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EDITORIAL NOTE 

HUGH BRODY 

 

Permanence and Transition:  Anthropological Perspectives  

 

The 2015 Conference of the Anthropological Association of Ireland, held at the University of Cork, 
was a remarkable celebration of Irish anthropology and the immense range of work being done by 
Irish anthropologists.  It was an honour for me to be invited to give a keynote address and then be 
able to be part of the audience, discussion and flow of the conference.  This was intellectually 
compelling ς the papers I heard and the anthropologists I met were inspiring.   For reasons that lay 
outside the conference itself, this was also a deeply moving experience: I was making a return to 
Ireland after an absence of more than thirty years.  And it was close to fifty years since I had lived in 
Ireland as an anthropologist. The theme of the conference ς Permanence and Transition ς had a 
particular resonance.  My work had begun in villages on the west coast of Ireland, had led from there 
to communities in the High Arctic, the North Pacific Coast and thence to Indian and, over the past 
fifteen years, to, southern Africa.  Many kinds of professional and personal transition.  Yet, being back 
in Ireland, hearing again the voice and themes of Irish anthropology, I was led to a series of thoughts 
about permanence ς of underlying preoccupation, forms of curiosity and a distinctive kind of moral 
commitment.   Life can conceal some of its unifying forces and factors beneath storms of change.  
This is an insight that comes of course from both anthropology and being an anthropologist; but it is 
also a feature of human memory, the internal stories by which we are shaped and with which spend 
so much of our internal lives. 

 

In his article here [see page 72] Kieran Keohane describes our visit to Allihies, the village where I spent 
time as a young anthropologist.   He also refers to Inishkillane (the book that grew out of my research 
in the west of Ireland) and to the possible thread that runs from that first piece of work through 
much  that followed.   I moved away from the anthropology of Ireland in 1971, feeling the pull of a 
very different kind of culture, history and field work; and feeling, also, the push from the intellectual 
exhaustion and sense of inner confinement that can swamp the last stages of making a book from a 
mass of notes.  In all these ways I welcomed a long leap from the anthropology of the small farm at 
the western edge of Europe to discovery of the immense landscapes and hunting communities of the 
northern tip of Canada.  I was seeking ς and in a way ς trusting to a definitive transition.  And of 
course it was there to be found: a language to learn that had not a trace of Indo-European grammar, 
a way of being in the world that looked to ideology and everyday practice that were so wonderfully 
opposite to any I had lived with before and a geography that was wild and open and, above all, not 
shaped by generations of agricultural labour.  All that I had worked with and within up to that point 
became a set of reference points or a framework within which to establish all that struck me as so 
distinctive, as so different.  Different from what of course is the question this invites and which 
suggests that transition ς however much it might be seized upon ς is not going to be into the dark; 
the illumination of where I had worked before, the very fields and pubs of the west of Ireland, shone 
its crucial lights wherever I might go.  I walked again along the main street of Allihies, stood in the bar 
where, fifty years before, I had listened to the beautiful sounds and yet poignant narratives that were 
the voices of the men who leant there and told me about their complicated lives, met again with 
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some of those I had known so long ago and stood by the strand below the village and heard the sea 
as it had always been.  Every bit of it so familiar, so embedded within me; as if I had never been away. 
As if there was no such thing as time, and the distance between Allihies and the north tip of Baffin 
Island had collapsed. 

 

This sense of no time or geography perhaps revealed how intense and important those experiences 
of the west of Ireland had been for me.  Or may also reveal, more importantly, that for all the 
journeys anthropologists may make and for all the shifts I had found in my work ς moving from one 
ΨŦƛŜƭŘΩ ǘƻ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ς there were profound ways in which I had remained in the same place. And this 
may be a first and elemental realisation about permanence: there is, like it or not, a set of baseline or 
benchmark ideas about human history and even the human condition that come from some original 
and formative experience.  This cannot be dodged.  Even with that essential insight of the young 
Marx ς there is no such thing as human nature, only the creations of human society ς the mind 
proceeds by way of comparison, through the tension and then the findings of our surprise.  From this, 
or beyond this, there was for me, at the growing centre of my work, a more complicated realisation 
about the anthropology I was becoming committed to, at the supposed margins of colonial powers or 
dominating industrial economies, in places where new kinds of change were flowing from issues of 
domination and subordination.  The more I worked at these troubled margins, the further I journeyed 
into the history of people who had to deal so much in their subordination; the more I linked the 
anthropology I did with the needs and the rights of those who were being so acutely disadvantaged.  
Losses of heritage, language, resources, land, even the right to life (I was later to find myself deep in 
the history of both Australia and southern Africa).  These became the themes of my work, because 
they were what I had been steeped in, was taught, and told about and in which, again and again, as I 
did research in homes and communities at various colonial frontiers, I saw being revealed in everyday 
life. 

 

When I was living and working in Ireland, there were powerful storms of history breaking through the 
communities along the west coast.   The most important part of my research came from the detailed 
analysis of each household in one parish, supported by the stories men and women in some of these 
households told me about the more troubled and most personal part of their lives.  To document this 
was the only way of doing justice to this work and, I thought at the time, to do right by those who 
had let me know about their difficulties.  It turned out that to publish this, even with names changed 
and geography obfuscated, was to cause grief to some of those I had known best.   I have always 
regretted this, yet I also always thought that my wish to speak to the real, and, in so doing, to identify 
some of the destructive forces at work in the wake of a particular history, was to honour those who 
had spoken to me of their pain.  As Kieran Keohane says in his account of our journey together to 
Allihies and his generous reflections on my work, 'ethical ethnography can empower and enable 
people and communities on the margins by illuminating the dignity inherent in all of the varieties and 
modalities of the human family.'  Perhaps I can push this thought one step further: all ethnography, 
all social anthropology, must include long and careful listening to what those we have chosen to live 
among most want to tell us.  And if this includes, as it so often does, intense and often despairing 
concern about loss of all that has seemed to them to make life secure or meaningful, then our 
obligation, as anthropologists, as the messengers from there to here, from the frontiers to the 
centres of political and economic power, is to hear and to carry with us what we have heard.   In the 
course of history, we are all to be judged by what we choose not to act upon, and the times we 
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choose to be silent.  Anthropology can very often be the discipline, the form of human inquiry, the 
life choice where this kind of judgment can be of special relevance. 

 

My impression is that the new generation of anthropologists understands this as well as, if not better 
than, my generation did.  Many discussions with those who were at the conference in Cork, and 
whose work is celebrated in this issue of the Irish Journal of Anthropology, reminded me of this 
crucial continuity in anthropology.   I give many thanks to all who made the conference, this issue of 
the Journal, and those who so generously invited me to return to the west of Ireland.  In particular, 
special thanks to the conference organisers, James Cuffe, Fiona Larkan, Ioannis Tsioulakis and David 
Murphy.  And deep gratitude to Kieran Keohane for leading me back to Allihies and making sure that 
our time there was a return to the heartlands of the world and the ideas we turned out to share in so 
Ƴŀƴȅ ǇǊƻŦƻǳƴŘ ǿŀȅǎΦ  L ŀƭǎƻ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƻŦŦŜǊ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ǘƘŀƴƪǎ ǘƻ !ƴƴŜΣ WƛƳƳȅ ŀƴŘ ΨaƛǘŜȅΩ aŎbŀƭƭȅ ŦƻǊ 
welcoming me to their home in Allihies and, with such grace and generosity, reminding me of all that 
I had loved in the west of Ireland and all that I had carried from there into the rest of my life.  This 
was the best possible lesson in the importance of both permanence and transition. 

 

GENERAL EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION 

JAMES CUFFE 

It is a great pleasure for me to thank Hugh on behalf of the Anthropological Association of Ireland for 
speaking to our 2015 conference and for so generously giving his time while in attendance. Our 2015 
conference saw great interest with scholars attending from distant shores.  As always it is an 
opportunity to see work from our friends and colleagues on the island and indeed further afield and 
we offer a small selection of the conference papers here. 

 

I will take this opportunity to congratulation Fiona Larkan as incoming chair of the AAI and also to 
welcome Dr. Lidia Guzy on board the IJA team as Associate Editor. This is a time for the AAI to go 
ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭΩǎ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ŀƳōƛǘions. I warmly welcome input from our 
membership on suggestions as to whether the journal should move solely online or remain in both 
print and digital format. There are also ongoing debates whether the journal should move to a 
publishing house or if it is better to remain independent. These are important considerations and 
should be heartily discussed by members whenever the occasion might arise and I welcome feedback 
on these matters. 

 

I also warmly thank Hugh for his role as guest editor in this issue of the Irish Journal of Anthropology. 
In addition to the conference papers showcased here we have two topical articles in our regular 
sections Comment On: The Geopolitics of Ebola and Global Health Security and Interview With: 
Professor Thomas Hylland Eriksenin an engaging conversation on the state of Anthropology in Europe 
today. Enjoy. 

 

Again thanks to the whole IJA team without whose Sisyphean efforts these contributions to the 
anthropological community of Ireland cannot be made 



Irish Journal of Anthropology       Vol. 18(1) 2015 Summer 

 
7 

Cover Photo:  DOUBLE HAPPINESS,  ({I¦'bD·ḙ) taken by QINGYUE ZHANG 

Location: Cork: 08/08/2015 

 
HUGH BRODY 
Hugh Brody is a renowned British anthropologist, writer and film-maker. He taught at Queens University 
Belfast and conducted seminal ethnographic work in Irish anthropology. He is an Honorary Associate at the 
Scott Polar Research Institute at the University of Cambridge, and holds a Canada Research Chair at the 
University of the Fraser Valley.  His career spans five decades of work in a wide range of cultures, making 
contributions to the anthropological literature, developing the anthropological basis for indigenous land rights 
and directing many documentary films.  His publications include: Inishkillane: Change and Decline in the West 
of Ireland, The People's Land,  Maps and Dreams and The Other side of Eden. 
 
FIONA LARKAN  
Fiona Larkan is a Medical Anthropologist with a particular interest in the social aspects of HIV and Chronic 
Illness in Ireland and South Africa. Her PhD focused on Sexuality, Risk and Choice in middle class communities 
in South Africa and Ireland. Based at the Centre for Global Health, Trinity College Dublin, as Director of the 
MSc Global Health, Fiona is also affiliated with the School of Public Health at University of the Western Cape in 
South Africa. 
 
CAROLINE RYAN  
Caroline Ryan is a doctoral researcher at the Centre for Global Health, Trinity College Dublin and lecturer in the 
Department of Veterinary Medicine at University of Rwanda with a specialization in Veterinary Medicine, One 
Health and Global Health. Her research interests include the globalization of emerging infectious diseases, 
specifically examining the dynamics between the global and the local from the perspective of the latter.  
 
SEBASTIAN KEVANY 
Sebastian Kevany has conducted over 100 missions to Africa, the Middle East, and South-East Asia, with a 
particular focus on conflict and post-conflict settings, conducting program evaluation, diplomatic alignment, 
and other representative duties.  Sebastian holds BA and MA degrees from Trinity College Dublin, an MPH 
degree from the University of Cape Town, and is an international policy specialist at the University of 
California, San Francisco. 
 
SINDY JOYCE 
Sindy Joyce is a PhD student in the Department of Sociology, University of Limerick. She is the module 
ŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƻǊ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ƛƴ Ψ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎΣ wƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ bƻƳŀŘƛǎƳΩ ŀƴŘ Ψ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎΣ 9ǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ wƛƎƘǘǎΩ ƛƴ 
University College Dublin with the School of Social Justice. She is a recipient of the 2014 Traveller Pride Award 
for Education. Her PhD title is aƛƴƪƛŜǊǎ {ƛǵƭŀŘƘΥ !ƴ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ȅƻǳƴƎ ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ 
urban spaceΦ {ƛƴŘȅΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜΥ нлмоΥ {ŜƳƛƴŀǊ wŜǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ 'Imogen Tyler: Revolting subjects: eviction 
and occupation in neoliberal Britain', Socheolas: Limerick student of sociology, 5(1),  
 
NOELLE MANN 
Noelle Mann is a doctoral candidate at the Department of English, Trinity College, Dublin. Her thesis 'Music in 
the Glen: Traveller Culture and Song' explores the cultural significance of music to Irish and Scottish Travellers, 
as described in their memoirs and song compositions. She is funded by the Irish Research Council.  
 
SAMUEL WARD 
{ŀƳǳŜƭ ƛǎ ŀ tƘΦ5Φ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ƻŦ /ƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ /ǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ vǳŜŜƴΩǎ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ .ŜƭŦŀǎǘΦ IŜ ƘƻƭŘǎ ŀ .Φ!Φ 
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COMMENT ON 

THE GEOPOLITICS OF EBOLA AND GLOBAL HEALTH SECURITY: WHY ANTHROPOLOGY MATTERS 

BY FIONA LARKAN*, CAROLINE RYAN, SEBASTIAN KEVANY

 

 

 

  

 

 

Introduction 

The combination of an exceptionalised 
disease, fragile health systems and a failure of 
global health leadership and governance 
constituted a perfect storm for the spread of 
Ebola in West Africa. In this heightened sense 
of emergency, a shift in global health 
securitization1 has occurred, which should not 
go unnoticed or unchallenged. Globally 
mediated epidemics are highly political and 
anthropologists are uniquely placed to 
interrogate the geopolitics of Ebola and global 
health security.  

 

The outbreak of Ebola in three West African 
countries has raised the worldwide profile of 
this zoonotic infectious disease to an 
unparalleled level. No previous Ebola 
outbreak spread so widely; the previous 24 
epidemics remained within national borders 
and were never reported to have killed more 
than 300 people (Lancet Ebola Resource 
Centre, 2014). International responses to the 
West African Ebola outbreak have elicited a 
wide range of responses ς not all positive, 
some openly critical ς and much hyperbole.  

 

Only 3% of World Health Organisation (WHO) 
non-support staff have the non-medical skills 
(e.g. law, diplomacy, trade, economics and 

anthropology) required for epidemic 
preparedness (Gostin & Friedman, 2015). 
Clearly anthropology can contribute to 
understanding outbreaks in terms of customs 
and practices and local responses to disease 
(Hewlett & Amola, 2003; Hewlett & Hewlett, 
2007). Following a One-Health approach, 
anthropologists have also explored the extent 
to which human-animal-environment 
interactions (Brown & Kelly 2015) and hunting 
practices (Wolfe et al, 2000; Saez et al, 2014) 
are central to the emergence of zoonotic 
diseases. Indeed because of this, 
anthropology also has a significant role to play 
in reviewing and critiquing the repercussions 
of Ebola on international politics and 
international relations.  

 

The Perfect Storm 

Exceptionalisation of Ebola 

The framing of a disease as exceptional or 
unique from other diseases (and therefore 
warranting exceptional response) has vast, 
often problematic, consequences. As 
evidenced by AIDS exceptionalism, 30 years of 
targeted interventions has been criticised for 
shifting resources disproportionally away 
from endemic diseases and health system 
strengthening (Smith & Whiteside, 2010), and 
for contributing to the problem of stigma and 
self-stigma (Cameron 2006, Kelly 2006) in low 
income contexts. Infectious diseases (widely 
ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ΨŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ƛƴŦŜŎǘƛƻǳǎ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜǎΩύΣ 
and include the inappropriately named 
haemorrhagic viruses, such as Ebola. The 
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haemorrhagic term stems from a westernized, 
media-hyped image surrounding the gastro-
intestinal heamorrhagic clinical symptoms, 
sometimes seen towards the late stages of 
the disease. However the more apt and 
recently applied title, Ebola Virus Disease 
(EVD) has not normalized the exceptional 
image of Ebola. Portrayed as an 
uncontrollable threat, particularly to the 
westernized nations, EVD is viewed as one of 
the greatest threats to global security 
warranting co-ordinated global action (Kalra 
et al, 2014). In 2015 that global action took 
the form of military deployment by donor 
countries in West Africa. 

 

Bass (1998), Bennett & Edelman (1985) 
Sontag (1989) and Wald (2008) have all 
documented the consequences of consistent 
and stereotypically negative narratives of a 
disease. By fashioning an account around a 
priori assumptions,  

ΨƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǎŜŜƳǎ ŎƭŜŀǊ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŘŜƴƛŀōƭŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 
ǘƘŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǘƛŎŀƭ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ Ƙŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ ƛǘ ǎƻ ώΧϐ 
leaving the psychological impression that 
one is experiencing reality-ŘǊƛǾŜƴ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΩ 
(Bennett & Edelman, 1985:162).  

 

Sontag (1989:141) ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨŦǊƻƳ Ŏƭŀǎǎ 
fiction to the latest journalism, the standard 
ǇƭŀƎǳŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƛǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŜȄƻǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ƛƴŜǎŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩΦ 
.ŀǎǎ όмффуΥппсύ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ΨƘŜƎŜƳƻƴƛŎ 
residue of imperial 'contamination' remains 
ŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩΦ 

 

Thus, along with ŀ ΨŘƛǎŜŀǎŜ-knows-no-ōƻǊŘŜǊǎΩ 
rhetoric, this move toward securitised 
response strategies has emerged from a 
ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎΩΦ DǊŀƴǘŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ 
concept of universality in terms of 
collaboration and sharing resources to resolve 
major global challenges is hard to challenge. 
However targeting responses to Ebola from 
the perspective of containment in terms of 
securitization, and placing such response 

strategies at the top of the global health 
ŀƎŜƴŘŀΣ Ƴŀȅ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ  ŀ ΨǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎΩ 
that in ConneƭƭΩǎ όнллтύ ǿƻǊŘǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ΨǘƘŜ 
views of the most privileged 600 million 
assuming the same views are experienced by 
the whole 6000 million who are actually in the 
ǿƻǊƭŘΩΦ 

 

Fragile Health Systems: 

The high mortality from Ebola in this instance 
is in part due to inadequate health systems 
and lack of resources (Boozary, Farmer & Jha, 
2014)- problems that will continue to 
challenge these three West African 
governments when the outbreak is contained. 
Edelstein, Anglides & Heymann, (2015) detail 
some of the challenges that are already being 
observed - decreased vaccination coverage for 
infectious diseases (including measles); a 
disruption to HIV, TB and Malaria 
programmes, and the loss of more than 800 
health workers from an already depleted 
health workforce. The focus on Ebola at the 
expense of other health programmes has 
resulted in an increase in the rates of other 
treatable diseases including respiratory 
viruses, diarrhoea, Lassa fever, malaria 
(Lancet Ebola Resource Centre, 2014). And 
this does not begin to explore the economic, 
social, and psychological impact of the 
outbreak which will also have repercussions 
for many years to come.  

 

Failure of Global Health Leadership and 
Governance 

It is clear that global health leadership failed 
West Africa in this instance (Farrar & Piot 
2014, Gostin & Friedman 2014, 2015, Horton, 
2015, Rosling 2015, Boozary et al 2014). The 
early response was left to national 
governments of the three most affected 
countries ς Sierra Leone, Guinea and Liberia ς 
which are amongst the worƭŘΩǎ ƭƻǿŜǎǘ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ 
countries in terms of the Human 
Development Index2; none had the capacity or 
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infrastructure to respond to the worsening 
crisis.  

 

The WHO over the past decade has reduced 
its core budget, and the bulk of its remaining 
budget is project/programme driven, with 
relatively little core budget to respond quickly 
to situations such as Ebola (Rosling 2015).  
Despite the establishment by the WHO in 
2005, of a legally binding governing legal 
framework ς the International Health 
Regulations ς there is no coordinated, funded 
commitment to countries with reduced 
capacity to comply with the regulations 
(Wilson, Brownstein & Fidler, 2010). Global 
ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ ƛǎ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀƴ ΨŀŘ ƘƻŎ 
series of institutions, laws and strategies that 
do not function ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƘŜǊŜƴǘ ǿƘƻƭŜΩ όDƻǎǘƛƴ 
& Friedman 2015:1903). In the vacuum 
created by the lack of clear leadership we saw 
a shift in power from the WHO to the UN in 
the form of a UN Mission (UN Mission for 
Ebola Emergency Response ς UNMEER) 
which, as Boozary et al (2014) point out, 
gained more support than any resolution 
since the founding of the United Nations in 
1946.  

 

Global Health Security 

The West African Ebola outbreak, constituted 
a serious crisis for the people of West Africa, 
not for the world. It was without doubt a 
humanitarian emergency that merited 
international support and assistance. 
However the securitization and militarization 
that followed should not go unnoticed or 
unchallenged. 

