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144 LAWRENCE J. TAYLOR

Irish and English to the inhabitants of western Ireland by the middle
to late nineteenth century. The very coexistence of these quite dispa-
rate voices and idioms demands that we listen to them as the people
did, not according to the pristine and artificial isolation of our own
intellectual categories, but in concert—however disharmonious. Clearly,
the proper context of even the “traditional” folk story cxtended
beyond the confines of any narrowly defined “‘peasant” social world
and language to include a complex network of associations and con-
tending constructions of reality that characterized (though certainly
not uniquely) Donegal in the last quarter of the nineteenth century.
My intention here is to explore that diversity in an effort to discern
something of the complex character of popular Catholicism in that
particularly interesting, transitional period in Irish history—when the
renewed vigorous intrusion of the institutional church coincided with
other important social and economic changes discussed later. In the
process, light might also be shed on two issues of more general
interest: first, the role of discourse in structuring religious experience
in complex societies; and second, the ways in which anthropological
interpretations of discourse can be useful to historiography and the
theoretical problems of historical sociology. Here the term discourse is
meant to suggest a language in Foucault’s sense, which both consti-
tutes a particular reality by talking about it and disallows other,
competing discourses.® [ am arguing that the three texts cited earlier
may each have represented a competing discourse within the realm of
Irish Catholicism in the late nineteenth century. Viewed in this way,
these and other narratives may have represented a discursive struggle
between competing forms of power.

The Power of Religious Narrative

Anthropology—particularly in Europe—has paid far less attention to
religious words per se than to religious action. Although there are
many studies of “folk religion” in the ethnography of European
Catholicism, the emphasis has been on ritual, a bias reinforced not
only by anthropological leanings rooted in Durkheim but by explicit
or implicit comparisons with Protestants—where the “text” may
purport to replace the rite. After all, anthropologists, like many other
Western intellectuals, have tended to view religion rationally from
the Protestant perspective forged during the Reformation. According
to this received wisdom, Catholicism consists mainly of ritual magic,
and Protestantism, particularly in its more “purified” forms, is char-
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acterized by reasoned speech and a focus on the Biblical text. It is no
wonder that in turning to their own continent, ethnographers sought
out colorful rites in Catholic Europe. Consequently, even though
some progress has been made in noting 2nd analyzing Protestant
ritual, Catholic discourse has been routinely undervalued.® Folklorists
may have done more with narrative texts in particular, but in Ireland,
texts have been used mainly as raw material for typological classifi-
cation or as expressive evidence of a general worldview.” Yet a con-
sideration of any late-nineteenth-century (or indeed, twentieth-cen-
tury) European Catholic population—no matter how “folksy”—re-
veals not only that religious discourse (which typically survives in
narrative texts) figured importantly in daily life but that, as our own
case shows, folk stories were not the only sort of religious narrative
encountered.

Thus, there is reason to develop an approach—at once historical
and anthropological—to interpreting religious narratives and, more
generally, the discourse in which such narratives played a critical role.
Although European historians and anthropologists have worked out
some of their most creative borrowing in the analysis of symbolism
and systems of thought and meaning, in Ireland there has so far been
little sign of this sort of reciprocity.® Where historians of Irish religion
have turned to anthropology, it has been to the somewhat outmoded
functionalist concepts of magic developed by Malinowski and Rad-
cliffe-Brown explaining local heterodoxies as simply responses to
basic needs or community relations.® Although such observations
have not been without merit, they did not constitute a great advance
over the doctrine of “survivals.” This reluctance to incorporate more
recent anthropological approaches in Irish historiography has been in
marked contrast to the interaction between historians and anthropol-
ogists working on such topics in France or ltaly, where the cross-
fertilization has been extraordinarily productive.!® From this inter-
disciplinary field, a dynamic model of religious culture has been
evolving, one attentive to the ways in which the generation of rituals,
devotional forms, and discourse create both meaning and power.

This interdisciplinary approach has obvious relevance for the his-
tory and ethnography of Irish Catholicism, where the interactive
relation between local religious practice and “official,” institutionally
generated forms of devotion has been both complex and vital to any
understanding of local experience. Some of the complexity has been
revealed by focusing on “religious occasions™ (as I have done else-
where),'! such as a mission, pilgrimage, or healing mass. Several such
occasions (e.g., missions) could play a particularly crucial role in
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148 LAWRENCE]. TAYLOR

creased presence of external institutions and of the culture they pro-
moted.

