-  and post- 1979 is a useful indicator of how things were evolving. In his 1986 
novella,  The Seminary , Michael Harding gives us an insider’s view of the confu-
sion that beset many young male seminarians at this time. The eighty- year- old 
fi ctional spiritual director, Fr George Skewer, who had spent the majority of his 
life in Maynooth, notes: 

  If he met a seminarian at the gate, wearing a red shirt and denim jeans, or chatting 
intently to a young fi rst- arts girl, he looked the other way and preferred to remember 
what seminarians used to look like:  lonesome fi gures, tortured faces, untypical of 
youth; all individuality submerged under the long dress- like black cassock. In his view, 
as it was and should be in the making days of a priest.     (Harding  1986 : 36)  

 If we are to believe the report of the apostolic visitation set up in the wake of 
the Murphy Report by Pope Benedict, Fr Skewer’s view of what constitutes a 
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proper seminary training is the correct one. In 2012, one of the fi ndings of the 
visitation team was that the formal segregation of seminarians from lay students 
was to be reinstated in Maynooth. The underlying premise of this action is that 
somehow interaction with those not studying for the priesthood (particularly 
women) might prove distracting in relation to the life of prayer and refl ection 
that should characterise seminary training. However, one wonders what is to 
happen to newly ordained priests when they go to work in parishes, where the 
majority of those attending religious ceremonies will be women. Will donning 
the once more fashionable clerical garb somehow insulate them from tempta-
tion? Will their hypothetical consideration of the potential dangers posed by 
concupiscence in the seminary assist them in their future careers? In addition, 
will spending time in an all- male environment help those of a homosexual ori-
entation to live fulfi lled celibate lives? The fi nal- year student in Harding’s story, 
Peter Maguire, describes the special treatment he receives when home on holi-
days from Maynooth: 

  He assisted on the altar in his parish that Easter, and wore his black suit and collar 
everywhere. People would approach him at the church gate and shake his hand. At 
home his mother began fussing over him and telling his sisters to move from the chair 
and let him watch what he wanted on the television … And he felt good at last that 
something had come of his six years and his mother’s prayers.     (Harding  1986 : 78)  

 Peter perseveres with his vocation, although it is clear that he has at best a sceptical 
view of religion and regularly doubts his suitability for the priesthood. His friend 
Mel Kavanagh falls by the wayside, however, because of an inability to accept the 
arid spiritual example that he sees ingrained in someone like Peter. The latter 
has nothing but disdain for his fellow seminarians, seeing them as misguided and 
inept. In an uncharacteristic outburst, Kavanagh exclaims: 

  ‘Y’see, most guys in here, I believe, are maligned, and if the truth were known, have a 
lot going for them. Because they have one thing you don’t have, and it’s called faith. 
That’s your problem Peter … you have no faith … in God … or people … it makes 
no diff erence … it’s all the one. And true, I kept very quiet about it. I keep very quiet 
about a lot of things … so that bastards like you won’t be going around … pontifi cat-
ing about it.’     (Harding  1986 : 86)  

 As a former priest, Harding presents a damning critique of the type of life lived 
by many who did their training in the national seminary of Ireland in the 1970s 
and 1980s, some of whom are now relatively senior clerics. Pope John Paul II was 
visibly displeased when he visited the beautiful Gunn Chapel in Maynooth in 
1979 and was greeted with the triumphalist chant, ‘He’s got the whole world /  In 
his hands; /  he’s got the whole world.’ The Pontiff ’s reaction on television showed 
that he felt this type of welcome to his arrival was better suited to a pop concert 
than to the hallowed surrounds of the chapel. 
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 Undoubtedly, the decades we have chosen to cover in this book were sig-
nifi cant ones in the ‘undoing’ (to use Fuller’s phrase) of the dominant Catholic 
culture in Ireland. From Pope John Paul’s visit to the publication of four damn-
ing reports in relation to callous mistreatment of young people in industrial 
schools and Magdalene laundries, the reputational damage to the Church was 
huge, but it is possibly true to say that even without the revelations that came 
to light in the 1990s and 2000s, the die was cast in terms of people’s move 
away from organised religion. The title of journalist Mary Kenny’s  1997  book, 
 Goodbye to Catholic Ireland , shows an awareness that Catholicism as she knew 
it during her youth was gone, a disappearance that was no cause for rejoicing 
in her view. She refused to succumb to total pessimism, however, as she wrote 
towards the end of her study: 