 

²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ Dƭƻōŀƭ IŜŀƭǘƘ ΨǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΩ Ƙŀǎ 
been in existence for some time, in recent 
years this has increasingly been shaped by the 
war on terror (Collier et al, 2004). Ingram 
(2005) explores the origin of the structure and 
dynamics of the security discourse, and its 

shift from the paradigmatic case of war. 
Extending the security discourse to other 
ǊŜŀƭƳǎ ƘŜ ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ ΨǊƛǎƪǎ Ƴƛǎ-stating the nature 
of the problem, rendering 'security' 
analytically fuzzy, or calling forth 
ƛƴŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘΩ όнллрΥ рнпύΦ 
Global health security thus becomes 
extraordinary, oǊ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŀƳŜ ƻŦ ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭ 
ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ όƛƴ ŀ 
civil defence capacity) might seem attractive, 
even understandable, advantages include the 
productive and humanitarian employment of 
personnel and equipment otherwise designed 
for destructive purposes and the increased 
integration between international 
development and broader international 
ŀŦŦŀƛǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ΨǎƳŀǊǘ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ 
ƘŜŀƭǘƘΩ ό/{L{Σ ƴΦŘΦύ ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳΦ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ 
ΨƴƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘƴŜǎǎΩ ό[ŀƪƻŦŦΣ нллуύ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
shapes, and structures, the Emergency 
Response discourse and strategies has 
ongoing consequences for global health and 
ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ΨǘƘŜ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅ 
developed in the military and civil defense to 
ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΩ 
(2008:422). The concern here is while the key 
to preparedness would undoubtedly be a 
robust health system in each country, that 
goal is being usurped by preparedness for an 
ΨŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊƳ 
of preparedness would be a combination of 
long-term, well resourced health systems in-
country and strong global health governance 
structure.3 

 

Of particular concern is the manner in which 
donor countries, such as the United States 
and European Union member states 
(including the Republic of Ireland), dispatched 
ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ ΨŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅ 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜΩ ς on the basis that armed forces are 
considered to have the most well-developed 
capacity to respond to epidemic outbreaks 
that threaten health security in a way that the 
more lumbering, bureaucratic structures of 
the United Nations and other supranational 
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and multilateral organizations could never 
hope to do.   

 

This interface between societal, political and 
medical forces is where anthropology should 
situate itself. How have recipient and other 
severely-affected societies been affected by 
the international response? To what extent 
have issues of national sovereignty and 
independence been jeopardized by the 
occupation of international armed forces in 
West Africa?  How are legislative, diplomatic 
and organizational structures developed and 
maintained ς often at very short notice ς to 
govern such measures?  How are local 
communities affected?  And, perhaps most 
importantly, what precedent does this set on 
an international level?  Could the incumbent 
Russian government, for example, employ 
similar measures ς on the basis of national 
security ς in response to perceived or actual 
disease outbreaks in the Ukraine? 

 

In the 21st Century, security concerns ς 
including specific elements such as global 
health security ς tend to trump all other 
considerations, including the diplomatic, the 
societal, the medical, the political and (given 
the costs of securitization) the economic.   
Similarly, at the individual, community and 
national population levels, these concerns 
may have eroded other priorities.   The gains 
are manifold; including diversification of 
military roles, greater resource allocation to 
global health, and tangible increases in human 
security. But what are the costs, most 
particularly at the societal and cultural levels?  
The imposition of global health security 
measures, including surveillance, the 
employment of health service provision from 
outside the national health system without an 
official mandate, and the associated 
disempowerment of the individual in related 
policy decisions all stand to erode social and 
political empowerment in developing 
countries.  In order for future interventions 

comparable to the Ebola response to be 
successful, the employment of 
anthropological perspectives and 
preparations are therefore essential.   

 

Conclusion 

The combination of disease exceptionalism, 
fragile health systems and a failure of global 
health governance has contributed to a shift 
in power in global health emergency 
responses, and the setting of unfortunate 
precedents. The overlap between military 
forces and global health initiatives is not 
limited, as one might imagine, to global 
ΨǎǳǇŜǊǇƻǿŜǊǎΩΦ  Lƴ ŎƻƴƧǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ 
response, the Irish Department of Defence 
deployed 4 personnel to the United 
YƛƴƎŘƻƳΩǎ 9ōƻƭŀ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ƛƴ {ƛŜǊǊŀ 
Leone in 2015.  Although the recent 
involvement of the Irish Navy in the European 
migrant crisis does not transgress 
international sovereign borders, these efforts 
provide a further compelling example of the 
armeŘ ŦƻǊŎŜǎΩ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜŘ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ 
humanitarian endeavors ς with a specific 
focus on emergency responses ς in the 21st 
Century.   

 

For better or for worse, the precedent has 
been set for the militarization of such 
interventions.  The question that both the 
global health and anthropological 
communities will face is whether to embrace 
or steadfastly oppose these changing remits 
and purviews.  If the former, the articulation 
of a set of standards or guidelines, jointly 
developed by civil society, the military, and 
the global health community, governing the 
boundaries of military involvement in global 
ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ΨŘƛǇƭƻƳŀǘƛŎΩ 
standards, should be articulated. It is not 
enough for Western powers to mobilize 
responses to resource poor settings and 
withdraw once the crisis is overcome. Failure 
to build up strong health systems will 
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inevitably lead to additional crises in the 
future, and require further rapid (and costly) 
intervention 
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Notes

 

 

 

1 The process of (in this case) supranational 
and international actors transforming subjects 
ƛƴǘƻ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ΨǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΩΣ ǘƘǳǎ ŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎ 
extraordinary means to be used in the name 
of security. 
2 United Nations Human Development Index 
ranks Sierra Leone, Guinea, and Liberia at 
183rd, 179th and 175th respectively on a scale 
of 187 (UNDP, 2013) 
3 One of the few good reviews the US military 
received in this regard was the construction of 
long-term health clinics ς however these are 
often un-used because of parameters on 
treatment. 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The West African Ebola Viral Disease (EVD) situation:   

 

As of 12
th
 August 2015 WHO reports 27,929 total cases (Suspected, Probable, 

and Confirmed) of this strain of Ebola subtype ZEBV (CDC 2014, Baize et al 

2014, Kalra et al 2014), with total deaths recorded as 11,283. Guinea and Sierra 

Leone continue to have new cases though the trend is downward. Liberia, has 

been declared Ebola-free. The WHO situation report of 10
th
 June 2015 states 

'case incidence has been below 10 confirmed cases per week for three 

consecutive weeks, but there remains a significant risk of further transmission 

and an increase in case incidence in the near and medium term'. 

World health Organisation (2015). Ebola Situation Report ï 12
th
 August 2015. WHO, Geneva 
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ARTICLE  

DIVIDED SPACES: AN EXAMINATION OF EVERYDAY RACISM AND ITS IMPACT ON 

YOUNG TRAVELLERS’ SPATIAL MOBILITY 

BY SINDY JOYCE 

 

 

Abstract: This research builds upon the understanding that our relationships to space are 
mediated through our social and cultural identities. It draws on Michel De Certeauôs theory of 
the use of ótacticsô to counteract the dominant óstrategiesô used to control and regulate the 
movement of Irish Travellers. The theoretical literature provides a contextual framework for an 
analysis of the limited spatial practices of young Travellers. Racial boundaries exist that are 
socially constructed and are policed and governed in order to control and tighten their spatial 
mobility. The study highlights the veracity with which young Travellers are severely restricted 
in their movements. 
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Introduction 

In contemporary society, the spatial mobility 
of young people in general has been 
circumscribed by restrictions and regulations 
placed on their movement as a consequence 
of stereotypes associating them with 
unpredictability and irresponsibility (see for 
example Devlin 2005 and 2006; Cohan 1980; 
Falchikov 1986; Giddens 1993 and Griffen 
2004). Specific groups of young people are 
further constrained in their use of space as a 
consequence of perceived risks and 
restrictions resulting from the status of their 
particular ethnic, religious, racialized and 
gender identities (see for example Leonard 

2007, Nayak 2003, Black 2005 and Hopkins 
нллтύΦ ¢ƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ¦ƴƛƻƴΩǎ ΨŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ƻŦ 
ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΩ principle is central to the theme 
of security and justice for all EU citizens. 
However, not all citizens have equal 
ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ ŦǊŜŜƭȅΦ [ŜŦŜōǾǊŜΩǎ 
όмфсуύ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩ 
ŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΩ 
whereby respect and celebration for social 
diversity is essential for basic citizenship 
rights. The historical on-going regulation 
ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎΩ ƴƻƳŀŘƛŎ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ 
Ireland has resulted in limited spatial mobility 
which affects life chances and opportunities. 
Restrictions placed on movement are 
excessive; for example occurring via a 
process of linking Travellers to criminality; it 
is now a criminal act to camp in public space 
(see the Housing (Miscellaneous Provisions) 
Act 2002). 

 

It is generally recognised and accepted that 
Travellers are the most marginalised 
community in Ireland (see McVeigh 2007). In 
terms of spatial mobility, the process of 
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exclusion has socially produced a Traveller 
image as undesirable, thus, it has become 
essential for authority (government, urban 
planners and policing  

Table 1: Girls Chart  

 

Table 1: Boys Chart  

 

 

 

bodies) to have their spatial mobility 
controlled. For example, in 1998, Fine Gael 
County Councillor John Flannery indefensibly 
suggested that Travellers can be compared to 
ΨǇŜŘƛƎǊŜŜ ŘƻƎǎ ƻǊ ƭƛǾŜǎǘƻŎƪΩ ǿƘŜǊŜōȅ ΨǘŀƎƎƛƴƎΩ 
is necessary. Thus, he was suggesting that all 
¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎ ōŜ ΨǘŀƎƎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƛŎǊƻŎƘƛǇǎ ƭƛƪŜ 
ŘƻƎǎΩ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ 
(Independent.ie, 1998). He was cleared by 
the courts of inciting hatred against 
Travellers.  

 

 

O = Racially regulated    Π = Positive spatial practices                          
∆ = Self-regulated  

 

 

 

Methods 
Research plan 

This research utilized a thematic qualitative 
methodology; discussions were drawn from 
audio recorded focus group interviews with 
18 young Travellers aged between 16-18 
ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ŀƎŜΦ aŀŘŜƭŜƛƴŜ [ŜƻƴŀǊŘΩǎ όнллтύ 
method of using geographical maps in focus 
groups was used for this study. Using maps in 
qualitative research has proved 'valuable' in 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǘƘΩǎ 'perceptions' of their 
location in a city (Darbyshire et al 2005, 
p.422, also, see Leonard 2007; 2008). 

Π Π O Π ∆ O ∆ Π 

Π Π O Π Π ∆ ∆ Π 

∆ O O Π ∆ O ∆ Π 

Π Π O Π ∆ Π O Π 

O Π O O ∆ ∆ ∆ Π 

Π Π O O ∆ O ∆ Π 

Beach Cinema Shopping 

Centres 

Park Youth 

clubs 

Discos Sport 

facilities 

Traveller 

Events 

O O O O ∆ O O Π 

O O O O ∆ O O Π 

O O O ∆ ∆ O O Π 

O Π O O O ∆ O Π 

O Π O O O O Π Π 

Π O O O ∆ O Π Π 

Beach Cinema Shopping 

Centres 

Parks Youth 

clubs 

Discos Sport 

facilities 

Traveller 

Events 



Irish Journal of Anthropology       Vol. 18(1) 2015 Spring/Summer 

 
17 

 

Sampling Procedure  

Participants were recruited through Traveller 
support groups in Galway. Ethical approval 
for this research was attained from the 
University of Limerick Research Ethics and 
Government Committee.  

 

Data analysis  

The data collected for this research identified 
many themes, however for the purpose of 
this paper I will concentrate on the theme of 
everyday racism. A map of Galway City was 
used in which the participants marked areas 
where they go and do not go. Coloured 
stickers were provided to the participants; 
ǘƘŜȅ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ΨǎŀŦŜΩ areas with green (here Π); 
ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ ΨǊƛǎƪΩ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜŘ (here O); and areas in 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ΨǎŜƭŦ-ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘŜΩ ǿƛǘƘ ȅŜƭƭƻǿ (here 
∆);. This provided a comprehensive 
understanding of their spatial practices. See 
sample tables below: 

  

Research Findings 
Everyday racism  

In modern Ireland there has been reluctance 
to recognize the extent of racism against Irish 
Travellers. The Encyclopaedia of Race and 
Racism (2013) suggests that there are three 
strands of everyday racism- 'the 
marginalization of those identified as racially 
or ethnically different'; 'the problematization 
of other cultures and identities'; 'symbolic or 
physical repression of (potential) resistance 
through humiliation or violence', Travellers 
experience all three strands. The clear spatial 
division between Travellers and non-
Travellers in Ireland is no doubt as a result of 
the historical phenomena of the clamp down 
on the Traveller/nomadic culture especially 
after the introduction of the Report of the 
Commission on Itinerancy in 1963.   

 

The marginalization of Travellers identified 
as racially or ethnically different 

 

By signing the Lisbon Treaty in 2007 and 
ratifying it in 2009, Ireland along with other 
European Union member countries agreed to 
combat poverty and exclusion through the 
European Unionôs social policy; the EU social 
inclusion strategy was developed. However, 
inclusion based on ethnic difference was 
never the Irish governmentôs policy for the 
'Traveller problem' (Report of the 
Commission on Itinerancy, 1963), it was and 
still is assimilation and acculturation. The 
denial to recognise Traveller ethnic identity 
by the Irish government has been criticised 
by international human rights agencies such 
as CERD, ECRI, FCNM and the EU Race 
Directive.  

ΨThey think you can just stop being a 
Traveller' 
 
'Yeah because we are Travellers they put us 
living beside dumps where we are cut away 
from everyone else' 
 
'Itôs a sin really the way they treat us and 
then they try telling us to ófit inô as if you 
can stand there and let people put your 
culture downΩ 

 

How space is contested and negotiated is 
central to the separation between Travellers 
and the majority population. Travellers view 
space differently and as nomads they tend to 
have a close connection to the land whereby 
boundaries are unobserved or tactically 
manoeuvred. Galway city has a history of 
excluding Travellers from the city centre 
boundaries. In 1925, the Galway Chamber of 
Commerce was worried about Travellers 
being in the city during tourist season 
believing British and American newspapers 
would publish a description of 'beggar life in 
Galway' (cited in Helleiner 2003, p.53). By 
1939, legalization and by-laws were 
introduced to 'put itinerants out of the area' 
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(p.54). By 1953, the city council outlawed 
temporary camps to be set-up in the city and 
by the 1980s Travellers who were still living 
in the city remembered the risks of camping 
within the city boundaries; continuous 
summons and fines were given (p.57).  The 
evidence that Galway city is a divided city 
therefore, is coming from a historical context 
whereby Travellers were excluded on the 
justifications of 'protecting public health or 
the economic interests of the city' (p.58).  
The young Travellers in my study discussed 
racist incidents as a common routine as if 
they were becoming immune to it and 
ótacticsô (De Certeau 1984) were utilized in 
order to negotiate spatial practices.  

ΨWhen we are going anywhere - we prepare 
ourselves for what could happen, like, you 
just never know if weôd be allowed in or 
not, sometimes you just canôt look too 
much like a Traveller cos if you do, you 
know thereôs no way youôǊŜ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƛƴΩ   

 
ΨWe donôt walk up to the door together; we 
try mix in with the crowd and pretend we 
are ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩ  

 

ΨYou just have to hold your head up high 

and get on with it.Ω  
 

Conflicts and tensions between Travellers 
and non-Travellers have resulted in young 
Travellers sensing and experiencing feelings 
of antagonism towards their identity and in 
turn Traveller spatial practices become 
restricted forcing them to negotiate their 
mobility or immobility on a daily basis.  

 

The problematization of Traveller cultures 
and identities 

Irish attitudes towards ótinkersô and 
Travellers in the 19th century were 
influenced by social Darwinism and by the 
growth of bourgeois nationalist ideals (Jim 
MacLaughlin, 1999). Anti-Traveller and anti-

nomad racism is deeply rooted in an ideology 
of sedentarist superiority which regarded 
óunsettledô people as racially inferior to 
settled people. Previous to the new Irish 
state, Irish people were portrayed as 
nomads, beggars, ignorant, uneducated, 
backward, superstitious and violent people 
by the British; a discourse which was entirely 
transferred onto Travellers after the 
construction of a nationalist Ireland. (ӥ 
hAodha 2006, p.138). The dominant populace 
was embarrassed by its past and Travellers 
were a constant reminder. Clearly, the 
limited spatial mobility of Travellers can be 
understood from a historical context of state 
legalizations and racism (Gmelch 1976; 
McCann et al 1994; Drummond 2007). 
Micheál Mac Gréilôs 2010 report 
Emancipation of the Travelling People 
concluded that settled peopleôs attitudes 
towards Travellers includes- '60.1% would 
not welcome a Traveller as a member of the 
family; 72.3% would support Travellers óto 
live their own way of life decentlyô; 63.7% 
reject Travellers on the basis of their óway of 
lifeô; and 18.2% would deny Irish citizenship 
to Travellers'. 

 

Race like public space is socially produced 
and constructed in order to justify 
discriminative spatial and social practices. 
Henri Lefebvre (1974) stressed that these 
practices are what govern the experiences of 
everyday life. The effects of these negative 
attitudes on young Travellers were obviously 
visible during the discussions.  

ΨItôs not fair really the way we are treated 
but sure you get used to itΩ 
 
ΨAccording to them we are all trouble, we 
are the ones that get blamed for everything 
even when we are in the rightΩ 
 
ΨPeople always ask me about Big Fat Gypsy 
Weddings, it can get annoying because you 
just keep repeating yourself all the time 
and then when you tell them that all 
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Travellers are not like that or we donôt do 
ógrabbingô they look at you like you are 
telling liesΩ 

 

Encountering racism and intolerance in 
everyday life has become such a normal 
experience for the young Travellers that they 
have managed to negotiate their spatial 
mobility to the point of using the ótacticô of 
finding ways to hide their Traveller identity. 

ΨYou canôt dress too Travellerish; 
sometimes I wear glasses to make me look 
more poshΩ 
 
ΨMy brother canôt say that he is a Traveller 
coz then he will lose his jobΩ 
 
ΨWhen you get stopped at a disco 
sometimes you wish you werenôt a 
Traveller, not wish!  'Not wish! - You didnôt 
look like a Traveller I mean - just to get 
inside (pauses) - ōǳǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ōƻǊƴ ǿƘƻ ȅou 
ŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǇǊƻǳŘΩ 

 
'Sure they will never accept us as Traveller 
people' 

 

The discussions revealed that anti-Traveller 
racism is a normalised action in Irish society 
that is prolonged and sustained by the 
óproblematization of Traveller cultures and 
identitiesô.  

 

Symbolic or physical repression of (potential) 
resistance through humiliation or violence 

 

FOUR TravelƭŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀǿŀǊŘŜŘ ϵмΣнлл 
each by equality officers for the 
'humiliation' and 'distress' they suffered 
after they were refused service in a pub at 
a Christmas party 

(Independent 2002).   

 

Arland D. Jacobson wrote 'the purpose of 
humiliating others within larger social 
contexts is to disempower them and to 

control them, and at the extreme, to 
eliminate them' (2013). The long historical 
struggle for cultural and ethnic recognition 
has resulted in Travellers being 
ódisempoweredô and ócontrolledô while 
feeling that their culture and identity is being 
eliminated.  

 

In 2004, the International Coalition of Cities 
against Racism was launched by UNESCO; this 
was designed to fight racism from the roots 
of the design and planning of urban areas. 
Cities were the focus because 'their 
composition, design and governance reflect 
historical patterns and ideologies of 
discrimination' (p.3). The óright to the cityô 
was Lefebvreôs declaration 'for the 
recognition of the urban as the (re)producer 
of social relations of power, and the right to 
participation in it' (Gilbert and Dikeç 2008, 
p.254). The idea was a tactic to legitimize 'the 
refusal to allow oneself to be removed from 
urban reality by a discriminatory and 
segregative organization' (p.255).  

 

The symbolic violence towards Traveller 
identity posed a threat to future physiological 
well-being. Mental health issues among 
Travellers are troubling as 11% of deaths are 
caused by suicide; suicide is 7 times higher 
for the Traveller community than the settled 
population and it is most common among 
young males aged between 15-25 years old 
(AITHS, 2010).  

ΨPeople wonder why there is so much 
suicide in Travellers (looks around the 
room) ï when I think; been not liked or, 
they been racist has something to do with 
ƛǘΩ 
 
ΨSure you have to get bored being stuck in 
all the time, then when you do go out it 
actually feels worse because you have 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƧǳŘƎƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΩ 
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ΨOf course you get bored and then you have 
plenty of time on your hands to be thinking 
ǘƻƻ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΩ 
 
ΨItôs worst for the boys I think, because we 
can fill our time chatting, cleaning or 
minding the children, the boys just sit 
around bored and in a bad mood (rolls her 
eyes) - you canôǘ ōƭŀƳŜ ǘƘŜƳ ǊŜŀƭƭȅΗΩ 

 

Smith et al argued that 'culture may act as a 
protective factor or as a facilitating factor 
that increases risks of suicide to already 
vulnerable groups' (cited in Walker 2008, 
p.20).  