The rise—with the aid of landlords—of an indigenous Catholic
merchant class began with the depression after the Napoleonic Wars;
by the 1870s, the market towns of the region—Carrick and Ardara—
essentially had achieved their present appearance.' Thesc towns, though
hardly imposing even by rural European standards, did come to
constitute a significantly new kind of social space that both housed
and symbolized the new class. The petty bourgeoisic were not the
only users of the town. Clearly, that class always represented a mi-
nority of those to be found on the streets or, more important for our
concerns, in the pubs, which were licensed during the 1870s and
which slowly replaced or at least supplemented the home and the
rural “shebeen” as the principal sites of social drinking. The local
peasants who came to the towns, whether on market days or more
frequently, were of course the main clientele of the pubs and thus
found themselves drawn into social interaction and especially com-
munication not just with other peasants coming in from other direc-
tions, but with publicans.’® In this emerging social world, these
publicans, like the millers of whom Ginzburg wrote, served a crucial
function as perhaps the most important mediators and interpreters of
local information. !¢

The home circumstances of those peasants had also changed. The
old clachan,"” a nucleated hamlet settlement pattern with a rundale

field system, had been reorganized by improving landlords in the
- 1840s. These small clusters were replaced with the contemporary
social geography of more “dispersed”” and hence isolated homesteads.
The rise of the town and pub thus coincided with a reduction in at
least some aspects of communality in the countryside.

Finally, the development of physical and social closeness in town
and increasing-isolation in the countryside was accompanied by the
simultaneous penetration of two institutions from the outside world.
The Catholic church accelerated a process it had begun earlier, the
building of chapels capable of housing the entire parish and thus
providing a crucial symbol of and stage for introducing a new reli-
gious discourse. At least equally significant was the proliferation of
national schools, spreading the English language and a form of civil-
ity that echoed the rhetoric of the church.

It is clear that these transformations each contributed importantly
to the production and consumption of the various forms of religious
discourse we have discerned. However, addressing the questions of
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who read and/or heard, how they understood the disparate forms, and
what was the historical impact of such texts, is not so simple.

Two sorts of evidence strongly suggest that such texts exerted a
powerful influence on local religious experience. Historically, the
transition in religious behavior that Larkin called the “‘devotional
revolution”—the process whereby Roman devotions and regular church
attendance became the Irish norm by the middle of the nineteenth
century—was accompanied by what contemporaries described as
powerfully and emotionally received parish missions.'® Moreover,
the impact of the sermons was evidenced in the folk reaction—stories
about the miraculous occurrences at missions—to be found in the
folklore archives. There was also, however, my own ethnographic
experience of the role and power of narratives in this part of Ireland
(though I doubt it is peculiar in that respect). I saw what was left of
formal storytelling, but it was the general attention awarded narrative
in whatever form and situation that I found most striking. An anec-
dote, when told well, riveted the audience in house or pub, and the
Victorian tendency to comumit written verse or story to memory was
still an attribute of the older locals. They told me of the yet more
vital role of narrative in the world of their parents, and historical
descriptions as well as the volume of stories in the folklore archives
convinced me that they were right. Finally, there is the logical possi-
bility that narratives played an exaggerated role in Irish Catholicism,
which, for reasons of local religious tradition as well as English
suppression, was relatively weak in iconography and ritual pomp.

It is tempting, and to a limited extent justified, simply to interpret
the form and function of the texts from the perspective of class
relations. The folk story was a peasant cultural form from this per-
spective, the magazine piece a distinctly middle-class expression, and
the sermon a text consciously contrived to domesticate the “wild
Irish” peasantry—part of what might be called the church’s “civiliz-
ing process”—or better, “civilizing offensive.” '

If both the classes and texts are considered in isolation from one
another, this reading is convincing. But in southwest Donegal, and
probably in any other region, the picture was a bit more complicated.
The relatively few members of the local middle class hardly lived in a
totally distinct social and cultural milieu, though, as we shall see,
discourse may have played an important role in building a class
culture. Moreover, although presumably such periodicals as Duffy’s
Fireside Magazine would have enjoyed only limited circulation in this
region in the mid- or even late nineteenth century, the contents of
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tive has difficulty laying hold of it. In such cases, other events, cven
infrequent and apparently (to the disinterested observer) undramatic
ones, may be cast in an important narrative role because they can be
made to carry a certain symbolic weight. The folk narratives 1 shall
consider here can be understood from this perspective; they have
sustained a particular field of religious experience through such direct
and indirect appropriations of historical events and processes.