  Catholicism in Ireland, as it was, is dead, but of course a spirituality remains, as indeed 
it does for all Celtic peoples: the annual pilgrimages, the visitations to holy places, 
and the funeral rites according to Mother Church remain. One seldom sees anyone 
saying the Angelus now –  the Angelus bell is still rung on national radio and televi-
sion, though its days are numbered, being widely criticised as ‘sectarian’ –  or bless-
ing themselves while passing a church, but there are snatches of Catholic Ireland in 
daily life.     (Kenny  1997 : 392– 3)  

 What Kenny is saying really is that there has been a serious decline in traditional 
Catholic culture in Ireland, a lost legacy the consequences of which we seek to 
explore in this collection. There have been a number of books that cover the 
various scandals of the past few decades and their impact on the position of the 
Catholic Church in Ireland. The purpose of  Tracing the Cultural Legacy of Irish 
Catholicism  is to employ a multidisciplinary approach in an attempt to bring to 
light how and why this process took place, and to explore the consequences it has 
had for Irish society. Vincent Twomey, Professor Emeritus of Moral Theology in 
St Patrick’s College, Maynooth, off ered some excellent explanations in  The End 
of Irish Catholicism?  about how Ireland’s fragile Catholic identity found it impos-
sible to deal with the combination of increasing secularism and the clerical abuse 
scandals because of its lack of an intellectual tradition that encouraged free and 
open debate about theological and philosophical issues, as happens in a country 
like France, for example. Twomey observes: 

  The lack of a rich tradition of systematic (self)- questioning and searching, which is 
what theological scholarship is, coupled with the way whatever little writing on the 
subject to appear in Ireland has been eff ectively ignored, may well be the price we are 
paying for the assumption that, since we were a chosen nation, we would never lose 
the faith; we did not have to think things through.     (Twomey  2003 : 40)  

 The chapters that follow are a way of ‘thinking things through’, of assessing how 
we have come to the present impasse and what approach Irish society might 
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adopt as it seeks to come to terms with what is eff ectively a post- Catholic culture. 
Our main objective is to map how the early monolithic connection of Irishness 
and Catholicism evolved into the more pluralistic public sphere in which we now 
live. In doing this, we want to avoid the trap into which many commentators fall 
by adopting a stance that is pro-  or anti- Catholicism. In tracing the important 
cultural legacy that is Irish Catholicism, we have assembled a multidisciplinary 
group of authors who are all experts in their fi eld and who provide intriguing 
lenses through which to explore the phenomenon. 

 The collection’s opening part seeks to provide a context for the book’s major 
theme. Patsy McGarry draws on the knowledge of the changed role of religion 
in Irish society that he has accumulated as religious aff airs correspondent of the 
 Irish Times  through the troubled recent decades in an attempt to illustrate how ‘the 
times are a changin’’ in terms of Catholic hegemony in Ireland. He opens with a 
comment made by the Church of Ireland Bishop of Cork, Most Reverend Paul 
Colton, who stated just after the publication of the Ryan Report that Ireland 
was undergoing ‘a national trauma’. McGarry traces the causes of this trauma and 
points out that until the Church hierarchy is prepared to acknowledge respon-
sibility for their poor handling of the abuse scandals, and the pain infl icted on 
the survivors, there will be no healing. His treatment of the various scandals 
and the role of Irish bishops –  many of whom were following clear instructions 
from Rome –  in trying to limit reputational damage to the Church, illustrate 
McGarry’s contention that things will continue to get worse for the foreseeable 
future in Ireland, because of a failure to come to grips with systemic failures 
within the organisation. Taking up from where McGarry leaves off , Louise Fuller 
claims that there can be no doubt that Irish Catholicism is in serious decline. The 
decline itself is no huge surprise: it is the extent of the implosion and the con-
sequences this has had on Irish society that require explanation. The ‘aggressive 
secularism’ that is now commonplace has led to a situation where it has become 
extremely diffi  cult to express a Catholic viewpoint in the public arena, a situation 
that is as unhealthy in its own way as the theocracy that dominated for far too 
long in Ireland. Major changes in how it communicates the Word of God will be 
necessary if the Church is to have any hope of re- engaging the minds and hearts 
of a population that is becoming theologically illiterate and indiff erent to reli-
gious observance of any type. 