 

The young Travellers discussed issues with a 
sense of violation through excessive 
regulation, surveillance (by the city council) 
and restrictions on their spatial mobility.  

ΨWe canôt even climb the walls in our site 
coz if you do a voice comes out of the 
speaker telling us to óGET DOWN NOWô 
they are watching us the whole timeΩ 
 
 
ΨThey watch us like a hawk everywhere we 
goΩ 
 
ΨYeah itôs like an open jail or somethingΩ 
 
óThere is nothing out here, look this is 
where they threw us, would anyone else 
live here, no, there is nothing here, we are 
stuck 5 miles outside of the city with no 
buses or shops or houses or anything, the 
only thing that is out here is the rubbish 
dump next door, niceΩ 
 
ΨEvery time I go into that shop I get 
followed around like I am going to rob 
something, it would make you sickΩ 

 

City spaces are divided into categories that 
represent the use and identity of spaces 
depending upon the extent of the 
racial/cultural divisions created.  

 

Everyday racism; a restriction on spatial 
mobility 

Performative spatial practices in public space 
according to De Certeau and Lefebvre are the 
vehicle for generating boundaries. Powerful 
agents use óstrategiesô to draw boundaries in 
space whereby certain social groups are 
required to use ótacticsô in order to resist the 
dominant and negotiate the boundaries of 
social space.  My study discovered that the 
young Travellers have adapted to limited 
spatial mobility and established tactics to 
resist some restrictions (physical and 
symbolic).  

'We never go into shop B when Z is 
working, he always follows us around and 
then we ask why and then we get barred' 
 
'The guards are always around there so if 
you walk down you know you are more 
than likely going to be stopped, searched 
and asked questions' 
 
'I just stay at home most of the time with 
the girls' 

 

Research (see Lefebvre 1974; Löw 2008; 
Black 2005; Hopkins 2010) proposes that 
urban areas are governed by a social contract 
whereby rules are in place in order to engage 
peacefully with one another in public space. 
For this to function effectively one of the 
basic rules is to treat everyone with respect. 
The subjective experience of the young 
Travellers in my study discovered that they 
did not feel respected in any sense. Ironically, 
it is the Travellers that are seen as not being 
capable of upholding the social contract. 

 'They think we are going to break up the 
place or something' 
 
'Seriously though, it donôt matter whoôs in 
the wrong cos we get the blame anyway, 
every time' 
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'We are never allowed to explain ourselves, 
no matter what you say, they already have 
their mind made up that we are bad people 
and nothing will change their mind, you can 
see that in their eyes, the way they look at 
you itôs as if you are just a bit of dirt on 
their shoes'. 

 

The above quotes highlight the young 
¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎΩ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ 
viewed in everyday lived space. The stigma of 
ótroubleô attached to the Traveller identity 
immediately creates conflict and resistance in 
public space. The young Travellers spoke 
about the importance of maintaining their 
Traveller identity in a space of conflict.    

'We need to show that we are proud to be 
Travellers, we are always going to be here 
so they will eventually have to accept us for 
who we are' 
 
'It is great to be a Traveller, I love 
celebrating who we are like óTraveller Pride 
Weekô and the fairs' 
 
'I would never deny being a Traveller but 
some people do and I think that is wrong, 
itôs like when Peter denied god, you 
couldnôt get any luck for it'  

 

 

Characterised as being ófailed settled 
peopleô, ódrop-outsô or simply ódregs of 
societyô Travellers are physically bounded to 
city locations that would be classed as 
undesirable for anyone else to live. Lefebvre 
(1968) expressed 'the right to difference and 
the right to use the centre, a privileged place, 
instead of being dispersed and stuck in 
ghettos' (cited in Goonewardena et al 2008, 
p.261).  

'²Ŝ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ƛƴ ƻǊ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ǿŜ 
are driven in by someone so it is rare that 
we go in'. 
 
'L ƘŀǘŜ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƘŜǊŜ ǎǳǊŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜȅ Ƨǳǎǘ 
want to keep us hidden away behind high 

walls so no-one can see us as if we are just 
going to disappear or something'  
 
'I love living here coz you always have 
someone to chat to' 

 

Although some of the young people spoke 
about being treated unfairly seldom did they 
recognise the treatment as racism or use the 
concept.  

'I just think it is because we are too 
different, we are two separate groups and 
thatôs that' 
 
'They donôt understand us and they donôt 
want to either' 
 
'It doesnôt bother me anymore I am so used 
to being treated different; I wouldnôt 
change being a Traveller for the world' 

 

These thoughts of having no choice to accept 
racism can be related to similar research into 
óIslamophobiaô and other ethnic minority 
group experiences (see Aitchison et al 2007; 
McElwee et al 2003).  

Conclusion 

Spatial regulations placed on young 
Travellers such as being denied access or 
being stereotyped plays a significant role in 
inequality and has the potential to cause 
future mental health issues. A study 
conducted by Sellers in 2003 (cited in Jackson 
and Carter 2007, p.8) investigated the 
relationship between physiological distress, 
racial discrimination and identity among 
young blacks and found that racial 
discrimination makes life more stressful and 
can cause mental health problems such as 
anxiety and depression. To understand race 
related stress researchers have highlighted 
the importance of appreciating the effect 
that identity status has on physiological and 
mental health.  
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Spatial segregation in cities is a historical 
phenomenon that is associated with the rigid 
divisions and distinctions made between rich 
and poor, good and bad, powerful and 
powerless; these divisions are mainly social 
that are produced and re-produced by 
conscious acts by those who hold the power. 
The physical and social separation between 
groups of people in the city not only supports 
segregation but it also reproduces it. Mats 
Franzén 2009, argues that  

[...] if people and activities are of different 
kinds, space can be supposed to be 
implicated in not only the reproduction, but 
also and more importantly, in their 
constitution.  

 

The dominant construction and control of the 
city by the settled population has resulted in 
young Travellers being excluded from any 
decision making processes that affect their 
life. My study revealed that spatial exclusion 
produces a situation where it is very difficult 
to challenge the prejudices that inform that 
exclusion because of a lack of opportunity for 
interaction between the óoppressorsô and 
óoppressedô. 
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ARTICLE  

Ψ¢HE GOOD OLD DAYSΩΥ TRAVELLERS AND NOSTALGIA 

BY NOELLE MANN 

 

 

Abstract: This paper examines the tendency of Travellers and settled people to hold nostalgic 
views about aspects of Traveller culture, and how these views are represented in a selection of 
songs recorded by Traveller musicians. The CǳǊŜȅǎΩ 'Campfire in the Dark' explores recent 
changes in Traveller culture and traditions. 'The Good Old Days', by Scottish Traveller Jimmy 
Williamson, ironically celebrates the past, whilst describing how many families often went 
hungry. Finally, Jack 5ŜƭŀƴŜȅΩǎ song 'Lashún Gátna', which featured in a recent episode of the 
drama Love/Hate, uses Irish Traveller language to present a message of cultural pride to young 
Travellers. 
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Introduction 

The aim of this paper is to explore the 
reasons why some Irish and Scottish Traveller 
singers use their music to represent nostalgic 
views of Traveller culture. There are 
numerous songs which detail the changes 
which have been observed by Travellers, 
from the waning of traditions such as tin-
smithing, to the declining use of Cant or 
Gammon language, which are similar to the 
concerns of individuals in other minority 
cultures which have also experienced rapid 
change. Other songs document the pressure 
increasingly placed on Travellers by 
mainstream society to move into bricks-and-
mortar accommodation. Simultaneously, 
some Travellers play down the hardships that 
ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŜƴŘǳǊŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ Ψƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŀŘΩΣ 
or overlook the advantages of becoming less 
nomadic, such as easier access to healthcare 

and education. Some may view nostalgic 
song as little more than charming whimsy, or 
a way of preserving lost aspects of culture. 
However, by examining theories of nostalgia, 
I also hope to show that expressions of 
nostalgia can be a force for change, as a way 
of visualising a future that combines positive 
aspects of the past with contemporary 
elements of Traveller culture. 

 
Today people often describe the old way of 
life that Travellers had as a very romantic 
one. According to some of the books you 
read we were all happy-go-lucky people 
without a care in the world. We spent our 
days trotting along with our horses and 
wagons from one campsite to the next. 
Sure, there were times when there was a 
bit of romance attached to that life. Sure, 
there was always something special about 
travelling the tóhbar and there always will 
be. But it was not all fun and games. Far 
from it (Dunne 2004: 19). 

 
 

In his autobiography Parley-Poet and 
Chanter, Pecker Dunne describes his life 
growing up as an Irish Traveller in Ireland 
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and, later in life, working and busking around 
the world. Despite his acknowledgement of 
the tendency for writers to romanticise the 
lives of Travellers, Dunne cannot avoid falling 
into the same trap himself. His childhood 
memories are often couched in romantic 
ǘŜǊƳǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ 5ǳƴƴŜ ǊŜƳƛƴƛǎŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ Ψƛǘ ǿŀǎ 
lovely back then, the freedom oŦ ƛǘΩ ό5ǳƴƴŜΥ 
6). Dunne also believes that there was less 
prejudice against Travellers in the past, 
ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ Ψȅƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜƧǳŘƛŎŜ 
against Travellers by ten and you still 
ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ŀƴȅǿƘŜǊŜ ƴŜŀǊ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 
ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻŘŀȅΩ ό5ǳƴƴŜΥ осύΦ Iowever, if Dunne is 
guilty of romanticising some aspects of his 
childhood, he also takes care to recount the 
dangers and difficulties he experienced as a 
Traveller. He recalls that his earliest memory 
was waking up cold and damp from the rain-
soaked ground after sleeping in a tent. He 
also describes the environmental dangers 
faced by Traveller families: how busy roads, 
electricity lines and hazardous materials in 
dumps or waste ground have the potential to 
injure children who are camped near them. It 
is DunƴŜΩǎ ƳǳǎƛŎΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƎƛǾŜǎ ƘƛƳ 
the greatest opportunity to blend together 
his nostalgia for the road, the importance of 
living a nomadic life, and the negative 
treatment he received by settled people. 
Dunne clearly wanted to bring awareness to 
the difficulties faced by himself and other 
Travellers, and achieved this in many of his 
songs, including 'Wexford Town' and '¢ƛƴƪŜǊΩǎ 
Lullaby'. 

 

Definitions of Nostalgia 

Although it is widespread in contemporary 
culture, the concept of nostalgia is difficult to 
define. Fred Davis, writing about nostalgia in 
Yearning for Yesterday, commented that it is 
ΨǎǳǎŎŜǇǘƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ǎŜƳŀƴǘƛŎ ǾŀƎǳŜƴŜǎǎΣ ŘǊƛŦǘ ŀƴŘ 
ŀƳōƛƎǳƛǘȅΩ ό5ŀǾƛǎ мфтфΥтύΦ 5Ŝƴƴƛǎ ²ŀƭŘŜǊΣ ƛƴ 
his book Postcolonial Nostalgias, warned that 
ƴƻǎǘŀƭƎƛŀ ΨŜƭǳŘŜǎ ŎƭŜŀǊ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ 
ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜ ƻƴ ΨƘƻǿ ƭƛǘǘƭŜΣ 

relatively speaking, has been written on it 
ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƻǊ ŀƴŀƭȅǘƛŎŀƭ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿΩ 
(Walder 2011:4). Perhaps the most 
authoritative text on the subject is Svetlana 
.ƻȅƳΩǎ The Future of Nostalgia, a study of 
the development of nostalgia as a concept 
and its manifestations in the culture of post-
Communist Bloc cities. Boym defines 
ƴƻǎǘŀƭƎƛŀ ŀǎ ŀ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎŜŘ ΨƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƘƻƳŜ 
ǘƘŀǘ ƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ŜȄƛǎǘǎ ƻǊ Ƙŀǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŜȄƛǎǘŜŘΩ 
ό.ƻȅƳ нллмΥ ȄƛƛƛύΦ !ǎ ǘƘŜ Ψmourning of 
ŘƛǎǇƭŀŎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀƭ ƛǊǊŜǾŜǊǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΩΣ 
nostalgia may be a way of expressing feelings 
of loss or dislocation, but it can also be the 
rumination of a personal fantasy and a search 
for origins (Boym: xvi-xvii). Boym also argues 
that progress exacerbates the need for 
ƴƻǎǘŀƭƎƛŀ ŀǎ ƛǘ ΨƛƴŜǾƛǘŀōƭȅ ǊŜŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ŀǎ ŀ 
defence mechanism in a time of accelerated 
ǊƘȅǘƘƳǎ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ ǳǇƘŜŀǾŀƭΩ ό.ƻȅƳΥ 
xiv). As the world appears to speed up and 
alter around us, and as we encounter 
unfamiliar territory, we attempt to 
understand new events by interpreting them 
through the filters of past experience. 
Although holding fantasies about the past 
can be comforting, Boym also warns that 
ƴƻǎǘŀƭƎƛŀ ǘŜƴŘǎ ǘƻ ΨŎƻƴŦǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ƘƻƳŜ 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǊȅ ƻƴŜΩ ό.ƻȅƳΥ xvi). We may 
become convinced that our pasts were much 
better places than they actually were, 
idealising aspects of our childhood 
experiences whilst simultaneously obscuring 
the hardships. Using these definitions of 
nostalgia, it becomes clearer why many 
people, including Travellers, might become 
nostalgic about their past life experiences. As 
British and Irish society has transformed over 
the years, Travellers have become displaced 
from traditional patterns of nomadism and 
other aspects of their culture. IŦ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ 
current lifestyle is beset with stress, 
discrimination and poverty, it might be 
tempting to view the past as being a better 
time to have lived. 
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In contemporary society, although nostalgia 
can be felt as an intensely personal emotion, 
we recognise that wider cultural changes 
both prompt nostalgia and shape definitions 
of it. Davis, among others, argues that 
increased mobility caused by the pursuit of 
education, work and a general shift away 
from the rural towards city life has caused 
ΨŎƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ movement in sociogeographic 
ǎǇŀŎŜΩΣ ǎƻ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƭŜǎǎ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 
attachment to particular places (Davis 1979: 
3). Nostalgia, instead of allowing people to 
long for a lost home per se, enables them to 
yearn for the loss of less tangible things, such 
ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ ǎƭƻǿŜǊ ǊƘȅǘƘƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΣ ŦƻǊ 
continuity, sociaƭ ŎƻƘŜǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩ 
(Boym 1979:16). For many Travellers, the 
ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ΨƘƻƳŜΩ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǿƛŘŜǊ ƛƴ ǎŎƻǇŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ 
single dwelling or village, and instead relies 
more heavily on the extended family and 
shared customs and traditions.  

 

As more Travellers have moved into cities, 
they have become subject to social changes 
caused by rapid industrialisation and 
modernisation, including the transformation 
in types of work and increased population 
density. It is therefore entirely 
understandable that Travellers may be 
susceptible to feelings of nostalgia. Yet, while 
mainstream society has become more mobile 
in nature, the movements of many Travellers 
have instead become increasingly restricted, 
due to the criminalisation of nomadism, the 
reduction of temporary stopping places and a 
shortage of culturally-appropriate 
accommodation. Many Travellers appear to 
be faced with a stark choice: to aim for wider 
opportunities in mainstream society through 
increased cultural assimilation, or to accept 
further segregation and inequality between 
themselves and the majority population. In 
this context, nostalgia may be interpreted as 
a coping mechanism for Travellers 
undergoing rapid cultural change; an attempt 

to preserve aspects of their culture as it 
evolves to fit the realities of the present day.  

 

Nostalgia for Nomadism, Health Concerns 
and Past Traditions 

It might seem inconceivable that the health 
of an ethnic group might worsen when many 
families move from temporary, non-serviced 
sites into standard accommodation with 
modern comforts. Yet, the findings of Our 
Geels: The 2010 All-Ireland Traveller Health 
Study highlighted the fact that the gap in life 
expectancy between male Travellers and the 
rest of the Irish male population had actually 
increased, from around 10 years in 1980 to 
15.1 years in 2010, with the average life 
expectancy for Traveller men being 61.7 
years  (All-Ireland Traveller Health Study 
Team: 95). The life expectancy of Traveller 
women was markedly higher, at 70.1 years, 
but this was still 11.1 years behind settled 
women. The death rate amongst Traveller 
infants was also high, at 14.1 per 1,000, 
compared to 3.9 in the rest of the 
population.  The Traveller Health Study gave 
a clear message to the IriǎƘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΥ Ψ¢ƘŜ 
fact that an identifiable disadvantaged group 
in our society is living with the mortality 
experience of previous generations 50-70 
ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ƛƎƴƻǊŜŘΩ όƛōƛŘύΦ ¢ƘŜ 
picture for Scottish Travellers is broadly 
similar to the situation facing Irish Travellers, 
although there is no equivalent health study 
to Our Geels. However, a recent 
parliamentary report, 'Gypsy/Travellers and 
Care' (2012), draws from several small-scale 
local and UK studies. The report states that 
Scottish Gypsy/TǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎΩ ƭƛŦŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀƴŎȅ ƛǎ 
unknown, although one GP, conducting 
independent research, and acting as a 
ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜΣ ΨǇǳǘ ƛǘ ŀǎ 
ƭƻǿ ŀǎ рр ŦƻǊ ƳŜƴΩΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƛǘ 
comparable, if not worse, to that of Irish 
Traveller men (Scottish Parliamentary 
Committee: 2). 
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Apart from problems related to precarious 
accommodation, Travellers who choose to 
move into houses can also find that the 
experience negatively affects their mental 
and physical wellbeing. Michael McDonagh 
ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǿƘŜƴ you as a Traveller go into 
a house it is one of the most frightening 
ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ƘŀǾŜΣΩ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ 
expected to remain living in that house 
indefinitely, and this can create feelings of 
confinement and panic (quoted in Sheehan: 
37). He continues that  

some Travellers have become depressed 
when they move into houses and never 
adjust to living in one place permanently. 
Many Travellers have left houses for this 
reason (ibid) 

 

The impact of Travellers moving into housing 
goes far beyond the creation of wistful 
ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ ǊƻŀŘΩ ƻǊ 
the simple exchange of a trailer for bricks and 
mortar. Many important cultural aspects of 
Traveller life are limited when living in a 
house. Many of these issues are explored in 
the song 'Campfire in the Dark' written by 
Paddy Houlihan, a settled singer and 
songwriter who spent many years working 
with Irish Travellers in Ennis, County Clare. 
The song was recorded by Irish Traveller 
musicians The Fureys on their 1992 album 
Winds of Change. The song is unavoidably 
nostalgic, comparing cosy family scenes of 
the past to problematic aspects of Traveller 
life in the present day. Yet, it does highlight 
legitimate issues that arise when Traveller 
culture has to adapt to the restrictions of 
living in a house. The keeping of horses is 
usually prohibited on housing estates and 
many halting sites, for example, and many 
privately rented houses do not allow dogs to 
be kept as a condition of the lease. 'Campfire 
in the Dark' reflects these missing elements 
in the description of absent sounds, with the 
ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǾƻƛŎŜ ǊŜƳƛƴƛǎŎƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƘŜŀǊƛƴƎ Ψŀ 
ŎƻƭƭƛŜ ōŀǊƪΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƘƻǊǎŜǎ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǊƪΩΦ  

 
My Mother likes the house, the hot water 
and the rooms.  
LǘΩǎ ǿŀǊƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƴǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜΩǎ ƘŀƴŘȅ 
with a broom.  
Sometimes she makes colcannon, more 
often griddle bread,  
CƻǊ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ƘǳƴƎŜǊ ŘŜŜǇ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ƘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ŀ 
ƭƛŦŜ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ŘŜŀŘΦ 

 
The second verse of the song acknowledges 
the comforts of living in housing, but these 
are offset by the loss of nomadism, a central 
aspect of Traveller culture, and this is 
ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ȅŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ΨǘƘŀǘΩǎ 
ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ŘŜŀŘΩΦ  {ƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊƻƴƎŜǎǘ ƛƳŀƎŜǊȅ 
in the song is reserved for a sense of 
community that is now absent: other verses 
describe the lack of socialising around 
ŎŀƳǇŦƛǊŜǎΣ ǘƻ ΨǇŀǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ŀǿŀȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘŀƭƪ 
ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŀȅΩ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ Ǉƭŀȅ ƴŜŀǊōȅΦ 
The father in the song instead finds it difficult 
ǘƻ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ Ƙƛǎ Řŀȅ ŀǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ΨƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƳǳŎƘ 
ǘƻ ŘƻΩΣ ǎƻ ƘŜ Ŧƛƭƭǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ƭƛƪŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻƭŘŜǊ 
Travellers, by telling his family about the past 
ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ΨǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƭƛŦŜ ƘŜ 
ƪƴŜǿΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛǎƻƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ 
increased in the song by the local settled 
community rejecting the Travellers living 
among them. The Traveller in the song is 
refused entry to a nightclub, a situation 
familiar to many Travellers, and he says that 
despite trying to connect with settled people, 
they still regard him and his people as no 
ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ΨǘƛƴƪŜǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ Ψǎǘƛƭƭ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜǊǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ 
ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜǎŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΩΦ 

Some of the most shocking statistics in the 
Our Geels Traveller Health Study involved 
mental health and suicide, as the report 
ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ψŀ ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊ Ƴŀƴ ƛǎ сΦс ǘƛƳŜǎ ƳƻǊŜ 
likely to die by suicide than a man in the 
ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴŀȅ ǇŀǊǘƭȅ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ 
for the low figures on life expectancy, along 
with increased alcohol and substance abuse 
(All-Ireland Traveller Health Study Team: 94). 
When Travellers move into standard housing, 
they may find themselves at a considerable 
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distance from their extended family, breaking 
up their support system and leaving them 
vulnerable to feelings of isolation and 
defencelessness. The 'Gypsy/Travellers and 
Care' ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƭƛǾƛƴƎ 
conditions on sites and the fight to improve 
site quality, alongside social stigma and 
prejudice experienced as a result of site 
living, are seen as a main cause of both 
ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΩ ό{ŎƻǘǘƛǎƘ 
Parliamentary Committee: 11). One Scottish 
Traveller, Lizzie Johnstone, explained that she 
ŦŜƭǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǳǇ ƘŜǊ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ 
ways of lifeΩ ōȅ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ƘƻǳǎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
ǎŀƪŜ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ǎƻƴΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ όƛōƛŘΥ прύΦ ²ƘŜƴ 
Travellers speak of being healthier in the 
past, they are not simply yearning for a 
romanticised, lost nomadic lifestyle. They 
may be longing for a time when they felt less 
subject to the mental and physical symptoms 
of stress caused by forces of assimilation and 
the pressure to move into houses.  