To understand this dialectic between narratives and historical ex-
perience we need to take a long—however schematic—view of the
process. In particular, I want to focus on the subject of the story I
began with, holy wells, whose devotions and stories throw a partic-
ularly illuminating lght on the history of Irish Catholicism.

The respective fates of holy well devotions illustrate the differences

between the paths taken by continental and Irish Catholicism. As
Brown demonstrated, the cult of saints in early Christian Europe
made the graves and relics of saints, and the shrines associated with
them, the sites of pilgrimage.?? Since these shrines werce controlled by
the bishops, such devotions served to strengthen cpiscopal domina-
tion. In Ireland there seems to have been less use of relics in early
saint cults; rather, their devotion was concentrated on holy wells
associated with miraculous acts during their lives. Particularly along
the western seaboard of Ireland, such wells were unassociated with
bishops or other centralizing religious regimes. Instead, they were
associated with eremitic monastic communities (and later, their ruins)
on wild moor, mountain, and island. Geographically and politically,
they celebrated the power of the periphery, not the center. Their
liminality was an appropriate expression of the dangerous power that
was present there, for it was at such locations that one also met, and
to some extent still meets, fairies and ghosts. This early monastic
form, unlike the continental cult centers described by Brown, rein-
forced rather than challenged existing notions of a metaphorically
parallel, powerful world to which one might get access at liminal
points of time and space.

What of continuing devotions at holy wells? Most historical ac-
counts have referred to the “patterns”: festivities on particular days—
sometimes an associated saint’s day, but not always—when any num-
ber of people gathered to “do the stations,” proceeding around the
well or from one pile of stones to another, saying so many aves and
paters on the way. According to numerous contemporary accounts
from the twelfth through the nineteenth and even twentieth centurics,
these patterns were occasions of postdevotional heavy drinking, fac-
tion fights, and sexual liaisons. However, when and where Ireland
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0 LAWERENCE J. TAYLOR

described in the typical vocabulary of the transforming religious ex-
perience. The mission was treated as a liminal, powerful, and peniten-
tial event on the order of, for example, a pilgrimage to a holy site like
Station Island in Lough Derg.* These Interpretations, it must be
noted, would still have done nothing to detract from the efficacy of
clerical domination. They would, however, have had the unintended
consequences of possibly reinforcing the very world they sought to

undermine—what we might call the folk or chthonic field of religious
experience.

“A Chaunt of Love . . ."": ““The Peasant at the Shrine”

Clearly, the experience of reading the Duffy’s piece (see appendix 4. 2)
was different in every possible way from hearing either of the other
two texts. One can imagine—unfortunately, only imagine—the shop-
keeper, who was financially most likely to reccive this periodical,
sitting in his or her parlor with a copy of Duffy’s or some other piece
of popular literary culture. The social interaction, unless the picce
was read aloud, would have been between the reader and the text, a
civilized act in a civilized setting. In such circamstances, the act of
reading may well have made for the individual a crucial connection
between the class culture and notions of petit bourgeois civility, on
the one hand, and religiosity, on the other.