 Using Charles Taylor’s  A Catholic Modernity?  as its starting point, David 
Carroll Cochran’s essay explores the evolving role of Catholicism in Ireland 
over the past half century and concludes that the disentangling of the Church 
from the dominant political and cultural institutions of society has paradoxically 
extended many of the very values Catholicism celebrates. Due to the severing 
of its close traditional connection to the State, the Church has rediscovered its 
original mission to provide a prophetic spiritual voice, especially in favour of 
the poor, and to align itself more closely with the concerns of its founder, Jesus 
Christ. Justin Carville draws on recent debates in relation to photography and 



Tracing the cultural legacy of Irish Catholicism16

  16

the everyday in order to examine the role of street photography in the cultural 
politics of religion as it was played out in the quotidian moments of social rela-
tions within Dublin’s urban and suburban spaces during the 1980s and 1990s. 
The essay argues that photography was important in giving visual expression to 
the social contradictions within the relations between religion and the transfor-
mation of Irish social life, not through the dramatic and traumatic experiences 
that defi ned the nation’s increased secularism but in the quiet, humdrum and 
sometimes monotonous routines of religious ceremonies and everyday social 
relations. 

 The opening section concludes with Vincent Twomey’s thought- provoking 
essay, which sees reasons for hope in the midst of all the problems currently 
besetting Irish Catholicism. He opines that people’s faith has withstood the 
turmoil within and without the Church and argues that there are signs of the 
kind of renewal that was recommended by some of the documents of Vatican II. 
Detecting these signs is important in revealing the newly opened- up possibilities 
(and risks) for a more humble church that seeks to fulfi l its God- given mission 
to bring joy to the world of today. The re- evangelising of Ireland will not happen 
easily: it requires placing more emphasis on the beauty of lived Christianity and, 
by extension, of everyday sanctity. 

 Part II contains essays that concentrate largely on the written word and 
its relationship with Catholicism. Eamonn Wall’s discussion of Irish- American 
Catholic experience reveals many similarities on either side of the pond, and 
some diff erences also. The Irish- American authors and commentators provide 
unique perspectives on many facets of Irish life, including the unique role played 
by the Catholic Church. Among the authors discussed are Frank McCourt, 
whose account of a poor Catholic childhood in Limerick is so memorably cap-
tured in the best- seller,  Angela’s Ashes , Colum McCann, Colm Tóibín and Mary 
Gordon –  the latter may not be well known to an Irish audience, but she has some 
intriguing insights into her Catholic upbringing and beliefs. Similarly, the theo-
logian Richard P. McBrien, journalist and writer Maureen Dezell and sociologist 
Andrew Greely combine to illustrate the impact that the Irish Church has had 
on its American equivalent. Wall maintains that looking towards Ireland from the 
USA and drawing on American notions of egalitarianism and individual freedom 
sometimes allows for a more dispassionate view of Ireland’s Catholic heritage and 
enables envisaging its future with a far greater clarity than can be achieved when 
change is all around you. 

 Eamon Maher’s contribution takes a number of priests with a public profi le 
and examines the extent to which they are prophetic voices or complicit func-
tionaries. Choosing the French priest- writer Jean Sulivan (1913– 80) as a com-
parator, Maher examines the published work of Joseph Dunn, Vincent Twomey, 
Mark Patrick Hederman and Brendan Hoban, before concluding that they all 
share the prophetic tendency of raising uncomfortable and often unpopular issues 
while remaining within the institution. He further argues that being so closely 
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aligned to the Church makes it diffi  cult, and professionally dangerous, for priests 
to criticise certain practices within the institution. However, while retaining a 
huge love of, and devotion to, the main tenets of Catholicism, these men never-
theless feel obliged to point out things that are going wrong, even when express-
ing such views can often involve them in confl ict with their superiors at home 
and in Rome. Catherine Maignant’s chapter deals with another Irish priest, Tony 
Flannery, whose writings and liberal media pronouncements led to a caution from 
the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, which disqualifi es him from pub-
lishing work or accepting invitations to express his views at public events without 
seeking prior permission from Rome. Maignant argues that Flannery has all the 
traits of a Christian witness, in that he is a prophet who appears to be reviled by 
certain forces within his own church for daring to express unpalatable truths. 
Notwithstanding his censure, he has continued to write and to air his sometimes 
daring opinions, all the while knowing that they could eventually lead to his 
excommunication. 

 Eugene O’Brien concludes Part II with a discussion of the implications that 
the ‘Yes’ vote in the May 2015 referendum on same- sex marriage may have for 
the social and cultural position of the Catholic Church in contemporary Ireland 
and in the future. His analysis channels the thinking of Ferdinand Tönnies, an 
early German sociologist and a contemporary of Durkheim and Weber, who 
used the German words  Gemeinschaft  and  Gesellschaft  to distinguish between two 
fundamentally diff erent structural paradigms for social relations. O’Brien sees 
marriage as a core ideological signifi er of ideological hegemony, and, using the 
fantasy fi ction of Terry Pratchett’s satire on religion entitled  Small Gods  as a lens, 
he looks at the referendum as a signifi cant turning point in the defi nition of 
marriage and, by extension, in the transformation Irish society from the organic 
community of the  Gemeinschaft  to the more postmodern and pluralist notion of 
the  Gesellschaft . 