 

Realism as an Antidote to Nostalgia 

In his study Postcolonial Nostalgias, Dennis 
²ŀƭŘŜǊ ǘŀƭƪǎ ƻŦ ƴƻǎǘŀƭƎƛŀ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ΨǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ 
seductive phenomenon for people who have 
literally been displaced (Walder 2011: фύΦΩ 
Perhaps this is due to displaced people 
searching for an identity that has not only 
been changed by the passage of time, but 
also by the movement from one place or 
country to another. Travellers may also fall 
under this description, since their culture has 
changed over time and has also been 
affected by the pressure of assimilation and 
reduction of nomadism. However, Walder 
rejects the idea that nostalgia should only 
involve the cosy recollection of a lost and 
treasured past. Instead, nostalgia has the 
capacity to make individuals question their 
identity and their present place in the world. 

 
Exploring nostalgia can and should open up 
a negotiation between the present and the 
past, leading to a fuller understanding of 

the past and how it has shaped the present, 
for good and bad, and how it has shaped 
the self in connection with others, a task 
that may bring pain as well as pleasure 
(Walder 2011: 9). 

 
! ΨŦǳƭƭŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΩ ŦƻǊ 
Travellers (and settled people alike) must 
therefore include the exploration of some 
components of their lives which do not fit the 
ǳǎǳŀƭ ǊƻƳŀƴǘƛŎ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ ǊƻŀŘΩΣ ŀƴŘ 
represent more about Traveller culture than 
the traditional symbols of campfires, horses 
and tinsmiths. For Walder, exploring links 
ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ Ψŀ 
level of self-reflexivity about or within 
ƴƻǎǘŀƭƎƛŀΩ όibid). That is, self-awareness about 
the construction of nostalgic representations 
and how they are used, are central to a 
proper engagement with the past and the 
interpretation of issues surrounding the 
present. One Scottish Traveller song in 
particular attempts to do this. 

'Oh I Remember', by Scottish Traveller Jimmy 
Williamson, is a nostalgic song which also 
displays Traveller self-awareness, using 
sarcasm to poke fun at some of the more 
romantic ideas about Traveller culture in the 
past. Instead of the usual Traveller images of 
open roads and freedom, the lyrics describe 
the hardships and poverty Travellers 
ŜƴŘǳǊŜŘΣ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦǊŀƛƴ ΨhƘ L 
remember, (yes, I remember), those were 
ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘ ƻƭŘ ŘŀȅǎΦΩ  

 
²Ŝ ǿŜǊŜ ǊƛŎƘ ƛŦ ǿŜΩŘ ŀ ƘƻǊǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎŀƛǊǘ ǘƻ 
ƘŜƭǇ ǳǎ ǿƛΩ ƻǳǊ ƭƻŀŘΣ 
To pile our bits and pieces on as we walked 
the weary road. 
We never had many claes to fit and nae 
shoes upon our feet. 
And it wasnae very often that we had 
enough to eat. 

 
In the first verse of the song, the ownership 
of horses is represented accurately: only the 
more solvent Traveller families would be able 
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to own horses as they require time, skill and 
money to keep in good condition. Aside from 
horses, more common modes of transporting 
goods were prams, bicycles, and by hand. 
The road is also described in this verse as 
ΨǿŜŀǊȅΩΣ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŘŜǇƛŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
usual romantic symbol of Traveller freedom. 
If a person had to walk the roads, carrying 
their possessions on their back with poor 
footwear and little food, they might find it 
difficult at times to avoid feeling miserable. 
Yet, these conditions were also the reality of 
ǘƘŜ ΨƎƻƻŘ ƻƭŘ ŘŀȅǎΩΦ 

 
aƻǘƘŜǊΩŘ Ǝƻ ŦŀŜ ŘƻƻǊ ǘƻ ŘƻƻǊ ŀƴŘ ŜŀǊƴ 
ǿƘŀǘŜΩŜǊ ǎƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘΦ 
But it wasna very easy for to feed a hungry 
brood. 
CŀƛǘƘŜǊΩŘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŘŀŜ Ƙƛǎ ǎƘŀǊŜ ōǳǘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ 
back it seems, 
The life that we are living now could only 
be lived in dreams. 

 
In a second verse, Jimmy Williamson again 
refers to hunger, emphasising the poverty 
suffered by his family in the past. His mother 
undertook the traditional Traveller role of 
hawking, but there was never enough to 
keep the family from going hungry. The 
practise of hawking relied on good 
relationships between Travellers and the 
households they visited, and is an aspect of 
Traveller culture that is often referred to 
nostalgically. But not all visits would result in 
success. Plenty of people turned Travellers 
away and some even threatened violence. 
More significant in this verse, however, is 
WƛƳƳȅ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎƻƴΩǎ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ 
developments of modern life for Travellers, 
as by the experiences of earlier generations, 
Travellers today enjoy a standard of life that 
could havŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ƻƴƭȅ ŜȄƛǎǘŜŘ Ψƛƴ 
ŘǊŜŀƳǎΩΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǘǊǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ 
Traveller culture have become obsolete over 
the passage of time and a selection of these, 
like the skills of tin-smithing, are very 
precious and symbolic to Travellers and non-

Travellers alike. Yet, the development of the 
welfare state in the UK and Ireland should 
mean that Travellers never again have to face 
starvation or physical exhaustion from the 
sheer effort of survival. Although there are 
still shortages in culturally acceptable 
accommodation, and settled resistance to 
the development and extension of halting 
sites, Travellers are now able to access 
housing more readily than in the past. Even if 
a listener may suspect that some of the 
details in the song have been emphasised for 
dramatic purposes, it is still noteworthy that 
Travellers such as Jimmy Williamson can 
show their recognition of the improvements 
in standards of living for Travellers in modern 
times. His awareness of how nostalgia can 
ŀƭǘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ also 
shows that, although Travellers may be guilty 
of glossing over the hardships their parents 
and grandparents suffered, they are never 
entirely forgotten. This is as true for Irish 
Travellers as it is for Scottish Travellers.  

The song 'Lasún Gátna' or 'Beautiful Child', 
which featured prominently in an episode of 
the Irish drama Love/Hate, is written and 
performed by Jack Delaney, and explores the 
subject of Irish Traveller identity. The song 
describes positive and negative aspects of 
5ŜƭŀƴŜȅΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ŀǎ an Irish Traveller, and was 
purposefully composed in Cant or Gammon 
language. In his song, although Delaney 
ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǇǊƻǳŘƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦŜ ƻŦ ŀ Ψ¢ƛƴƪŜǊΩ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 
ΨōŜǎǘΩ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƳΣ ƘŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ 
moved on by Gardaí and suffered ridicule 
whilst performing his music in the street. He 
also feels torn between a desire to live 
among the beauty of the countryside and the 
need to remain in a city where he can earn 
money. The final two verses of the song 
discuss the survival of Traveller culture, and 
focus on providing a positive message to 
young Travellers in particular. Verse six of 
'Lashún Gátna' reveals the uncertainty that 
some Travellers feel regarding the future of 
their culture: 
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aƛƭƪ ŀΩ aƛƪŞǊǎ ǘłǊŀƭ ǎǘŞǎƘ ǘƘŜ aƛƴƪŞǊǎ 
ǘłǎǇΩŘΣ 
sik erpa wid stésh nidΩŜǎƘ ŀŎƘƝǾŜǊ ŀǊłƪΦ 
aȅ ŘΩƝƭ ǘłǊŀƭ ǎǘŞǎƘ ƎƻŎƘƛƭ ƛƴƻŎƘǎ ŀǘŀǇΣ 
ƴŀ ōŜ ƎŜǘǵƭ ǎǵōƭƝƴ ŦƻǊ ƴƻ ƳƛŘŀƭ ƛǎ ŘΩŀǊǇΦ 
 
Some Tinkers think that the Tinkers are 
dead, 
some others say it will never be the same. 
But I am saying that everything is alive, 
ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ŀŦǊŀƛŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƭad for no Devil is 
true. 

 
The difference of opinion between Delaney 
and other Travellers reflects the ongoing 
debate within Traveller communities about 
how their way of life might survive. Delaney 
explains that the final two verses of 'Lashún 
Gátna' are an appeal to young Travellers to 
be resilient. Speaking from his own 
experiences, Delaney explains that although 
there is now more support for young 
Travellers, there are very few people, both 
ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΣ ΨǿƘƻ 
actually understand the internal/external 
struggle that a young Traveller has growing 
ǳǇΩ ό5ŜƭŀƴŜȅΥ ŜƳŀƛƭ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ 
December 12, 2014). 

 
It seems to me that although there are 
people growing up in worse conditions, 
more challenging circumstances and so 
forth, the specific situation of a young 
Traveller is problematic in the sense that it 
is unique. Without going into the situation 
too much: the peculiar situation of living in 
a First World country with people that look 
similar, dress similarly and speak the same 
language and having the heavy weight of 
persistent de-humanization is a hard thing 
to understand as a young person (ibid). 

 
Delaney also contrasts the experiences of 
younger and older generations of Travellers, 
and how each group copes with prejudice 
from people in sedentary society. In the past, 
previous generations of Travellers 
maintained a degree of separation between 

their own community and settled people, 
ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ΨōǳōōƭŜΩ ƻŦ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŦŜƭǘ 
that they need not be judged or affected by 
the wider population. However, young 
Travellers are more integrated in settled 
society, and Delaney believes that this is why 
ΨǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜƭŜǾŀǘŜŘ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ōŀǘǘƭŜ 
ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎΩ όƛōƛŘύΦ 5ŜƭŀƴŜȅ 
concludes his song by addressing young 
Travellers directly. The second line of the 
final verse is reassuring, as Delaney states 
ΨƎŜǘ ƎŜǘǵƭǎ ƳƛǎƘƭƛ Ǉŀǎǘ ƭƛƳ ŀΩ ŘΩƝƭǎƘŀΩΣ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ 
ΨƭŜǘ ȅƻǳǊ ǿƻǊǊƛŜǎ Ǝƻ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ȅƻǳΩΦ 
IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ƭƛƴŜǎ ŀŘǾƛǎŜ ΨƎǊƻōŜǊ ŀƎŀ 
ŘΩƝƭǎƘŀκǎƪƻǇ ƭǳǊƪǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǵƴƛ ƳΩ ƭŀǎƘǵƴ DłƭƛŀΩ 
ƻǊΣ ΨǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ work to do/open your eyes and 
ǎŜŜ Ƴȅ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ ŎƘƛƭŘΩΦ 5ŜƭŀƴŜȅ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ 
ΨǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ǘǿƻ ǾŜǊǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƴƎ ŀǊŜ ƘƻǇŜŦǳƭƭȅ 
a communication by someone from their own 
community, in their own language, to firstly 
stay alive and secondly to stand and fight in 
ŀƴȅ ǿŀȅ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΣ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅΩ όibid). 

 

Conclusion 

Some Traveller writers and singers have 
attempted to realistically document their 
lives by including incidents of discrimination, 
the decline of nomadism, and its effects on 
individuals. Charles Smith, a Romany Gypsy 
poet, chose to write about subjects such as 
ǘƘŜ tƻǊǊŀƧƳƻǎ όΨǘƘŜ ŘŜǾƻǳǊƛƴƎΩύ ǿƘŜǊŜ 
thousands of Gypsies were murdered 
alongside Jews and other victims in the Nazi 
genocide. In the introduction to his poetry 
anthology Not All Wagons and Lanes, Smith 
attempts to dispel some of the nostalgic 
fictions people may hold about Gypsies. 
Smith urges Gypsies and Travellers not to 
become distracted or dispirited by their 
nostalgia for the past. He fears thaǘΣ ΨƛŦ ǿŜ 
spend too much time living in the past we 
shall miss what is really happening today and 
if we do that, we just entrench ourselves into 
the stereotypes that many in the non-Gypsy 
ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ǿŀƴǘ ǳǎ ǘƻ ōŜΩ ό{ƳƛǘƘ мффрΥ сύΦ  
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However, romantic or nostalgic 
representations of Travellers are still popular 
among Travellers and non-Travellers alike. 
For Svetlana Boym, nostalgia appears to be 
an inescapable phenomenon, something that 
ŜȄƛǎǘǎ Ψŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƻǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ 
ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴΩ ό.ƻȅƳΥ ȄǾƛ-xvii). Other 
commentators, such as Gerald Clarke, give 
ƴƻǎǘŀƭƎƛŀ ŀ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ŀǊƎǳƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ Ψŀƭƭ 
Western culture for the last two thousand 
ȅŜŀǊǎ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƴƻǎǘŀƭƎƛŀΩ ŦǊƻƳ 
the time of the Romans looking back at the 
Greeks (Clarke 1971: 77). If it cannot be 
escaped, nostalgia must therefore be 
interpreted as fulfilling a need within society. 
.ȅ ȅŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ΨƎƻƻŘ ƻƭŘ ŘŀȅǎΩΣ 
individuals are expressing criticism for the 
way that they are living today, even if the 
past they are comparing it to is a fiction. 
Boym urges us to view nostalgia as a method 
of critiquing society in a creative way: 

Creative nostalgia reveals the fantasies of 
the age, and it is in those fantasies and 
potentialities that the future is born. One is 
nostalgic not for the past the way it was, 
but for the past the way it could have been. 
It is the past perfect that one strives to 
realize in the future (Boym: 351). 

  
Travellers who describe the past in romantic 
or idealistic terms are therefore expressing 
discontent with their present lives. They also 
may be envisioning an idealised version of 
the future, which would involve better 
physical and mental health, adequate 
accommodation with no more evictions, and 
positive relationships between Travellers and 
settled people. For some Travellers, it would 
also ideally involve a nomadic lifestyle, or the 
potential to have one with fewer restrictions. 
Travellers realise that this ideal future is not 
very likely to emerge unless there are 
massive changes to attitudes and legislation 
within mainstream society. It is therefore 
perhaps inevitable that nostalgia also 
provides a form of escapism in the face of 
many social obstacles. However, Traveller 

activism is growing and should hopefully 
make a difference for Travellers in the future 
through measures such as ethnic recognition. 
The nostalgic representation of Travellers 
held by settled people deserves further 
consideration beyond the immediate scope 
of this paper. Perhaps the most problematic 
issue is the way romantic ideas about Gypsies 
and Travellers have been incorporated into 
research and debate over their origins. In this 
case, nostalgia becomes more than a 
romantic representation; it becomes an 
instrument of discrimination. Nostalgia has a 
powerful emotive function which needs to be 
considered carefully in its use, but by 
envisioning a perfected past, it also has the 
potential to help communities shape their 
future.  
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ARTICLE 

EMBODYING IDENTITIES IN TRANSITION THROUGH CHINESE DANCE IN BELFAST 

BY WANTING WU 

 

Abstract: This paper examines processes through which non-Chinese dancers learn a form of 
Chinese dance in a multicultural dance studio in Northern Ireland, showing that what is 
presented as Ψ/ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ŘŀƴŎŜΩ in Belfast differs significantly from dance practice in China.  
Linking dance to identity through .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ conception of ΨƘŀōƛǘǳǎΩ I show how non-Chinese 
dancers struggle to master Chinese forms of dance movement due to habitus rooted in other 
dance disciplines, and how the teacher resorts to training in Yunlü, Chinese ΨǊƘȅǘƘƳ of the 
ōƻŘȅΩ which I equate with Chinese habitus, in order to make the dance recognisable to a 
Chinese audience. 
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Introduction 

The Chinese community constitutes the 
largest ethnic minority in Northern Ireland 
numbering around 8000, most living in 
Belfast.1   The community holds communal 
celebrations twice yearly in which dance 
plays a significant role: the Spring Festival 
celebrating the Lunar New Year and the 
Dragon Boat Festival in June. Chinese dances 
also feature in multi-cultural events in 
Belfast, and the Chinese celebrations 
themselves have become somewhat 
multicultural, as audiences beyond the 
Chinese community have been attracted. In 
this multicultural milieu, dancers from non-
Chinese backgrounds have become 
interested in Chinese dance (see Wu 
forthcoming). In this article, I focus on the 
Lilac Dance, taught by a Chinese dance-

teacher and choreographer in a multicultural 
dance studio in Belfast.2   

The studio runs a range of classes, including 
Indian, Irish and Chinese dance. The classes 
are free, because the Studio provides dancers 
for various performances, for which it 
charges.  The Chinese dance class usually 
attracted six to ten female students.  I will 
focus in this chapter on a special class that 
was run specifically to train four non-Chinese 
female students, aged 20-40, with previous 
dance experience, who had volunteered to 
perform at the Spring Festival in Belfast.  The 
class, in which I also danced, ran every 
Sunday for eight weeks before the 
performance, lasting two hours. 

 

I first discuss theoretical approaches to dance 
and identity, focusing on embodied identity, 
before considering the choreography of the 
dance and its relationship to the embodied 
identity of the choreographer.  In my 
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ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΣ L ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ IƻōǎōŀǿƳΩǎ όмфуоύ 
conception of 'the invention of tradition' and 
ŘǊŀǿ ǳǇƻƴ YǊƛǎǘƛƴǎǎƻƴΩǎ όн007) conception of 
authenticity ŀƴŘ {ǘƻŎƪΩǎ όнлмнύ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
hybridity in globalized cultural environments. 
I then examine the difficulties experienced by 
students in embodying unfamiliar Chinese 
movement techniques and the ways the 
teacher sought to overcome these problems 
so that their dance could be recognized as 
Chinese by a Chinese audience.  I use 
.ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ό1977)  concept of 'habitus' to 
understand both initial difficulty and eventual 
success, and draw on Wenger (1998) and 
Ingold (2000) to relate the concept of habitus 
to identity.  

 

Dance and Embodied Identity 

Dance theorists usually approach identity 
through embodiment. Dyck & Archetti 
(1998:37), for example, assert: 

In sports and dance, techniques of the body 
connect and operate in concert with 
techniques of the self. Who one is and what 
one does . . . may be readily conflated . . . 
what physical action produces on play-field 
or dance-floor is selves. 

 

²ǳƭŦŦ όнллтύΣ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƻƴ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ όмфттύ 
ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨƘŀōƛǘǳǎΩ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘŀƴǘƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
the social in the body, asserts that 
dispositions, perceptions and actions are 
ƛƴǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ŘŀƴŎŜǊΩǎ ōƻŘȅΦ L ǿƛƭƭ show 
how the competences of Chinese dance stem 
from worldviews, values and ways of being 
that predominate in Chinese society, and 
how this can make it difficult for non-Chinese 
dancers to successfully embody Chinese 
dance skills. 