The Victorian act of reading such literature, of course, would have
been matched by the civility in the content of the magazine extract
and of the poem that it introduced and that continued in a similar
vein. Such a text would have worked very differently from both the
other narratives in that the reader was not in this case being asked to
put him or herself into the story. The probably middle-class reader of
this rather standard piece of Victorian sentimentality (in its Catholic
guise) was hardly expected to identify with the peasant at the shrine.
Indeed, the effect was more likely distancing: even though repre-
sented as a fellow Catholic, the peasant as “folk’” was clearly “‘other.”
The identification was instead with the writer—the fellow middle
class sentimentalist—and in that way the impact of this text was likcly
to be very different indeed from the Redemptorist sermon. Of course
it was aimed at a different audience. Although the sermon served the
“civilizing offensive” by seeking to domesticate the savage pcasant
through control and domination, the poem tnay have contributed to

Elias’s “civilizing process” by providing an example of language and
thought for emulation.”
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Although such a discourse of peasant otherness might _.Bﬁw merely
reinforced the thoroughly bourgeois self-image of a city mﬁun__nn.
there is some irony in the possibility of such newly minted, E_m&?
class merchants as would have been found in the west contemplating
stich a depiction of their first cousins. If they did, ro,.znﬁ_.. it proba-
bly contributed to the growth of a rural class consciousness among
the new petit bourgeois of that area. In the experience of nnm.&nm
Duffy’s magazine, one identified oneself as a “‘reader” and, c.w virtue
of that activity, a participant in a particular cultural community. One
may also have learned to see the “peasant” (formerly a neighbor or
relation) as the sort of person one “read” about, the sort of person
who lived in stories of this sort (unlike in folk stories, where the
listener was asked to identify with the subject}.

At the same time, the text sentimentalized religion in general (see
appendix 4.2), and in that sense it would have &n.nn.z< mm.mnnmn.w the
rcader’s own religious worldview. The field of ..nrm_m.cm experience
presented in the text involved an interesting twist relative to that mn_m_
represented in the folk story about Oo_sanm:num well. The Duffy’s
piece 1o placed a “peasant at a well” or rural mﬁazolnumn_..:mnn enough
location of a significant point of mediation with the &.S:ch.n the
piece associated the shrine with Mary, who then enters into "rm.mnoQ.
Although Mary was a familiar enough personage in nrn. nrm.ﬂo..:n field
of religious experience, the folk image of Mary was quite different, at
least as evidenced in folk narratives. O’Laoghaire described the “homely
and intimate fashion in which the Bardic poets spoke of Mary” and
the easy familiarity of peasant prayer to the Mother of God.*® If Mary
was familiar and addressable through prayer, however, she was (and
has continued to be) not much localized in that idiom and not nearly
50 woven into the landscape as the Irish saints, even though in mn<.n3_
of the folk narratives she accompanied those saints (Brigid in particu-
lar) in their wanderings through mythic annmamﬁn. The magazine
piece, on the other hand, depicted an altogether different cosmos: a
characteristically Victorian religious blend of the homely and the
powerful—in that most useful of all <nammo=u|.§un.<. .dq_..mnm Protes-
tantism prevented such direct Marian expression, as in m.:m:mw and
American popular religious discourse, Mother was used in place of
Mary, and rather than a holy shrine in the forest, one would have
rcad about the Mother's grave. . .

In common with the folk narrative, however, this magazine piece
may scem, from our perspective, to empower the _msn_mnmwﬂ. En..“rmu
tion happened in the forest—already in short n:o_ﬁr supply in nine-
teenth-century Ireland—and nature apparently tnumphed over cul-
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and Father Burke everywhere (including the Irish American commu-
nity).“” There were also those religious texts that reached that local
world via devotional pamphlets, books, and popular magazines. All
these may be said to have expressed another field of religious experi-
ence, a kind of “civil Catholicism” whose supernatural verticality
replaced chthonic horizontality.

A consideration and comparison of these texts has allowed me to
penetrate, at least to some depth, into the respective religious uni-
verses they both described and, to an important extent, generated.
The exercise also points up the social and even political potentialities
in such texts and the experiences they sought to capturce and create:
the relation between meaning and power. To the extent that these
texts and fields were linked to social formations, both texts and
formations may have competed. Especially in periods of rapid social
change, the ability of particular narrative forms to make scuse of
experience is tested, even as new narrative forms are being introduced
that resonate with new social realities. This is clear in comparing the
narratives we have been exploring here. The folk narrative responded
to changing circumstances by sustaining a basic view of power and
mediation through incorporating new characters and situations into
its story. At the same time, the church’s participation in an increas-
ingly vertical wotld—in terms of class as well as supernatural rela-
tions—was expressed in a different sort of narrative: the sermon. For
particular individuals, one narrative form may have been more con-
sonant with their experience of power, and if the other language or
idiom lost for them its ability to represent the world in this way, it
would have been drained of its potency. Thus, the contest was not
only between beliefs and devotional forms but between the voices
and languages that described and, in a sensc, created them. Morcover,
since these voices were embodicd in particular individuals, groups,
settings, and occasions, these too competed through the texts for
cultural authority and, as a corollary, for social power.