 Part III focuses on the main challenges to Catholicism in contemporary 
Ireland. Michael Cronin opens the section by observing that the greatest threat to 
Irish society has been the dominant discourse of neo- liberalism and the Market, 
which has come to be the deity to which all must bend. The Irish Church has 
traditionally been associated with a regime of fear and punishment, which is 
somewhat paradoxical given that the founding message of Christianity is one 
of hope, of the end of fear. In Cronin’s view, a more radical move for a church 
which has been brought to its knees by a multiplicity of cultural factors would 
be to embrace empathy and a politics of hope, which might consist of no longer 
saying ‘No’ but ‘Yes’. The affi  rmation of justice for all, a more equal sharing of 
wealth, the creation of a climate where diff erence is embraced:  these are the 
life- affi  rming and Christian principles on which the future of Irish Catholicism 
should be based. 

 Patricia Casey makes the point that up until recently there was no tradi-
tion of a questioning laity, or, indeed, clergy, in the Irish Church. Centuries of 
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persecution had brought priests and laity closer, even though they were never 
viewed as equals. A  coalescence of events at home and abroad in the form of 
the sexual revolution, the rise of Communism, the reforms of Vatican II, created 
a Western church where personal choice took precedence over the dictates of 
Rome. In Ireland, certain myths such as Catholic guilt, the links between celibacy 
and paedophilia, the death of God, and the delusional nature of all religions, began 
to gain traction. The clerical abuse scandals served to reinforce hostility towards 
the Church and to add weight to the aforementioned myths, which has resulted 
in a society that is becoming increasingly impervious to the Word of God. Casey 
sees the need for Irish people to become educated about their faith so as to be in 
a position to speak to a secular audience and to fi nd space for their Christian faith. 

 A group that is often considered to be marginalised and discriminated within 
the Church are women. Sharon Tighe- Mooney sees the divorce, contraception 
and abortion referendums of the 1980s and 1990s as a watershed for Irish women, 
as these were issues that impacted directly on their lives. Tighe- Mooney examines 
the events of the past four decades in Irish society in the context of the weaken-
ing hegemony of the Catholic Church juxtaposed with the growing realisation 
by women, especially when the child- abuse scandals broke, that their lives had 
been framed by a celibate male- dominated institution that displayed serious dou-
ble standards in the area of human sexuality. She argues that in order to survive 
into the future, the Church will be increasingly dependent on women remaining 
active within the institution. As Irish women Catholics are demanding a central 
role in the running of a church that has shown itself allergic to change, especially 
when it comes to gender equality, Tighe- Mooney wonders what the future holds 
for both groups. 

 The collection closes with Joe Cleary’s questioning of what the future of 
the Catholic Church is now that one of the great threats to its hegemony 
during the twentieth century, communism, has fallen largely into abeyance. 
Will the Church continue to align itself with capitalism and ignore the steady 
grip of the associated neo- liberal agenda that favours secular, material values 
over religious ones? In contemporary Ireland, it often seems as though a blind 
adherence to religion has been replaced by an equally blind embrace of neo- 
liberalism. Cleary asks what psychological price the Irish will pay for their sub-
missive compliance with the fashionable ideas of the moment and explores how 
a healthy relationship with the Church might be developed in such a changed 
cultural environment. 

 From this brief discussion of the contents of the collection, we trust that the 
importance and relevance of its subject matter will be clear to all. The editors 
deliberately sought out contributors who adopt varying positions when it comes 
to Irish Catholicism, and we feel that what you are about to read provides an 
excellent exposé of the much changed face of Irish Catholicism, whose cultural 
legacy, regardless of where one stands on the subject, is beyond doubt.  
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   Note 

  1     In 1999, Eoin O’Sullivan and Mary Raftery published a book with the very similar 
title,  Suff er the Little Children , a hugely damaging exposure of the abuse that character-
ised Ireland’s industrial schools. The title is an ironic reference to the Bible’s mention 
of the special place of children in God’s heart: ‘Suff er the little children to come unto 
me and forbid them not: for of such in the Kingdom of God.’   
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