Chinese identity and dance has been 
explored by several scholars (Wu 1997; 
Johnson 2005; H. Wilcox 2009; E. Wilcox 
2012).  Emily Wilcox (2012), in her account of 
the performance of Mongolian ethnic 
identity by a well-known dancer, suggests 

that Mongolian identity is perceived through 
dance movement and performance, whilst 
Hui Wilcox (2011) asserts that Chinese dance 
is central to the construction of a unified 
Chinese identity in an American city. 
Similarly, Johnson (2005) suggests that Lion 
Dance performance in schools is important in 
the education of identity amongst children of 
migrants in New Zealand.  I extend these 
insights to encompass how mastering 
Chinese dance skills may change perceptions 
of Chinese identity amongst non-Chinese 
dancers, as well as Chinese people who 
observe their performances. As Dyck & 
Archetti (2003:84) assert, 'How we 
experience our bodies, as a form of self-
representation, and how bodies are 
manifestations of others are culturally 
defined and learned'.  This view is 
encompassed in Yi-/Ƙŀƴ ²ǳΩǎ όмффтύ ǿƻǊk on 
cultural identity in Chinese classical dance, 
which claims Chinese dance movement is 
imbued with aesthetics derived from Taoist 
philosophy, analysing dance movements to 
explore cultural values. Similarly, I use 
analysis of dance movements to understand 
the connection of Chinese dance to wider 
Chinese lifeways.  

 

Choreographing Chinese Dance in Belfast 

Liu, the Chinese dance teacher and 
choreographer in the Studio, came originally 
from Wuhan, southern China. In her mid-
forties, she is married to a Northern Irish man 
and has lived in Belfast fifteen years. The 
ŘŀƴŎŜ ǎƘŜ ǘŀǳƎƘǘ ƛǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ǘǳŘƛƻΩǎ 
literature as 'traditional Chinese dance' I will 
examine the components of the dance in 
detail, before analyzing how the form of this 
dance may be related to the embodied 
identity of the choreographer. 

 

The music chosen for the performance was a 
popular 2004 Chinese song called The Lilac, 
the name also given to the dance, which aims 
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to convey emotions of love, melancholy and 
suffering in the lyrics.  The lyrics and vocal 
style are Chinese, and Chinese 
instrumentation is used in the introduction, 
but the fundamental rhythm is a triple-time 
waltz. The use of such Western rhythms is 
common in contemporary Chinese popular 
music.3 The arm and hand movements and 
shapes used in the dance, such as 'Orchid 
Hand', 'Cloud Hands,' and 'Little Five Flower' 
are clearly derived from Chinese dance 
practice.  'The Orchid Hand' is of particular 
significance as it derives from the Beijing 
Opera, reputed to be a thousand years old, 
and is universally known amongst Chinese, 
and widely regarded as a symbol of Chinese-
ness, and in particular, of Chinese female 
identity.4   

 

In order to facilitate quick learning, most of 
the foot movements in the Lilac Dance 
consist of Western ballroom steps which fit 
easily with the waltz rhythm of the music. 
Ballroom, however, is normally danced by a 
male and female couple using close holds.  In 
Chinese tradition, public contact between 
men and women is inappropriate, and the 
Lilac Dance is danced entirely by women.  

   

The Lilac Dance costumes were created in 
Belfast, inspired by the traditional Chinese 
style: tang-zhuang, but in blue and purple 
rather than traditional red.  A major 
difference from dance practice in China was 
that shoes were leather, rather than the 
traditional slippers.  Leather shoes would 
never be used in China, because they 
constrain traditional foot movements which 
require flexibility. 5   The costumes also 
included elaborate ear-rings: never worn by 
traditional dancers in China, but popular with 
the Indian dancers who also rehearsed at the 
Studio. These costumes are perceived, by 
both Liu and her audience, as an expression 
of Chinese identity.  In the eyes of a Chinese 
trained dancer, such as myself, however, 

they make the dance appear less authentic, 
and indeed, less Chinese.  Chinese identity, 
then, may be differently experienced, and its 
authenticity differently evaluated, according 
to the habitus of the perceiver.  

 

Transforming Chinese Identity through 
Reinvented Choreography  

Liu uses the Lilac Dance to represent Chinese 
identity in Belfast, yet the dance she has 
created includes many elements which are 
not traditionally Chinese.  In conversation 
with her, it became clear that Liu was 
unconcerned by these departures from 
Chinese tradition.  When asked why she used 
leather shoes, for instance, she replied that 
they looked beautiful.  Such comments 
ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ [ƛǳΩǎ ǘŀǎǘŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŘƛǾŜǊƎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ 
Chinese traditional practice during her fifteen 
years in Belfast, and she has reinvented 
elements of the dance in line with her 
changing tastes. Hobsbawm (1983:3) claims 
that such reinvented features  

are designed to facilitate readily definable 
practical needs always allowing for the 
inertia which any practice acquires with 
time and the emotional resistance to any 
innovation by people who have become 
attached to it. 

 

Liu, however, does not have to contend with 
inertia or emotional resistance, since in the 
Belfast context, few know or are attached to 
the old traditions. Liu, with the authority 
which derives from her Chinese ethnicity, 
therefore has power to reinvent the tradition 
in Belfast that she would not have in China. 
Krüger (2009:87) has shown how, even within 
ŜǘƘƴƻƳǳǎƛŎƻƭƻƎȅΣ ŀ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻǊǊŜŎǘΩ 
ethnicity is often assumed to be both more 
ŜȄǇŜǊǘ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ΨǿŜǎǘŜǊƴΩ 
teacher. 

 

To me, as a Chinese-trained dancer, it was 
apparent that there were many ways in 
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ǿƘƛŎƘ [ƛǳΩǎ ŎƘƻǊŜƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ŦŀƛƭŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜ 
standards of the tradition in which I was 
trained, or to fully embody a genuinely 
Chinese identity as I had learned to 
understand it. Whilst Liu uses distinctive arm 
movements to accent the Chinese-ness of her 
dance, her comments suggest that features 
such as waltz steps and the leather shoes, 
similar to those used in Irish dance, derive 
from the Belfast environment in which her 
tastes have been transformed. This hybridity 
involves a loss of certain significant features 
of the Chinese dance, however. Insofar as the 
leather shoes render traditional foot 
movements impossible, preventing the feet 
from mirroring arm movements, they 
compromise the holistic style of body 
movement which is central to the learning of 
traditional dance in China.  According to 
Stock (2012:1),  

Concepts of hybridity and multiple 
identities seem to work in some cases 
against the holistic nature of the 
communicative and expressive dancing 
body.   

 

As we will see below, this loss of holism 
caused problems for the choreographer. This 
is not to say that a new holistic style could 
not eventually emerge in Belfast, but since 
such holistic types of movement derive from 
shared cultural norms, ideologies and bodily 
repertoires, such emergence was not 
possible in the limited time available for this 
diverse group of students to learn the Lilac 
Dance. 

 

 Kristinsson (2007:1) has noted that  

behaviour is authentic to the extent that it 
is motivationally supported by states that 
are embodied in the individual, and 
inauthentic to the extent that it lacks such 
support.  

 

The fact that it did not seem authentic to me 
resulted from the very different development 

of my own habitus through living in China 
and training since childhood in the Beijing 
Dance Academy, whose institutional habitus 
(Wainright et al 2006) I had embodied.  
Ultimately, who has the authority to 
determine what is and what is not authentic?  
The answer is a function of power.  In the 
.ŜƛƧƛƴƎ 5ŀƴŎŜ !ŎŀŘŜƳȅΣ [ƛǳΩǎ [ƛƭŀŎ 5ŀƴŎŜ 
would probably be seen as an inauthentic 
departure from Chinese dance tradition, but 
the authority of the Beijing Dance Academy 
does not extend to Belfast, where Liu finds 
the freedom to develop new ideas of 
authenticity derived from her own tastes. 
The choreography of the Lilac Dance may be 
seen as a hybrid product of tastes developed 
ŘǳǊƛƴƎ [ƛǳΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ōƻǘƘ /Ƙƛƴŀ ŀƴŘ 
Belfast.  As Stock (2012:24) puts it,  

How we choose to accent our multiple 
identities is how we present our art and 
ourselves.  

 

Bourdieu (1984) has shown that tastes are 
Ǿƛǘŀƭ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ƘŀōƛǘǳǎΣ ǎƻ [ƛǳΩǎ Ƙŀōƛǘǳǎ 
has changed since arrival in Belfast.  Jackson 
(1989:119,128-9) has explicitly linked habitus 
to embodied identity, so as [ƛǳΩǎ ǘŀǎǘŜǎ 
change, her identity is also changing: both 
Butler (1990) and Wenger (1998:154) have 
emphasized that identity is not a state of 
being, but of becoming: a constant 
transformation.  

 

First Contact: Reflexivity of Habitus, 
Resistance of Identity 

The four non-Chinese students learning the 
dance were: Jacinta, a Mexican-American; 
Ashna, an Indian; Edyta, from Poland and 
Lindsay, from Belfast.  All had dance 
experience in other traditions, and it quickly 
became apparent that their diverse dance 
training conditioned the ways they perceived 
the Lilac Dance.  Ashna saw similarities 
between Indian and Chinese dance which she 
attributed to their shared Buddhist heritage, 
although she observed that Chinese dance 
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seemed more peaceful, whilst Indian dance 
was happier since it was aimed to please the 
gods.  Jacinta remarked that in America, 
dance was seen as healthy and energetic: the 
Chinese dance appeared very sad to her, 
whilst Lindsay commented on the lack of 
variety in formations, compared to the 
Highland and Irish dancing in which she was 
proficient.   

 

The initial perceptions of Chinese dance 
expressed by the dancers were a product of 
their limited experience of just one dance, 
compared to their considerable experience in 
other dance traditions.  Not all Chinese dance 
is sad, peaceful or spatially limited.  The 
dancers, however, reacted strongly to this 
first experience of Chinese dance, limited 
though it was. This exaggeration of difference 
may be seen as a manifestation of a perhaps 
unconscious resistance to unfamiliar ways of 
using the body, stemming from their 
established bodily habitus.  As Jackson 
(1989:119) puts it, 'Habits cannot be changed 
at will because we are the habits.' 
Confronted with new and unfamiliar ways of 
moving their bodies, the dancers had to turn 
to a reflexive consideration of their own 
habitus in order to interpret this new 
experience.  Heelas asserts that 'people have 
to turn to their own resources to decide what 
they value, to organize their priorities and to 
make sense of their lives' (Heelas 1996:5).  In 
engaging with a new form of body 
movement, their own bodily habitus is the 
resource to which these dancers turn.   

 

In the first class, Liu taught the hand shapes 
and arm movements that formed the most 
distinctively Chinese elements of the Lilac 
dance.  She started with the 'Orchid Hand.'  It 
was soon apparent that previous experience 
conditioned the perception of this hand 
shape. Ashna found the shape easy to learn.  
She observed that in Indian dance there are 
one hundred forms of hand language, which, 

she asserted, constitute a form of 
communication between man and gods.  She 
was confident in her ability to learn the 
Orchid Hand, having formed the impression 
that Chinese dance was similar to Indian 
dance, but simpler.  It was apparent, 
ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŀǘ !ǎƘƴŀΩǎ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ LƴŘƛŀƴ ƘŀƴŘ 
language introduced subtle variations in the 
ways she performed the Orchid Hand, 
staccato movements that derived from Indian 
dance practice.  Moreover, Ashna tended to 
coordinate her hand movement with eyeball 
movement, another feature of Indian dance 
which is not part of Chinese tradition.  
Jacinta, in contrast, found the Orchid Hand 
difficult to learn.  She observed that hand-
shapes formed no part of her Zumba practice 
and frequently forgot to maintain the Orchid 
Hand, rather adopting an open palm hand 
shape.   

 

Similar differences appeared in the second 
lesson in which arm movements were taught.  
Hui Wilcox (2009) observes that  

roundness is the most important aesthetic 
principle of Chinese dance, and as twisting 
movements are roundness developed into 
the third dimension, they make up the most 
common physical movements of Chinese 
dance.  

 

CƻǊ 9ŘȅǘŀΣ ǘƘŜ Ψ!ǊƳ /ƛǊŎƭƛƴƎΩ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ 
uncomfortable, she remarked that she felt 
her body was twisted, unlike ballet in which 
arm movements emphasized stretching, 
openness and straightness.  Lindsay, an 
experienced Highland dancer, struggled with 
the wrist lifting and pressing that formed part 
of the Arm Circling movement.  She felt that 
these wrist movements were not beautiful 
because they interrupted the smoothness of 
her movement.  She tended, therefore, to 
keep her wrist straight, in a style closer to her 
previous dance experience. 
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In the third lesson, devoted to foot 
movement, the dancers again had very 
different experiences resulting from their 
previous training.  Whilst Ashna had 
problems remembering the order of the 
movements, even when repeated, all the 
western dancers found the ballroom steps 
easy to acquire due to previous experience.  
Edyta observed that 'The steps are familiar - 
they are like the couple dance in Polish folk 
dancing,' whilst Lindsay equated them to Céili 
dance steps. Although all four dancers 
experienced some problems learning the 
various hand, arm and foot movements that 
Liu taught them, by repeated practice, all 
eventually mastered the movements. At this 
point, however, a deeper problem 
manifested itself. Liu became concerned that 
the movements of the four dancers did not 
appear Chinese.  In fact, the cultural 
differences between them remained clearly 
visible.  Attempts to correct this by technical 
means merely highlighted the problem. 
Edyta, for example, said that:  

Sometimes, I feel that my feet 
automatically stand on the toe - I want to 
show a noble feeling when I do Chinese 
dance, the neck and chest will try to reach 
high - this is the habit in my body.  

 

Similarly, elements of Zumba, Indian Dance 
and Highland Dance could be seen in the 
performances of Jacinta, Ashna and Lindsay 
respectively.  Liu realised that rather than 
Chinese movements performed in unison, 
what she was seeing was the same 
movements performed in four quite different 
styles derived from the previous bodily 
experience of the dancers.  What, then, does 
ƛǘ ƳŜŀƴΣ ǘƻ ΨŀǇǇŜŀǊ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜΩΚ  

 

Mastering Yunlü (The Rhythm of the Body) 

In the fourth class, Liu radically changed her 
teaching approach.  She had previously 
avoided teaching the fundamentals of bodily 
rhythm: breathing, encapsulated in the 

injunctions to 'breathe like a blossom' and 
'move like water': the first things usually 
taught to Chinese dancers. Liu had felt that 
these principles would be too difficult for 
non-Chinese students to engage with. She 
now realised that without teaching these 
fundamentals, the movements of the dancers 
would never look Chinese to a Chinese 
audience. 

 

Liu introduced the dancers to the Chinese 
ΨwƘȅǘƘƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ƻŘȅΩΣ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ 
Yunlü: making breathing follow the rhythm of 
the movement. She demonstrated how to 
breathe when dancing: inhaling during lifting 
movements and exhaling during downward 
movements. Hui Wilcox (2009:4) describes 
this cycle, known as Ti-Chen (rising and 
sinking of the chest): 

ΨTiΩ όǘƻ ǊƛǎŜύ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǳǇǿŀǊŘ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƘŜƴ 
the body takes iƴ ŀ ōǊŜŀǘƘ ƻŦ ŀƛǊΦ Φ Φ ΨChenΩ 
is this second part of the cycle, when the 
breath slowly goes out, and the body sinks 
down.   

 

Liu explained that through breathing in this 
rhythm, the air would travel through every 
part of the body, bringing energy and 
coherence, in the natural manner of the 
opening and closing of a flower.   

 

Liu also taught her students the Three-Way 
Curve: an S-shaped form composed of three 
bends, from the head and chest, to waist and 
legs, and hips and legs.  The strong control of 
the whole body in the Three Way Curve 
should make the body appear uncontrolled 
as if blown by the wind. This apparently 
uncontrolled movement is described by the 
concept of Rang - 'Allowing': rooted in Taoist 
philosophy.  'Allowing' avoids injury by 
natural forces and borrows strength from 
them. The success of the dancer in conveying 
this feeling of 'allowing' should lead to the 
disappearance of the body from the 
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perception of the audience - just as water or 
wind cannot be grasped. 

 

Liu coached the students in Yunlü, including 
breathing exercises, Three-Way Curve and 
'Allowing'.  Through these exercises, the 
students learned to move their bodies by the 
circulation of their breath as Liu called out 'Ti 
- half-circle - one, two three; Chen - half-circle 
ς one, two, three.  Liu then asked them to 
integrate the Ti-Chen duality into specific 
movements.  After practicing this, the 
students started to integrate all the aspects 
of Yunlü into their dance without further 
prompting and the dance became perceptibly 
more uniform, and, to both Liu and myself, 
more Chinese in appearance. 

 

Analysis: From Yunlü to Chinese Identity 

The dance students were challenged to adopt 
unfamiliar forms of movement which felt 
strange to them.  Trying to engage with new 
ways of moving through experience gained in 
other dance traditions, they were eventually 
able to perform the movements, but their 
dance did not appear Chinese, because they 
did not possess the habitus which Chinese 
dancers embody through years of training, 
but rather, rooted their learning in their own 
established habitus.  It was only when they 
learned Yunlü, the core of Chinese dance 
practice, that they were able to achieve some 
degree of the holistic integration of the body 
which Chinese dance requires.  Only then 
were they able to replicate Chinese dance 
movements in ways which were recognisable 
to their Chinese teacher and to me. 

 

What then, is Yunlü?  The Rhythm of the 
Body includes ways of moving and breathing, 
thinking and feeling, resulting from the 
accumulation of cultural ways of being over 
generations.  The concept of Yunlü, then, 
Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

ΨƘŀōƛǘǳǎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ŀǎ 'systems of . . . 
perception, appreciation and action that 
result from the institution of the social in the 
body' (Bourdieu & Waquant 1992:126-7).  
Bourdieu (1984:174) notes that:  

 

Habitus is neither the result of free will nor 
determined by structure but created by a 
kind of interplay between the two over 
time: dispositions that are both shaped by 
past events and structures, and that shape 
current practice and structures and also, 
importantly, that condition our very 
perceptions of these.   

 

What of identity?  Ramsey (2011:42-3) draws 
upon Wenger (1998) and Ingold (2000) to 
conflate habitus and embodied identity.  
Wenger (1998:152) asserts that identity is 
constituted by forms of embodied 
competence, whilst Ingold (2000:318) claims 
that  

techniques are active ingredients of 
personal and social identity.  Thus, the very 
practice of a technique is itself a statement 
about identity: there can be no separation 
of communicative from technical 
behaviour.   

 

I suggest therefore, that there has indeed 
been a transition in identity, if only a small 
one, brought about by the acquisition, 
through time and work, of a new 
competence. Through incorporating Yunlü 
into their habitus, they were recognized by 
ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŀǎ Ψ/ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ŘŀƴŎŜǊǎΩΦ  
The dancers eventually succeeded in making 
the dance recognisably Chinese to their 
audience in Belfast, including many Chinese 
non-dancers. For this audience, the fact that 
the dancers had mastered iconic hand 
ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƻǊŎƘƛŘ ƘŀƴŘΩΣ ŀƴŘ 
movements embodying Yunlü was sufficient 
to signify Chinese identity, over-riding the 
non-traditional elements in foot-movements 
and costumes.  
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Conclusion 

I have shown how non-Chinese dancers were 
introduced to a 'Chinese' dance: a hybrid 
product choreographed by a Belfast-Chinese 
migrant whose own transformed identity was 
expressed in the dance. I considered the 
origins of the different aesthetic criteria by 
which Liu and I judged the authenticity of the 
[ƛƭŀŎ 5ŀƴŎŜΦ  L ŘǊŜǿ ƻƴ YǊƛǎǘƛƴǎǎƻƴΩǎ 
conception of authentic behaviour as ways of 
acting that are in accord with what is 
objectivŜƭȅ ƛƴǎǘŀƴǘƛŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ōƻŘȅ - with 
ƻƴŜΩǎ ƘŀōƛǘǳǎΦ  CƻǊ [ƛǳΣ ǿƘƻǎŜ Ƙŀōƛǘǳǎ Ƙŀǎ 
been transformed by decades living in 
Belfast, the leather shoes and earrings are 
ΨōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭΩΣ ǿƘƛƭǎǘ ŦƻǊ ƳŜΣ ǎǘƛƭl influenced by 
the disciplines of the Beijing Dance Academy 
and wider perceptions of Chinese dance 
within China, they seem strangely 
incongruous.  Whose conception of 
authenticity comes to predominate, 
however, is a consequence of power 
relationships, and in Belfast, the authority Liu 
derives from her Chinese ethnicity and 
effective monopoly of Chinese dance skills 
has allowed her to redefine Chinese dance in 
ways compatible with her own transforming 
identity.   