Thus, the “civil Catholicism,” which the other two texts expressed
and to some extent helped bring about, involved social as well as
supernatural verticality—that is, a new set of class relations. The
sermon achieved this by taming and controlling the peasantry; the
magazine piece achieved it by contributing to a distanced bourgcois
culture and identity. This social task was accomplished, or at lcast
attempted, through the emotional power of religious narrative. The
texts performed their functions differently; each had its own form
and logic. Thus, the folk stories sought to create a sense of place
through powerful imagery of magical intervention. The teller and the
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listener stood in an egalitarian relation to one another, a relation both
created and expressed by an act of communication that did not much
privilege the speaker. For the narrator did not put her/himself in a
mediatory position relative to divine power—although s/he may have
accrued a certain status as mediator of the tradition and hence emblem
of the “traditional community.” The other forms of discourse ex-~
plored here were very different in that they both issued from human
authority in a more direct and concrete way and represented the
speaker or writer (whether person or institution) as all-knowing, in
contact with God or Godlike himself. Between the two—the sermon
and the magazine piece—there are, however, obvious and great dif-
ferences. The missioner “instructed” and so used the language of
argument. The magazine piece, on the other hand—to use the nine-
teenth-century idiomn—"influenced.” In the terms of that central Vie-
torian binary opposition, the sermon was masculine whereas the
magazine piece was feminine.

Yect, as we saw, none of the fields or those who dwelt in them
have been passive; thus, the competition among them has been com-
plex. In cach one, certain elements occurring in the others were
appropriated, transformed, and interpreted. Events and experiences
were thereby placed within a master narrative whose purpose was to
assert the dominance of one way of seeing over another. But to
overpower another discourse, each narrative to some extent repro-
duced it, thus possibly sustaining the enemy with new life. This is
clear, for example, in the competing narrative versions of the mis-
sion. Thus, we find not an evolutionary layer cake but a dialogical
relation between conflicting social and cultural formations—wherein
religious discourse, for reasons of its somewhat special historical
potency, played an especially vital role. Here is a perfect instance of
the mutual reinforcement of meaning and power.

APPENDIX 4.1
REDEMPTORIST SERMON

Today if you hear the voice of the Lord harden not your hearts.
Ps. 94

Introduction

What voice of God is this? Is it the voice of the Eternal Judge, who
sentences you to be thrown into the abyss of hell, thus to depart from
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dowed them with a special lustre of sanctity and of learning—fitted
them out and sent them to rescue whole countries and nations from
eternal ruin—drawing them out of the abyss of infidelity and immor-
ality—Such men of God were St. Benedict, St. Bernard, St. Francis,
St. Dotninic, St. . . . St. Vincent de Paul, and last yet not least of all
St. Alphonsus de Ligouri—They walked and worked in the spirit of
Elias—And these saints gathered around them disciples—companions
according to their own spirit~They founded religious orders, the
chief end of which is nothing else, but to continue the work of Jesus
Christ, the redemption of mankind—And these orders—these mer
this work—have been blessed and approved of, are protected, em-
powered and highly favoured by the Popes and the Bishops of the
Cath. Church—At present God has sent to you the sons of St. Al-
phonsus, The Redemptorist Fathers, to preach the glad tidings of
salvation to preach peace and to offer you pardon. I Cor, §:20 We
are, therefore, as St. Paul says, ambassadors for Christ—God as it
were exhorting you by us—For Christ, we beseech you, be ye rec-
onciled to God—Behold now is the acceptable time—bchold now is
the day of salvation—During the acceptable time of the mission—
during these days of salvation, God will shower his graces upon
you—The dew of ordinary graces which are at hand at other times,
become heavy showers of rain during the mission—There will be no

lack or want on the part of God nor will there be any lack or want on
our part.