 

 We saw how the engagement of the dancers 
with the teaching was conditioned by their 
own habitus, and only when they learned 
Yunlü, central to the embodied philosophy of 
Chinese dance, were they able to perform in 
a way that satisfied their teacher.  I have 
used the Chinese concept of Yunlü to extend 
.ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ Ƙŀōƛǘǳǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ 
fundamental physical functions such as ways 
of breathing, understood as 'the Rhythm of 
the Body.'  I went on to equate habitus with 
embodied identity, suggesting that the 
dancers had undergone some small 
transformation in identity through the 

acquisition of a Chinese dance habitus whilst 
the Chinese teacher, from teaching those 
with a different habitus, gained a new 
perspective on her own identity. Despite the 
fact that none of these dancers were 
Chinese, they were able to include new 
competences in their habitus allowing their 
performance to be recognized as Chinese 
dance by their teacher, by the Chinese 
community in Belfast, and, to some extent, 
by me. To the extent that my assessments of 
the dance still differed from those of the 
Belfast Chinese teacher and audience, these 
differences may be attributed to diverse 
habitus developed in differing contexts.  
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Notes

 

 

 
1 www.culturenorthernireland.org 
2 I refer to the business where the classes took 
ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ {ǘǳŘƛƻΩΦ  
3 The song was written by Leitang, an amateur 
songwriter about a girl he had become close to 
on the internet.  When the girl vanished from the 
net for several days, he made an effort to find 
her, and discovered that she was a cancer patient 
in a Beijing hospital. 
4 If a Chinese male holds his pen or chopsticks in a 
way which appears to form an Orchid Hand 
shape, he will be the butt of jokes about his 
gender identity. 
5 The toes may be curled upwards or the foot 
arched in different movements. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.culturenorthernireland.org/
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ARTICLE 

CÈILIDH AS COMMUNITY: PARTICIPATION, KNOWING AND SOCIALIZATION ON A 

SMALL, SCOTTISH ISLAND 

BY SAM WARD 

 

Abstract: The island of Fèina lies 50 miles off the west coast of Scotland, and is accessible only 
by a three hour ferry journey. Fèina, though beautiful, is rugged and unsuitable for cultivating 
anything but the hardiest livestock, and the harsh weather only adds to the sense of 
remoteness. CŝƛƴŀΩǎ isolation and often hostile conditions has led, as in much of the Hebrides, 
to an increased necessity for community cohesion and co-operation to access basic resources. 
Despite its remoteness, Fèina has not escaped the disruptions of modernity: subject to both 
inward and outward migration, religious collapse and loss of traditional industries, and 
therefore cannot rely on conventional institutions, such as the church and clan-like systems of 
association, to foster a feeling of community. The following will examine how the cèilidh, a 
fluid, participatory social performance, allows islanders to forge a practical sense of belonging, 
and mutuality.   
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Introduction 

The island of Fèina is 15 miles long, three 
miles wide, with a population of 180. It lies 
within the Hebridean islands, off the west 
coast of Scotland, and is only accessible by a 
three hour ferry, across choppy waters; a 
voyage which is conducted one-way only 
once a day. The economic and social centre is 
the largest settlement, Ballygorach - home to 
the grocers, ferry pier, school, café, and 
community centre. Fèina is subject to harsh 
weather conditions, and the terrain is craggy 
and unforgiving, even in Hebridean terms ς 
earning it the nickname 'the Rock'. These 
conditions made life on the island difficult: 
petrol shortages were common, the grocers 

were constantly under-stocked, and arable 
farming was altogether untenable. 
Unsurprisingly, this led to an increased 
reliance upon neighbours to gain resources; 
be it goods, services, or simply some 
company. However, unlike many other tightly 
ƪƴƛǘΣ ŎƻƘŜǎƛǾŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣ CŝƛƴŀΩǎ 
population was far from conventional or 
homogenous.  

 

Traditional sources of employment, such as 
fishing and crofting, had become unviable 
due to growing regulation, and an 
increasingly competitive, global market; this, 
coupled with the allure jobs on the mainland, 
has drawn much of the native population 
away. Simultaneously, growing fascination 
among the urban population in the highlands 
and islands as a place of refuge from 
modernity, and a way to re-connect with 
ƻƴŜΩǎ ǊƻƻǘǎΣ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ƘƛƎƘ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƻŦ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ 
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Fèina from the mainland (Macdonald, 1997: 
75, Strathern and Stewart, 2001:54, Basu 
2007: 93). However, newcomers are quickly 
disabused of the notion that life in the 
Hebrides is a pre-modern utopia, island life 
being a constant struggle against the 
elements. Native and non-natives had, in the 
past, been integrated into island life through 
religious means, by attending one of the two 
churches were present: a Church of Scotland, 
and a Free Church of Scotland ς both 
Calvinistic and Presbyterian, yet the latter 
with a more evangelical flavour. However, 
the Free Church, the more popular of the 
two, had been unable to raise enough funds 
to maintain their small building, the 
congregants on Fèina already barely having 
enough to get by, and had shut. The 
animosity between the two institutions was 
such that no Free Church members attended 
the remaining Church of Scotland services, 
which itself had run into trouble: there was 
no permanent minister on the island, but 
rather volunteers who would stay two weeks 
at a time ς and thus unable to develop 
meaningful relationships with parishioners. 
The congregation never numbered more than 
ten: many of whom were tourists, and none 
of which were native to Fèina.  

 

The situation on the island was one where 
co-dependency and cohesion were crucial, 
yet paradoxically could not be facilitated by 
traditional institutions such as religion, 
shared family history (non-natives only 
having their immediate family on the island, 
and native families normally having lost 
significant members to the mainland), or 
even occupational association ς the forced 
economic diversification of the island leaving 
few islanders with a common source of 
employment. Social gatherings were 
common on Fèina, and to detail them all 
would be impossible. Yet one community 
activity was archetypal of the semi-
structured, social events which proliferated, 

and possessed heightened importance to the 
islanders: the monthly cèilidh. The cèilidh is 
an event at which islanders gather in the 
community hall, and includes a number of 
activities: country dancing, a charity raffle, or 
simply sitting at the bar and 'chewing the fat' 
(idle chitchat). The cèilidh, therefore, is an 
ideal model with which to analyse the form 
and function of structured interaction on the 
island. The term 'cèilidh' will be used in 
contrast to the anglicised form 'ceilidh' or the 
Irish 'céilí', so as best to reflect the emic 
terminology of the participants. When the 
inhabitants of Fèina refer to the cèilidh, they 
are describing something slightly different to 
the céilí or ceilidh, which refers primarily to a 
country dance event (Foley, 2011), 
something which is incorporated within, 
though not definitive of, the Fèina cèilidh: 
which is broadly used to mean any medium 
to large scale, social gathering (in conscious 
reminiscence of the Gaelic word origin, 
namely a 'companionable gadding').   

 

The cèilidh in history and discourse 

The folklorist Alexander Carmichael gives one 
of the earliest descriptions of the cèilidh, as 
primarily an oratorical experience, with 
members of a community gathering together 
to tell stories, sing, and recite histories 
(1928). This form, referred to as a 'house 
cèilidh' still remains on Fèina, though of 
secondary importance to the dance cèilidh, 
which this essay means to discuss.  One 
interviewee, bright and alert, yet 
approaching her hundredth year, recalled 
how 'cèilidh' once meant to go from house to 
house on the back of a cart or automobile, 
eating and drinking at each stop until the 
early hours. Thus the cèilidh, unlike the 
churches, genealogical affiliation and 
occupational interest associations (such as 
crofters associations) which proliferate 
elsewhere in the Hebrides, has remained due 
to its ability to adapt to changing times. This 
is not simply a one way process; the 
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inhabitants of Fèina having gone out of their 
way to accommodate the cèilidh. A primary 
reason given for abandoning the old hall, and 
building a new structure, was that it could no 
longer cater for cèilidhs: its hall could not 
accommodate the growing population, the 
electricity outlets could not support more 
complex forms of equipment required for a 
modern cèilidh, (such as sound systems and 
stage lighting) and the roof was so low that 
the boisterous dancing styles, popular among 
the youth, often led to dancers knocking their 
heads on the ceiling, not to mention the 
irreparable damage to the floorboards from 
stamping feet of dancers and observers.  

 

Many islanders cited these shortcomings as 
the main reason for relocating the hall: over 
and above the drafts, poor location (in a field 
outside of Ballygorach, prone to flooding) 
and seriously inadequate plumbing. This 
general state of disrepair was a reasonable 
enough argument to alter the old hall in 
some way, independent of its utility as a 
cèilidh venue, however, the fact that the old 
halls shortcomings were expressed through 
ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛǳƳ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ Ƙƻǎǘ ŎŝƛƭƛŘƘΩǎΣ 
and that the hall was not simply renovated 
but replaced by a larger, modern and more 
robust building capable of hosting larger, 
festive social gatherings, revealed the 
importance of the cèilidh in island life. 
Indeed, despite the first cèilidh of my 
fieldwork occurring two weeks after my 
arrival, the first question I was asked by many 
islanders was whether I would attend. I later 
discovered my being granted further access 
to the lives of islanders hinged on my 
participation.  

 

The cèilidh in practice1 

Though principally ethnomusicological, 
¢ǳǊƛƴƻΩǎ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ 
and presentational performance are useful 
heuristics in analysing the Fèina cèilidh 

(2008). Presentational performance is 
marked by a high distinction between 
performer and audience, with the former 
taking an active role, and the latter a passive. 
Participatory performance, alternatively, is 
founded on the principle that everyone 
present can, and should, participate. This is 
reflected in its structure, with low barriers to 
entry, and a tailoring to allow for those of all 
abilities to engage. The Fèina cèilidh is 
undeniably a participatory performance: 
even the cèilidh band, themselves virtuosos, 
were specifically selected for good track 
records of playing to allow maximum 
participation (a steady rhythm to dance by, 
tunes which people knew, having amiable 
personalities conducive to 'audience' 
interaction). The cèilidh is also characteristic 
ƻŦ ²ŜƴƎŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ŀ 'community of 
practice' (1998), a group which maintains 
association through necessary collective 
action, rather than abstract affinity (an 
'imagined community' ς Anderson, 1983). 
Characteristics are identified by Wenger as 
mutual engagement (the act of everyone 
working together, harmoniously or not), joint 
enterprise (an ongoing, common purpose ς 
rarely stated or achieved in any final sense) 
and shared repertoire (a collection of notions 
and actions that a group adopts and utilises). 
These could be found both within the cèilidh, 
yet also within the island community that 
formed around it. The following will detail 
one, well-attended cèilidh, that occurred 
halfway through my time in the field. 

 

Though private and public drinking preceded 
individuals actual congregation at the 
community centre where the cèilidh was to 
take place, the event officially began with a 
'ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŀƴŎŜ': chairs were arranged 
around the edges of the hall, where parents 
and many older islanders sat, to observe 
younger children dancing relatively simplified 
country dances, to slower and more 
simplistic tunes than would be encountered 
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later. This was fundamentally a learning 
process: children as young as five were 
instructed, largely through imitating adults 
(and one commandeered anthropologist) on 
the correct movements: the right height to 
hop, the appropriate force with which to 
swing ƻƴŜΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ƪƛŎƪ ƛƴ ŀƴ 
exuberant, controlled manner, whilst 
ǊŜƳŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǎǇŀŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅ 
were also educated on the correct etiquette: 
parents encouraged their nervous offspring 
to approach un-partnered individuals, often 
the elderly islanders sitting around the dance 
floor, who often took great delight in 
accompanying the young dancers. Other 
forms of protocol were also instilled: one 
should never run on the dancefloor, a male 
dancer should always hold a female dancer 
firmly but gently, one must never refuse a 
dance invitation, and so on.  

 

There have been many interpretations on the 
symbolic meanings of Scottish folk dances: 
Johnson and Boswell remark upon a wild 
dance on Skye, in which dancers are steadily 
swept up into one, whirling mass. They 
report this dance was called 'America', 
representing the fervour of emigration, 
which steadily swept up individuals, until a 
whole community was displaced (Boswell, 
1785). Strathern and Stewart note that, in 
the borders region, local dancing customs are 
perceived as a symbolic rejection of 
perceived Anglo-Saxon hegemony: 'every 
ǎǘŜǇΧ ŘŀƴŎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ' (2001: 60). On 
Fèina, too, emic analysis occurred: one 
islander, Emma, informed me that one 
dance, in which couples broke off into 
separate groups, dancing in a circle around a 
larger group of dancers to whom they would 
eventually join, was symbolic of how 
fishermen, though wandering from the 
island, would retain it as a point of reference, 
and would eventually return. While the 
perceived symbolisms of the dances is 
fascinating, it is noteworthy that no such 

meaning is transferred in their initial learning, 
unlike the aspects of the dance which were 
instrumental, be it either in terms of 
socialization or entertainment. Abstract 
exegesis on the dance structure was primarily 
retrospective, and was often more a search 
for personal significance, rather than shared 
meaning - I do not believe it to be a 
coincidence that Emma was a keen fisher. 
¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŀƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ 
conferring a form of embodied, implicit 
knowledge, not necessarily consciously held 
(Dilley, 1999) but habitually exercised to 
structure future interactions (Bourdieu, 
1977).  

 

As youths and childless adults began to 
arrive, from either the pub or their own 
homes, ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŘŀƴŎŜ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŜƴŘΣ 
and many of the children left the hall ς either 
for bed, or to drink soft drinks in the bar 
area. At this point in the evening, volunteers 
began to sell raffle tickets, at a table laid out 
next to the entrance to the hall, in order to 
raise money for tƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 
club. The location was no coincidence. 
Though purchasing a raffle ticket was not 
compulsory, declining to do so would be met 
with a frown. The reason for this unspoken 
disapproval was serious: the islanders, so far 
removed from the mainland, were forced to 
organise and maintain many services, such as 
childcare, through donations and 
volunteering. Not buying a ticket would mark 
one out as an outsider. No such disapproval 
was meted out to the few tourists present, 
islanders believing that one could not expect 
these outsiders to take an interest in the 
community.  

 

The adult dances were more complex than 
ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎΤ this higher level of 
complexity was an essential part of 
maintaining interest, and thus mutual 
engagement, for the more accomplished 
dancers: requiring a greater degree of 
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intricacy to achieve a state of 'flow', in which 
their faculties would be fully engaged, yet not 
challenged to an impossible degree 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1991). The dances were 
interspersed with short breaks, in which 
participants would have time to catch their 
breath, get a drink at the bar, or engage in 
conversation. This ς in terms of socialization 
ς was as crucial to the event as dancing. 
Etiquette required that no willing individual 
should be excluded, so this reprieve acted as 
a period in which invitation to dance would 
be made: unaccompanied dancers would ask 
those seated who might look interested, and 
likewise, they themselves were obligated to 
accept, if their refusal would lead to a 
member of the opposite gender being left 
without a partner. This was, in a sense, 
compulsory mutual engagement. Likewise, 
chitchat between individuals, be it in the hall 
or at the bar, would frequently regard others 
present: their state of inebriation (and how 
this might reflect their moral character), their 
dancing skill, whether or not someone was 
'showing off' (and thus derided), and who 
seemed to have their 'eye on' who that night 
ς the cèilidh being for many young people a 
courting ritual. Another topic was who was 
not in attendance, and why: illness would 
elicit sympathy, and promises of aid, while 
those who were thought to be snubbing their 
fellow islanders were classified as anti-social 
or unreliable, and thus outwith the desired 
community of practice.  

 

After several hours of dancing, a longer 
intermission took place, in which the winners 
of the raffle were announced. As near 
enough everyone in the crowded, sweltering 
hall had bought a ticket, the anticipation was 
felt by all - albeit in a convivial, jocular sense. 
As each number was announced, cries of 'Fix! 
Fix!' were shouted, humorously accusing the 
ticket caller of rigging the results. Once prizes 
were received, those which were edible, such 
as chocolates, cakes, and a bottle of whisky, 

were opened immediately, and passed round 
the hall ς though they were handed first and 
ŦƻǊŜƳƻǎǘ ǘƻ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŎƭƻǎŜǎǘ ŎƻƴŦŜŘŜǊŀǘŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 
instilled a sense of communion, consumption 
of a common substance evoking a feeling of 
shared, internal substance ς a common 
practice in Gaelic Scotland (Masson, 2005).  

 

At this point, many adults took the lull as an 
opportunity to depart, leaving only the 
youths present for the final dances. These 
were similar to the previous set, but were far 
more ambitious and even aggressive: 
partners would swing each other round at 
such force that they barely touched the 
ground, and dances which involved kicking 
and stamping became fiercer, with near 
collision being a source of gratification. I was 
informed by an elderly islander, Morag, that 
the aggressive dancing style was a way for 
youngsters to vent anger and frustration, and 
therefore responsible for the near non-
existent level of crime on the island ς I 
believe she was only half joking. Eventually, 
the time came when the bar had shut, the 
centre volunteers were exhausted, and the 
cèilidh came to an end. This was announced 
by the same M.C. who had officiated over the 
raffle, and was greeted by boos and hisses. 
After the rowdiest of those present accepted 
their fate, everyone present gathered in a 
large circle, linking hands with their arms 
across their bodies, singing 'Auld Lang Syne'. 
During the choruses, which were the only 
part of the song many knew, the dancers 
would simultaneously charge into the centre 
of the circle, still holding hands, with many 
near collisions - a subject of much laughter. 
After the final stanzas had been mumbled, 
the remaining revellers stumbled 'ŀǿŀΩ ƛƴǘƻ 
the nicht', leaving the centre to be locked by 
volunteers, who would clear up the debris 
the next day. 

 

The above analysis could of course be guilty 
of over-intellectualizing proceedings: the 
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most important aspect of the cèilidh for 
many being simply to have a good time, with 
a group they enjoyed the company of. 
However, this is not altogether incompatible 
with my analysis: if humans are indeed social 
animals (Neuberg and Cottrell, 2008), it 
would be logical to conclude that the process 
of socialization would often, if not always, be 
jubilant and desirable. Furthermore,  as a 
great deal of human identity is founded upon 
memory, especially of an autobiographical 
nature (Stewart and Strathern, 2001: 8, 
Whitehouse, 2004), relevance can be found 
in that the cèilidh creates a memory in which 
oneself may be related to all of those 
present, through a jubilant, festive medium.  

 

Making and managing community 

'Community' has been critiqued as a concept 
which is often arbitrarily applied to a body of 
people, often inhabiting a common area, who 
in reality share very little, besides etically 
prescribed boundaries (Macdonald, 1997:8-
9). Macdonald observed on Skye that 
individuals were heavily divided within a 
community, often identifying themselves by 
means that contrasted them to their fellows 
(1997) and Cohen found on Whalsay, in the 
Shetlands, symbols of community were 
popular precisely because they had no single, 
dogmatic and shared meaning (1987), an 
analysis equally applied to Scottish 
Nationalism (1996). While the critique of the 
term 'community' has brought forth many 
interesting reconsiderations, this essay 
contends that community is not always and 
everywhere imagined, but is something 
enacted in social relations, on an everyday 
basis (Levine, 1999, Kohn, 2002): what is 
shared is not an abstract concept of self, but 
rather the practice of maintaining an 
existence in a locale, 'ΧǘƘŀǘ ǘŀƴƎƭŜŘ ǿŜō ƻŦ 
human interactions which endow work with 
meaning' (Bauman, 2001: 28).  

 

The cèilidh, as an arena of interaction where 
most islanders were present, operated as a 
means by which a community of practice 
might come to know one another, both in the 
literal sense, yet also in terms of gaging 
ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǊŜǇǳǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΦ CƻǊ 
ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ Ƴȅ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 
dance, and willingness to interact with them 
showed that I was 'good with wee ones': 
subsequently, a busy mother offered to cook 
me lunch, over which I would be free to 
interview her, on the condition that I 
entertain her five year old whilst she 
attended to some minor chores ς my 
perceived skill with children granting me a 
reputation that preceded me. There was also 
an active gift economy on the island, driven 
by the isolation and poor agricultural 
conditions. The gift economy, well 
documented by social scientists (Mauss, 
1969, Tooby and Cosmides, 2005), took the 
form of scarce goods or services being 
granted to fellows, without any explicit 
demand or expectance of payment.  

 

However, there was an implicit, perhaps even 
subconscious, expectance of eventual 
reciprocity which governed these exchanges. 
I experienced this first-hand: delivering a 
bottle of whisky from Ballygorach to an 
isolated individual earned me a generous 
portion of the aforementioned; an 
impromptu cleaning of the café kept me fed 
and watered for a day, and volunteering to 
prepare food at the community centre 
earned me a generous portion of home-
grown lettuce. Besides specific occurrences, I 
noted a definite correlation between my 
offering help, attendance of social gatherings 
(especially the cèilidh) and the generosity of 
the islanders. The necessity of attendance of 
cèilidh gatherings on Fèina to become a 
member of the islands community of 
practice, of which the gift economy was a 
central aspect, may be further illustrated by a 
local woman, Grace, and her distribution of 
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rhubarb. Grace had a well sheltered garden, a 
rarity on Fèina, and utilized the space to grow 
ǾŜƎŜǘŀōƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŦǊǳƛǘΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ǎǘŀȅΣ DǊŀŎŜΩǎ 
crop ripened, and she went door to door 
throughout the island, gifting the surplus to 
those she knew. However, she did not take 
the time to offer her produce to those with 
whom she did not engage with in social 
gatherings ς not out of any malicious 
sentiment, but because she did not feel she 
knew who they were, so could not approach 
them and felt no obligation to do so. As 
rhubarb was not commercially available, only 
those who were part of a community of 
practice were able to acquire rhubarb, and 
thus suffer less from shortages. 

 

Islanders are fully conscious of the necessity 
ǘƻ ŀǘǘŜƴŘ ŎŝƛƭƛŘƘΩǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎǎ 
to become and remain a member of the 
community; indeed, it seemed to be central 
to their notions of how they differed from 
neighbouring islands. During one interview, 
when I enquired as to what marked out the 
islanders as unique, I was looked square in 
the eye and told 'ǿŜΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƭƛƪŜ 9ƛƭŜ ώŀ 
ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊƛƴƎ ƛǎƭŀƴŘϐΣ ǿŜΩǊŜ ŀƴ ƛǎƭŀƴŘ ƻŦ Řƻ-
ers', likewise, when interviewing Lachlan, 
who ran many sports activities with both 
children and adults, he felt keen to recount 
an incident which he felt to be illustrative of 
the centrality of community participation to 
the Fèina way of life: 'we went across to play 
ŀ ƎŀƳŜ ώƻŦ Ŧƻƻǘōŀƭƭϐ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ 9ƛƭŜΧǿŜ ƘŀŘ 
ǘǿŜƴǘȅΧ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ǘŜƴΧ ŀƴŘ ŦƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ 
were tourists! That shows you the 
ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΧ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǇǊƻŀŎǘƛǾŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ƨƻƛƴ 
in'. Many non-natives also detailed how their 
integration was dependent on going to the 
ŎŝƛƭƛŘƘΩǎΣ ǿƘŜƴŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƻƴ 'whether 
ȅƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ ǳǇ ŦƻǊ ƛǘ ƻǊ ƴƻǘΧ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘ 
mucking in', as one contributor put it to me. 

 

Social gatherings also allow fellows to discuss 
ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎΥ 
either to the people in question or with a 

third party. This is not simply idle chitchat, 
but rather a means by which to share and 
assess reputations, and provide feedback on 
behaviours; I was myself subject to both. 
After the cèilidh, I attended a Fèina Senior 
Social coffee morning, to which I was 
cautiously granted access. I was approached 
by Lindsay, one of the organizers, and told 
how she and another member of the group 
had noticed what a 'big eater' I was, 
reflecting observations about my appetite on 
the night of cèilidh (in my opinion defensible, 
given I was living in a small tent, and walking 
upwards of ten miles a day). While such 
commentary was not malicious, it highlighted 
that I had contravened etiquette - 
information which made me feel self-
conscious and I made note not to repeat the 
action, the comment shaping my behaviour 
accordingly. I was later cordially invited to 
ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƳƻƴǘƘƭȅ ŘƛƴƴŜǊ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ 
pub-cum-hotel, an honour that would be 
denied most young men my age and which I 
noted had coincided with an increased effort 
on my part to only accept food if it were 
absolutely insisted upon - and to do so 
frugally. I do not believe if I had continued in 
my previous manner that I would have 
received the invite. Thus, given the 
importance of reliable, co-operative relations 
on the island, the cèilidh, where all the 
community were present and observable, 
presented islanders the opportunity to 
assess, provide feedback to, and in the worst 
case scenario, reject, those with whom they 
co-habited the wet and windy 'Rock'.  

 

Conclusion 

 It has been observed that the peculiar forms 
modernity imposes has led to identity and 
community becoming disembedded, and 
disembodied (Macdonald, 1999: 116, 
Bauman, 2001: 27-28, Basu, 2007: 94). This is 
undeniable: travel, migration and the 
internet have made notions of self 
increasingly dislocated from immediate 
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surroundings. However, humans have a drive 
towards sociality, especially in conditions as 
adverse as Fèina, where co-operation and co-
dependence are the only means to survive - 
we therefore see a 'rerooting' of the 
uprooted (Bauman, 2001: Ch. 3, Kohn, 2002), 
borne out by a desire to belong. Fèina is a 
peculiarity, and not representative of the 
modern world; however, it provides 
fascinating conditions in which individuals 
without a shared history, or set of 
institutions, must learn to cohere and co-
operate. By engaging in joint enterprise with 
ƻƴŜΩǎ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊΣ ŀ ǿƛŘŜǊ Ǉƻƻƭ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ 
and skill sets may be utilized, allowing a 
broader potential outcome of possibilities. 
But for such co-operation to be achievable 
ƻƴŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ƪƴƻǿ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƪƴƻǿ 
that they are dedicated to joint enterprise. 
This is a functional asset of social gathering 
and recreation, a fluid, socializing form which 
helps individuals to continually navigate and 
embed themselves, in a constantly changing 
world. 
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Notes

 

 

 

1  As all participants were guaranteed 
anonymity, all names have been anonymised, 
as has the name of the island itself. Notably, 
another anthropologist had come to the 
island in the past, and, not suitably 
anonymised individuals and their narratives, 
leading to sensitive information, given in 
confidence, becoming public knowledge: 
resulting in a damaging of interpersonal 
relations. Some of the upset caused was still 
viscerally felt upon my visit, over a decade 
later. 
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ARTICLE  

CHANGING THE SUBJECT:  

MODELING CHANGE AND THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL SUBJECT IN TRANSITION 

BY SÉAN hΩ5UBHGHAILL 

 

Abstract: This work aims to show the limits of the notion of liminality and contends that there 
are many instances in which the idea has little theoretical usefulness, such as in the analysis of 
diasporic belonging and in the conducting of inductively driven ethnographic research. 
Beginning with an overview of the concept, and some instances in which its employment has 
been illuminating, I attempt to tease out the unstable elements of the ƳƻŘŜƭΩǎ design, which 
often takes a homeostatic model of social structure for granted. Examining the Irish abroad 
might seem a topic to which liminality is well-suited, given the feeling of precarity and of 
disconnection often felt, but in its place I suggest a turn towards mobilities studies as well as to 
continental philosophy.   

A critical treatment of the notion of liminality is necessary to ensure that its application is 
apposite and not indiscriminate. Accounting for change over time, or conducting ethnography 
around a topic which attempts to achieve this very end, might be better performed by not 
expressly looking to liminality which prescribes or guarantees the acquisition of an equally 
well-defined position.  
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Introduction 

Migration as rite of passage: 

While some work contends that adventures 
όǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨƎǊŀƴŘ ǘƻǳǊǎΩ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜύ 
might be conceived of as being a rite of 
passage, such as in Wokler (2007), I believe 
that an anthropological sensitivity to the role 
played by the destabilizing liminal is at odds 
with the act of a new status being acquired.  

More modern accounts of migration are also 
possible candidates for the tripartite model 
of rites of passage, also turn out to be less 
apposite than they first appear. In conducting 

ethnography among young men from 
Hazarajat, Afghanistan to the Islamic Republic 
of Iran, Monsutti (2007) convincingly argues 
that the separation undergone by young men 
looking for work neatly coincides with Van 
DŜƴƴŜǇΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭΥ 

[T]he perilous journey young Afghan 
migrants make may also be placed in the 
framework of rites of passage: it is a spatial 
and partially social separation from the 
families and homes which contributes to 
the cut the links with the period of 
childhood. (Monsutti, 2007:175) 

 

The emphasis in the work remains on the 
non-destabilising role this migration plays 
though; instead, it is proposed, that the 
process of migration has been successfully 
woven into everyday understandings of 
gender roles and the accrual of skills. A 
similar expectation that migration can lead to 
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the acquisition of skills or money necessary 
to thriving in adulthood can be observed in 
the merentau ς temporary migration 
undertaken by young men in Indonesia (cf. 
Lindqvist, 2009; Salazar, 2011). What is amiss 
in transposing liminality to the constructs 
outlined here is that in both instances home 
is something contingent, not a stable point of 
departure, and so the separation, liminal and 
reincorporation phases become collapsed 
rather than being one contiguous line 
guaranteeing adulthood.  

 These issues all stem from the exact 
definition offered by Van Gennep, the 
pioneering thinker of rites of passage, in the 
early 20th century. The three-part model 
overlooks the possibility that the ritual being 
analysed, rather than guaranteeing a status, 
adulthood or experiential and monetary 
wealth, might in fact fail outright. Given that 
±ŀƴ DŜƴƴŜǇΩǎ ǇǊƻǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŎƭŜŀǊΣ ǊƛǘŜǎ ƻŦ 
passage guarantee the transitioning from one 
social position to one which is equally well 
defined, we might ask whether there is any 
leeway for contingency. Van Gennep writes:  

[B]irth, social puberty, marriage, 
fatherhood, advancement to a higher 
class, occupational specialization, and 
death. For every one of these events there 
are ceremonies whose essential purpose 
is to enable the individual to pass from 
one defined position to another which is 
equally well-ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘΧ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘΣ 
ƳŀƴΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ǊŜǎŜƳōƭŜǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΣ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
neither the individual nor the society 
stand independent.  

(Van Gennep, 1961[1909]:3) 

 

Rites of passage involve the rituals analysed 
which involve risk and which are prone to 
failure at times (Howe, 2000). Liminality is 
not just inchoate, it might fail outright. To my 
mind, the critical role risk plays in ritual 
ensures that any account of any given rite of 
passage contains within it the possibility of 
failure, a possibility that is overlooked where 
the notion of liminality is used as an end unto 

itself. In what follows I will examine what 
retrieving subjectivity from behind the model 
proposed in liminality would involve, what its 
presuppositions are and will provide a 
manner by which ethnographic inquiry might 
move forward.  

 

The limits of structure: 

Wittgenstein (1951) claims that to know the 
limit of something is impossible because it 
requires thinking both sides of the limit; in 
other words, in order to know the extent to 
which we can think of the applicability of any 
given term, liminality for instance, we would 
have to go beyond the concept itself to see 
when what is being applied becomes inert or 
becomes a pointless exercise. The difficulty in 
an operation of that kind is that we would 
somehow have to know the limit of 
ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ƭƛmit 
and testing it would only result in the 
postulation of non-sense. That being said, it 
may be possible to approximate the most 
pronounced version of a given postulation to 
see whether the limit can come into view. 
This is particularly edifying in studies of ritual 
as Van Gennep prescribes them as liminality 
derives its etymology from limen, which 
denotes a threshold, within a social structure 
that is conceived of as being itself limitless.  

I would like to return to an ancient debate 
concerning the nature of flux versus fixity: 
not that of Heraclitus contra Paramenides, 
but instead one concerning the possibility of 
a fixist metaphysics at all. To what extent 
might the stable model of social structure 
with liminal stages of rites triumph over an 
aqueous social structure whose rites play into 
the conceit of stability? Anthropological 
projects conducted in Ireland later on in the 
twentieth century still retain traces of the 
primacy of structure and fixity over mobility 
and free association: 

Balance, pattern, system, structure, may 
perhaps seem formidable terms. They may 
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seem too heavy and too prosaic to do 
ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅƳŀƴΩǎ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΦ hǊ 
again, they may strike you as too formal; 
for what I name with them is compounded 
of a thousand personal intimacies. Yet no 
other terms represent so well the fluid 
realities of social life. (Arensberg, 
1959[1939]:71)  

 

Lƴ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨLǊƛǎƘ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅƳŀƴΩ ǘƘŜ ŦƭǳƛŘ 
realities of everyday life are trumped by the 
necessity to structure their behaviour. What 
this has brought about is the necessity to 
question the presupposed grounds upon 
which anthropological research takes place. 
What I am questioning, then, is what is 
presupposed in the model of rites of passage, 
that there is a fixed entity at all. After all, is 
the advancement of particular, new strains of 
thought a worthy endeavour without having 
a sound foundation upon which to rest 
them?  

Fixity and Flux: 

One theoretical example of the manner, in 
which a mobile and transnationally 
contingent representational phenomenon 
might be understood is in terms of the idea 
of diaspora. Given that diaspora is the 
apotheosis of transnational representation 
(Vertrovec, 1999) and that diaspora severs 
and upsets the notion of a monadic 
ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΩΣ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘ ŘŜǊƛǾŜǎΣ Ƙƻǿ ƳƛƎƘǘ 
we represent a model of a diaspora without 
reducing it to a unicity? Can a theoretical 
model account for the multiple processes of 
mobility, such as liminality is often thought to 
do? In this instance, I would like to propose 
that it is indeed possible through becoming 
and that in replacing a conventional rite of 
passage structure we might break open a 
space in which structure becomes 
jeopardised.  

The mobilities paradigm has drawn attention 
in many different manners to the 
undergirding notion that mobility has always 
had a role in the constitution and 

reconstitution of place, status, identity and in 
rituals; this gives rise to questions of whether 
or not the object proper of mobility can be 
known or whether mobility is simply a 
manner through which to approach a given 
subject. Urry (2003) contends that while this 
is ultimately impossible, representations can 
be posited to close the gap between 
epistemology and methodology: 

 Indeed, it is epistemologically and 
ontologically unknowable, with efforts at 
comprehension changing the very world 
that is being investigated. But, because of 
the power of metaphor in thinking, some 
notions from complexity will be 
interrogated in order to assess their 
fruitfulness in representing those processes 
implicated in such a global ordering' (Urry, 
2003:16) 

 

What studies of mobility might presupposes 
then, and which studies of liminality might 
not, is exactly this kind of unknowability and 
ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅΦ IƻǿΣ ǘƘŜƴΣ ƳƛƎƘǘ ΨōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎΩ ōŜ 
used as an adequate tool to remedy the 
predominant concern with structure and 
stability in liminality. According to Kaufmann, 
Bergmann and Joye (2004) the problem may 
lie with the application of theoretical visors 
to similar-seeming evidence: 

Intellectual fashions weaken the 
cohesiveness of paradigms in the social 
sciences, while concurrently reducing the 
choices of theoretical explanation and 
ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴΧ [D]ivergent results are not 
necessarily based on different research 
findings, but rather on divergent 
interpretations of similar evidence 
(Kaufmann, Bergmann and Joye: 2004: 
746) 

 

The concern, therefore, in the postulation of 
any new model is whether it is apposite, and 
can meaningfully address a new situation, or 
whether it is designed with a particularistic 
approach to an idiosyncratic concern deriving 
ŦǊƻƳ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ǾŜƴǘǳǊŜΦ  
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 Many examples of the critique of 
notions imported from popular paradigms 
into anthropology include Brown (1996) 
which seeks to curtail the applicability of the 
popular notion of resistance, only to subvert 
the category itself by critiquing its use-value, 
Schneider (1987) which, rightly, points out 
DŜŜǊǘȊΩǎ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜǎƻƳŜ extrapolation drawn 
from empirical insights to broader social 
aspects of Balinese life by asking where the 
ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǇƭŀȅŦǳƭ ǘƘŜŀǘǊƛŎŀƭƛǘȅΩ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƳŜǎ 
from, and finally a rather more ornery 
critique by Sahlins (1999). Given the 
multiplicity of postulates in anthropology, 
then, is accounting for phenomena in the 
mobilities paradigm just a matter of 
selection, or of trial and error? How do we 
ŀǾƻƛŘ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƛƴƎ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ǘƘŜƻǊƛǎǘΩǎ 
ideas as sufficient evidence for the analysis of 
a particular phenomenon?  

Anatomy of a dispute: Becoming 
Deleuzians: 

Let us take the recent application of 
Deleuzian thought to anthropology as a case 
study of this exact difficulty. The problem 
which remains is in identifying the point at 
which the relationality between the dual 
concepts of fixity and fluidity give way to a 
total emphasis being placed upon movement, 
such that the drawing of any distinction is 
either analytically fruitless or hopelessly 
circumspect. This is my aim in trying to 
ŘŜƭƛƳƛǘ ƭƛƳƛƴŀƭƛǘȅΩǎ ǳǎŜŦǳƭƴŜǎǎΦ ¢he social field 
itself is sometimes thought of as being rather 
liquid in nature, with a range of 
epistemologies built in different shapes and 
sizes to contain this aqueous matter, 
occupying whatever container they fill. This is 
also the case where, as highlighted earlier, 
anthropologists can transpose 
understandings of continental philosophers 
onto anthropological thought for the 
betterment of both. Even within Biehl and 
[ƻŎƪŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ όнлмлύ ƻƴ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ΨōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎΩ 
over into anthropology, Michael Fischer, in 
the commentary section of their work, 

adopts a strong position of defiance in which 
he contends:  

The 'theoretical quick fix' ƻŦ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘŜǊǎΩ 
names, like attributing trademarks to 
ordinary wordsτassemblages, friction, 
equipment, concept work, multisided 
(attribute and use them quickly, expiry 
looms, next arrives)τis a self-defeating 
neoliberal game of valuation, hardly an 
improvement over Cold War ideological 
schools (you evil deconstructionist, 
postmodernist, bioculturalist, structuralist, 
functionalist). (Ibid, 2010, pp 357-358) 

 

The intention here is to evoke this 
problematic, rather than offering rebuttal to 
this refutation, particularly as this present 
work relies on the notion of attempting to 
ŎǳǊǘŀƛƭ ƻǊ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎŜ ƭƛƳƛƴŀƭƛǘȅΩǎ ŀǇǇŜŀƭ ōȅ 
supplementing ƛǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ΨǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜΩ ǘŜǊƳǎΦ  

That said, what remains important in 
CƛǎŎƘŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 
ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘŜǊǎΩ ƴŀƳŜǎ ŀƭƻƴŜ ŀǎ ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ 
evidence for an ethnographic contention. 
This is by no means definitive and any 
theoretical constructs placed around an 
irreducible entity or upon an abstract 
contextual notion will never be final or 
complete. This has been suggested above 
where liminality, thought to be the 
transformative core upon which social 
structures depend, might fail. Biehl and Locke 
ǇƻǎƛǘΣ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ CƛǎŎƘŜǊΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƳΣ ǘƘŀǘΥ  

In emphasizing the powers and potentials 
of desire (both creative and destructive), 
the ways in which social fields ceaselessly 
leak and transform (power and knowledge 
notwithstanding), and the in-between, 
plastic, and ever-unfinished nature of a life, 
Deleuze lends himself to inspiring 
ethnographic efforts to illuminate the 
dynamism of the everyday and the literality 
and singularity of human becomings. (Biehl 
& Locke, 2010, 317, Emphasis in original) 

 

Here we acknowledge that if Deleuze is to be 
successfully deployed, it is in the capacity in 
which his thought can be said to be of 
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immediate salience to anthropology as such. 
Is the mobilities turn simply a vehicle, like 
ΨōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 5ŜƭŜǳȊƛŀƴ ǎŜƴǎŜΣ ŦƻǊ 
ascribing meaning to an age old 
phenomenon, the only thing new about 
which is simply the pace at which the process 
of the dissemination of images, ideologies, 
capital, technologies and ethnoscapes has 
accelerated beyond historical recognition? 

 

 Leakage appears to be the most 
immediately present metaphor for the 
constitution of the social field in the 21st 
century (cf. Bauman, 2000). The effort should 
be then, if we agree with the aqueous 
metaphysic, somewhere between the 
sedentarist metaphysic and the fully 
malleable one. The primary notion in 
becoming is not simply its aqueousness, and 
its parenthetical irreducibilty, but rather its 
receptivity to the prospects of the past as 
well as to the prospects of the future. In the 
most programmatic assessment of the 
possibilities of becoming, towards the close 
of the piece, we find the contention: 

It is not enough to simply observe that 
assemblages exist; we must attend, as 
Deleuze and Guattari originally urged, to 
the ways these configurations are 
constantly constructed, undone and redone 
by the desires and becomings of actual 
people- caught up in the messiness, the 
desperation and aspiration, of life in 
idiosyncratic milieus. (Ibid, 337)  

 

It is not simply a redirecting of the agenda of 
anthropology, but rather an augmenting by 
way of Deleuze and Guattari, that is said to 
be going on. A model of this very sort would 
allow for the possibility that rites of passage 
(and rituals more generally) might fail as well 
as succeed. It also allows for equally 
interesting examinations into interstitial 
states, ones which do not depend on 
prescriptive outcomes. 