1—

I

The second party which must work for the success of the mission are
the missionary fathers—We, too poor feeble men as we are must take
a great share in the work Now what is our work? As | have said
already, a2 mission is the continuation of the work of Christ Himsclf
a second redemption on a small scale—Thus the same as Christ did
during his public life we are going to do during the next weck. First
of all Our Lord preached to the people, to them that were sitting in
darkness, in ignorance, in the shadow of death, A light sprang up,
the light of the gospel—Thousands flocked to him—followed him
even into the desert—to listen to his sermons—And the banks of the
river Jordan re-echoed with the voice of the divine missionary—He
nstructed them about God—their last end—He showed them the
way of salvation—the enormity of sin—the obstacles of the way to
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heaven—So do we—We shall preach to you the same Gospel—the
Gospel of Christ—We do not preach a Gospel different from what
you have heard and learnt already. This would be heresy—If an angel
Came down from heaven to preach another gospel, let him be ac-
cursed—do not listen to him—Turn your back upon him—We preach
Christ and him crucified I Cor. To the Jews a stumbling block, to the
Gentiles foolishness, but to them that are called, to you, brethren—
Christ is the power of God and the wisdom of Oon_lﬂ.\n shall _u.nm»nr
to you all you must know and do in a short time, and in n_.nw_.. miﬁu_a
language, so that your faith and the knowledge of your faith will be
revived and increased in a few weeks. Again Our Lord prayed much
for the people, whom, to save he had come down from rn»a.nn.Tl
Without prayer, without earnest and fervent prayer our preaching
will not move you—It will be like sounding brass—It will reach your
ezr perhaps, but will not penetrate the depth of your —..om_.,nm.lﬂrﬂ.um
we too shall pray for you and with you throughout the mission—in
morning—during Holy Mass—during our work—in the evening esp.
we shall offer up the Rosary and after the sermon we shall say
together s Paters and Aves for the conversion of sinners at the tolling
of the bell.—Moreover Our Lord did not only stir the people up—
did not only show them the enormity of sin and the abyss of hell as a
natural consequence of sin—but he showed them the abyss of H.:m
mercy also—He forgave the sins of the people—He no:,:wnmn@ with
sinners—He led them back to God.—This mission was a mission of
mercy—salvation—"l am not come to destroy.”. . . . ... Oh! .roé
kind, how merciful was our dear Lord to poor sinners, who with a
contrite heart emplored his pardon—The woman caught in the very
act of adultery was not rejected or condemmed, but pardoned by
him—How mercifully did he treat St. Peter and Matthew, H:m: poor
outcast, Mary Magdalene and the very thief hanging on a gibbet—
We too shall do the same—follow his example—We are not come to
throw you into despair, nor to reject and condemn .<o=|.dqn are
among you—to help—to pardon—to save you—There is no sin how-
ever great—no crime however enormous which cannot be wma.onam
during this mission. If your sins were as red as crimson—they will be
washed as white as wool, and if they were as numberless as the stars
in the sky—they will be blotted out, all without exception, ?oiamm
you approach us with a contrite and humble heart and the firm will
to amend your life—story of Mary Magdalen—story of n.rn woman
who died in the chapel—And our Lord fed the people with miracu-
lous bread. He fed them even with his own flesh and blood—He
sacrificed himself for the remission of their sins—So shall we do—
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is part of a more general study of local rcligious life {for a book in progress),
based on participant observation and extensive interviews in the area, as well
as archival research particularly in the Redemptorist Library, the National
Library, and the National Folklore Archive, both in Dublin. My work on
religion follows from a long-standing rescarch interest in the area that began
with several months fieldwork in 1973, further fieldwork through tnost of
1976, and occasional return visits. Other aspects of local history and cthnog-
raphy are treated in Taylor (1980a, 1980b, 1981, 1985, 1987). This paper has
profited greatly from the comments, suggestions, and assistance of the partic-
ipants at the Conference on Anthropology and History held in 1989 and from
Macve Hickey Taylor, Seamus O Cathiin, Father Brendan McConvery CssR,
Howard Schneiderman, Pat Donoghue, and the editors of this volume.
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