 

Becoming, because it departs from a point 
that it negates in its departure, can help us 
carve out a model not contingent on a solid 
homeostatic grounds. Deleuze offers us the 
following prospect: 

A line of becoming is not defined by points 
that is connects, or by points that compose 
it; on the contrary, it passes between 
points, it comes up through the middle, it 
runs perpendicular to the points first 
ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘΧ ŀ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ 
origin. But a line of becoming has neither 
beginning nor end, departure nor arrival. 
(Emphasis in original, Deleuze, 1987: 323)  

 

Away from the fixist, origin-establishing 
entity of social structure or the nation state 
lies the understanding of a becoming not 
contingent on notions of origin or dependant 
or derivative of those things from which they 
draw their meaning; put otherwise, 
becoming does not depend on social 
structure, function, tripartite theories of rites 
or upon prescription. The reason that this 
element is so important is that in theorising 
the diaspora, and the Irish diaspora in 
.ŜƭƎƛǳƳ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎΩ ǿŀǎ ŀ 
sort of architecture that allowed for more 
keen observations of the phenomenon, as it 
is lived, to take place; the following section is 
devoted to the topic of the Irish diaspora 
specifically where the notion of becoming, 
and not liminality, is concerned. I have dealt 
with other aspects of identity and the Irish 
ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŜƭǎŜǿƘŜǊŜ όhΩ 5ǳōƘƎƘŀƛƭƭ нлмпŀΤ 
2014b), and so the examination will be 
limited to testing the applicability of an idea 
which concerns thresholds but which rejects 
liminality.   

 

Becoming and identity:       

If we take the notion of mobilities as being 
fluid and radically contingent and prone to 
change, in a manner described by Cratylus 
and not just that of Heraclitus, we will 
observe that so prone to change is the social 
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field, so fluid and parenthetically complex, 
that we must ready ourselves for this event 
and not place too much purchase in less 
apposite, less flexible or more prescriptive 
theories.    

 

It was in this mode of thinking that I came to 
analyse the notion of becoming, to 
determine its merit in relation to the 
examination of the Irish diaspora in Belgium. 
Rather than taking a liminal situation as being 
something which is inchoate, when 
compareŘ ǘƻ ŀ ǎǘŀǘƛŎ ǊŜƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘƛƴƎ ΨƘƻƳŜΩ 
place, there are greater depths to plumb in 
theorising identity if we consider what it 
might become:  

There is, however, a second, related but 
different view of cultural identity. This 
second position recognises that, as well as 
the many points of similarity, there are also 
critical points of deep and significant 
difference which constitute 'what we really 
are'; or rather - since history has intervened 
- ϥǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜϥΧ/ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΣ 
in this second sense, is a matter of 
'becoming' as well as of 'being'. It belongs 
to the future as much as to the past. It is 
not something which already exists, 
transcending place, time, history and 
culture. Cultural identities come from 
somewhere, have histories. (Hall, 1990: 
225) 

 

Cultural identity is deployed in Hall, 
therefore, to signify that difference is also 
bound to a becoming, the future, and a 
possibility of the current situation not being 
so or, more importantly, of having failed to 
emerge somehow. Frello (2008) contends 
that mobility is also bound to difference, as 
mobility is the acting out of the encounter 
with difference: 

 The distinguishing quality of these 
activities [mobilities, broadly stated, ed.]- 
ǿƘŀǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǘƘŜƳ ǉǳŀƭƛŦȅ ŀǎ ΨƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΩ 
activities- is not the overcoming of physical 
distance, but rather the fact that they 

involve engaging with some kind of 
ΨŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΩΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜǎ ƻŦ 
different (imagined) worlds. (Frello, 
2008:29) 

 

One microcosm of this imagined world, in 
which difference is encountered, is the 
notion of Ψ9ǳǊƻǇŜΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ŎƻƭƭŀǇǎƛƴƎ 
the notion of Europe as a geographical space 
and the European Union as a political entity. 
Ψ9ǳǊƻǇŜΩ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘƘŜƻǊƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴǘƘǊƻǇƻƭƻƎƛǎǘǎ 
and is experienced by interlocutors who are 
said, by way of tƘŜ ΨŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ƘȅǇƻǘƘŜǎƛǎΩ 
(Deutsch et al., 1957) to encounter difference 
among Europeans first and then similarity 
ǘƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊΣ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀ ΨǿŜ-ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎΩ ŀƳƻƴƎ 
ΨŦŜƭƭƻǿΩ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ¦ƴƛƻƴ ƛǎ 
often metonymously associated with Brussels 
solely and that geographical constructions of 
Europe revolve around the Western 
mainland.  

 

One example of the manner in which the Irish 
Diaspora specifically relate to imagined 
worlds involves their relationship to the 
Diaspora. The relationship of Irish people, 
with a diaspora that is estimated to be 80 
million strong, to mobility and travel is 
difficult to overstate even in the instance of a 
ǎŜŜƳƛƴƎƭȅ ΨŎƭƻǎŜǊΩ ǾŜƴǘǳǊŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ 
mainland. Wulff (2007) contends: 

Travel has long been at the heart of Irish 
culture, which means that Ireland is a case 
in point for how mobility, and different 
types of longing for the land, shape society. 
(Wulff, 2007:540) 

 

Another presupposition in encountering 
difference or being exposed to difference by 
way of crossing borders and engaging in acts 
of mobility is that they often depend on the 
tacitly assumed aspect of the age-old adage 
ΨǘǊŀǾŜƭ ōǊƻŀŘŜƴǎ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŘΩΣ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 
examining the structures of identification 
which would allow us to delineate exactly 
when or where that happens. The interplay 
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between continuity and rupture which can 
augment or diminish feelings of isolation 
such that becoming can manifest itself and 
can vary from person to person- a notion not 
encountered in liminality. I have often heard 
among my informants a disavowal of this 
tacit agreement phrased in the following 
way: 

I mean you see I feel like I am an exile here. 
My college requires that I go abroad for 
ǘƘǊŜŜ ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ōŀŎƪΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 
know why either. I think they think that 
ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ƳŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘing that I am not 
ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƘŜǊŜΧ L ǿƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ŀ 
different man.(M., 31, Student). 

 

This notion, that encountering difference has 
failed to instil a particular identity, is not one 
which is problematic to becoming but is one 
that is generally phrased in a tenacious 
manner in mobilities literature. Once again, 
this sentiment cannot be understood in 
terms of liminality either, given that no real 
transformation has occurred. This is 
something of an issue throughout the Irish 
community, leading some to refer to it as a 
ŎƻŎƻƻƴ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ όbŀƎȅΣ aŎ[Ŝŀƴ ϧ hΩ 
Sullivan, 2013). The notion that once mobility 
has been engaged in then that the group or 
diasporic element must be known thereafter 
in one, monadic fashion is slightly remote 
from becoming and is examined in Drakakis-
Smith:  

[M]obility could be more (and less) than a 
life-stage choice with far-reaching 
implications for norms and values which 
could endure even when travelling ceased 
and which could come to define the 
individual indefinitely. (Drakakis-Smith, 
2007: 470)  

 

¢ƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ΨƳƻǊŜ ƻǊ ƭŜǎǎΩ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƛǎ 
frequently overlooked in liminal models. 

  

In sum, if cultural identity is composed of a 
becoming which obfuscates the necessity to 

emphasise its point of departure then the 
notion of structure advocated in accounts of 
liminality is unnecessary. Moreover, electing 
to examine becoming frees the 
anthropologist from the restraints of 
structural functional elements of 
examinations which bind them to the a priori 
centrality of social structure to the workings 
of human life. What I have attempted to put 
across through an examination of a broad 
swathe of literature from mobilities studies 
and recent anthropological work is the value 
of retaining the possibility of failure, the 
possibility of non-transformative life events 
ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ŀ ΨƳƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƭŜǎǎΩ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ƻǾŜǊ ŀƴŘ 
above any kind of guarantee offered in 
studies of liminality.  

 

The national delimitation of the sedentarist 
impulse is exposed to a kind of becoming 
which opens up possibilities and conditions 
through which people can, by coming into 
contact with them, become something more. 
That said, unlike the model of liminality, it is 
not incumbent on them to do so. By 
employing anthropological models, testing 
alternative theories and providing a cursory 
overview of the current literature on 
mobilites, by-gone literature on liminality and 
in-field vignette, I hope to have 
demonstrated why the model requires 
critique, that it needs to be approached with 
a certain amount of suspicion, and that  
explanatory power is inextricable from the 
furthering of a particular, fixist worldview.  

 

Conclusion: 

To close I feel it is necessary only to restate 
ǘƘŀǘ ΨōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎΩΣ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 5ŜƭŜǳȊŜ ŀƴŘ 
DǳŀǘǘŀǊƛΩǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎǎ ƻǊ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ .ƛŜƘƭ ŀƴŘ 
[ƻŎƪŜΩǎΣ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǎŜǾŜǊŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ƛǘǎ ŎŀŎƘŜǘ ŀƴŘ 
abstracted as a non-symbolic manner 
through which experiences of mobility might 
be understood in a manner which exceeds 
the liminal experience. Representational 
understandings have been applied, and 
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ƳƻōƛƭƛǎŜŘΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 5ŜƭŜǳȊŜΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƛƴ ŀƴ 
attempt to capture a glimpse into the current 
state of engagement as well as to future 
possibilities of the same. Becoming is a 
critical tool through which mobility can 
attempt to handle the aqueous make-up of 
various trajectories encountered at specific, 
punctiliar occasions which combine to form 
the broader conceptual composition of the 
social field. Allowing for inductive sentiments 
to exceed reduction is a truly anthropological 
ambition; I contend that it allows for the 
possibility of a world broader in kind than can 
be structured, whose rituals can be divided 
into specific sections and by positing that 
new statuses can be achieved in a non-
delineated or non-serendipitous way. 
aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎΩ Ŏŀƴ 
bridge the gap between fixity and flux while 
maintaining the necessity to posit 
epistemological grounds from which a 
method and new theories can rise. 
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ARTICLE 

IRISH TRAVELLERS: CULTURE AND ETHNICITY REVISITED: TWENTY-FOUR YEARS ON’ 

BY SILVIA BRANDI 

 

Abstract: This paper takes as its starting point the 1991 Anthropological Association of 
LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ conference ΨLǊƛǎƘ Travellers: culture and ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅΩΦ It assesses its key contributions, 
pointing to the long-lasting influence of Ní {ƘǵƛƴŞŀǊΩǎ published paper. This became one of the 
highly quoted documents to attest the scientific validity of the notion of Ψ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅΩ as 
an objective fact and to substantiate ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎΩ demands for official ethnic recognition. While 
stressing ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎΩ right to self-determination, this paper is aimed at reopening the academic 
debate on Ψ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅΩΣ as constructed by Traveller advocates of the ethnic status, in 
line with Ní {ƘǵƛƴŞŀǊΩǎ theorization.   
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Introduction 

My paper takes as its starting point the 
ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ΨLǊƛǎƘ ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎΥ /ǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ 
9ǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ƘŜƭŘ ƛƴ 5ǳōƭƛƴ ƛƴ мффм 
by the Anthropological Association of Ireland 
(AAI henceforth). Its purpose was to offer an 
occasion for a critical examination of the then 
new approaches to the understanding of Irish 
Travellers in Ireland. Among the 
commendable aspects of that event, it should 
be remembered the inclusion of Traveller 
activists among the speakers (e.g. Michael 
McDonagh and Martin Collins), as well as the 
ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ 
among various and conflicting perspectives 
on this subject.  

The 1991 conference marked the beginning 
of a process of naturalization of the 
application of the concept of ethnicity to Irish 
Travellers within Irish academic circles and 
beyond. As Ó Síocháin, Ruane and McCann 
(1994: xi-xii) noted, the then new application 
of the concept of ethnicity to Irish Travellers 
ƘŀŘ ΨǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΩΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 
contributing to the recognition of Traveller 
culture as  

distinct and valuable in its own right with 
its own historical path of development, 
rather than as a short-term adaptation to 
poverty or marginality.  

 

Another repercussion relates to the academic 
endorsement of new policies, respectful of 
cultural differences, in contrast with the 
dominant assimilatory ones. Furthermore, 
the understanding of Traveller ethnicity that 
has since prevailed is, as I will explore, one 
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that regards ethnicity as objective, as a 
scientific fact. 

 

Against this backdrop, my paper aims to re-
open the debate on this construction of 
Ψ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅΩ ς as an objective fact ς 
sharing the commitment to dialogue and 
ŘŜōŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ мффм !!LΩǎ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǎŜǘ ŀǎ 
one of its three guiding principles (Ó 
Síocháin, Ruane and McCann 1994: xiii). 
Specifically, in this paper I take the 
opportunity to invite to this scholarly debate 
all Travellers, not only those who are 
academics, intellectuals or activists, but also 
any Pavee who wishes to contribute to 
¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǎŜƭŦ-understanding and 
self-definition in contemporary Ireland. What 
I have in mind is an open and constructive 
debate among Travellers and academics on 
both the contemporary understandings of 
Traveller ethnicity and culture in Ireland and 
the potential implications of such 
understandings for Travellers.  

 

Considering the great political sensitivity of 
this topic and to avoid any political misuse of 
my work for oppressive purposes, I explicitly 
state that I fully respect and support 
¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎΩ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǎŜƭŦ-determination in 
relation to their ethnic status. Furthermore, I 
recognize the enormous merits of Traveller 
activists as agents of progressive social and 
cultural change, who have struggled for the 
diffusion of a human rights culture and the 
creation of a pluralist society that respects 
and nurtures diversity. Their commitment 
and political mobilization have benefited not 
only the advancement of human rights for 
the Travelling Community but also Irish 
society at large.  

 

My primary concern is, however, Traveller 
ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅΩǎ ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŦŀŎǘΦ 
This is not only a purely theoretical matter. 
My preoccupations also relate to the 

potentially detrimental practical implications 
of such an objective approach for Travellers 
themselves, as some Traveller opponents of 
the ethnic categorization have pointed out 
(see Brandi 2013).   

 

My theoretical position draws from critical 
insights on ethnicity and culture offered by 
writers in the field of Ethnic and Racial 
Studies, Cultural Theory and Anthropology 
(Bulmer and Solomos 1998; Fenton 
1999/2010; Gilroy 1998; Hall 1992/1996; 
Jenkins 1997/2003; Cowan et al 2001 and 
others). Authors such as Gilroy (1993: 65) 
have warned against the problematic 
convergence of ethnicity, culture, 
ΨǊŀŎŜΩκǊŀŎƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƴƎŜǊ ƻŦ ŜǘƘƴƛŎ 
ŀōǎƻƭǳǘƛǎƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ǿƻǊƭŘΥ Ψŀ 
reductive, essentialist understanding of 
ethnic and national difference, which 
operates through an absolute sense of 
ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩ ŀǎ Ψŀ ŦƛȄŜŘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΩ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎǊŜǘŜ 
human groups. Against this understanding, 
ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 
fiction, referring to a disordered social field 
of connected practices and beliefs, which are 
produced out of social action and thus it is 
mistaken to imbue with any independent 
ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ƻǊ ǿƛƭƭ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴΩ ό/ƻǿŀƴ et al 2001: 
14).  

 

An additional source of inspiration comes 
from writers who have interrogated the 
impact of identity politics and identity claims-
making within contemporary social 
movements and highlighted their dialectical 
potential (Malik 2005; Parekh 2008; Phillips 
2007 and others). 

 

In this paper I begin with a brief overview of 
the contrasting arguments on ethnicity 
presented by Ní Shúinéar (1994) and 
McLoughlin (1994), followed by an 
ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ hΩ/ƻƴƴŜƭƭ 
(1994). Second, I connect this Irish debate 
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with the broader theoretical debate on 
ethnicity within the social sciences.  Third, I 
ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎƻƭƛŘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ bƝ {ƘǵƛƴŞŀǊΩǎ 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ Ψ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 
both academic circles and Traveller politics. 
Fourth, I present selected findings from my 
ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻƴ ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎǘǎΩ ŘƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜ 
construction of Traveller ethnicity (Brandi 
2013). Finally, I outline potential issues of 
concern arising from this construction of 
Ψ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅΩ ƛƴ ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ 
strategic terms. I conclude by calling for a re-
discovery of the subjective and political 
dimension of Traveller ethnicity and a re-
opening and further broadening of the 
ŘŜōŀǘŜ ƻƴ Ψ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅΩΦ 

 

The Irish academic controversy on Traveller 
ethnicity 

Some commentators at the 1991 
Anthropological Association of Ireland 
conference used the concept of ethnicity in 
relation to Irish Travellers. However, only two 
of them applied it systematically, Ní Shúinéar 
ŀƴŘ hΩ/ƻƴƴŜƭƭΣ ȅŜǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƭȅ ǎƻΦ hƴ ǘƘŜ 
other hand, only McLoughlin explicitly 
rejected this notion. I will first outline the 
main arguments on ethnicity by the two 
opposing academics and, subsequently, 
ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ hΩ/ƻƴƴŜƭƭΩǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
this notion. 

 

Ní Shúinéar opened her paper by referring to 
.ŀǊǘƘΩǎ όмфсфύ ŘƛǎǎŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
anthropological understanding of the 
concept of ethnicity. Barth had contested the 
ƭŀǘǘŜǊΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ōȅ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ 
evidence of the maintenance of ethnic 
identities despite cultural variation within in-
groups. This empirical finding shifted the 
focus onto the key role played by ethnic 
actors themselves in constructing and 
maintaining inter-group boundaries (for 
greater details see the following section). 
IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ .ŀǊǘƘΩǎ 

ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎΣ bƝ {ƘǵƛƴŞŀǊ ƳƻǾŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƻ ΨǇǊƻǾŜΩ 
that Irish Travellers constitute an ethnic 
group, in line with the traditional 
anthropological approach, thus, via a 
ŎƘŜŎƪƭƛǎǘΦ  !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎƭȅΣ ǎƘŜ ŀǊƎǳŜŘΥ ΨǿŜ ŀǊŜ 
ŘŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǘƘŀǘ ŦǳƭŦƛƭǎ Ψŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ 
objective scientific criteria to qualify as an 
ŜǘƘƴƛŎ ƎǊƻǳǇΩ όbƝ {ƘǵƛƴŞŀǊ мффпΥ сл 
[emphasis added]). These were individually 
discussed as follows: biological self-
perpetuation/racial difference; shared 
fundamental cultural values/cultural 
difference; social separation; language 
barriers and spontaneous and organised 
enmity.  

 

Conversely, the historian McLoughlin (1994) 
called for the discarding of the concept of 
ethnicity in relation to Irish Travellers for 
theoretical and strategic reasons. First, she 
ŎƻƴǘŜǎǘŜŘ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅ όŀǎ ŜǉǳŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǊŀŎŜΩύ 
in theoretical terms as an inaccurate and 
problematic concept, entrenched in notions 
of racial distinctiveness, purity and biological 
difference (McLoughlin 1994: 78-80). In 
political terms, she argued that demands for 
equality on a special rights basis would 
ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ Ψŀ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƭŀƛƳΩ ǎƛƴŎŜ 
ΨŜǉǳŀƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻǳƴǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ 
ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ LǊƛǎƘ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩΦ  

 

Finally, in practical terms, she individuated 
another problem in the lack of consensus 
among individual Travellers themselves on 
the ethnic status (McLoughlin 1994: 79).  Her 
argument (1994: 79) was sustained by the 
conviction that the ethnicity claim did not 
address the contextual historical and 
structural factors involved in the 
discrimination and victimisation of Travellers 
ŀƳƻƴƎ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƛƴ Ψŀƴ 
ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜƭȅ ƳƻƴƻƭƛǘƘƛŎ LǊƛǎƘ wŜǇǳōƭƛŎΩ 
(McLoughlin 1994: 79). Yet, her rejection of 
ethnicity did not imply an opposition to 
¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎΩ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƭŀƛƳǎΦ hƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǊȅΣ 
she insisted that, as a distinct group in Irish 
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society, they had a legitimate claim to 
ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ 
ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǘŜǊƳǎΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ǇƭǳǊŀƭƛǎǘ 
society (McLoughlin 1994: 79 and 91).  

 

However, there was also a third paper that 
explicitly discussed the application of 
ethnicity to Irish Travellers. This was 
hΩ/ƻƴƴŜƭƭΩǎ όмффпύ Ψ9ǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ LǊƛǎƘ 
¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎΩΦ Iƛǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ŦŀǾƻǳǊ ƻŦ 
applying the notion of ethnicity to Travellers, 
yet in line with post-Barthian approaches. He 
acknowledged also the subjective component 
of ethnicity, reconciling a social constructivist 
understanding with a mild version of 
primordiality. He defined ethnicity as a socio-
cultural phenomenon of collective and 
individual identification and differentiation 
between groups, occurring during social 
transactions, produced in specific historical 
contexts (acquiring greater salience in 
situations of oppression and poverty), 
changeable and adaptable in meaning over 
time and with internally contestable 
ƳŜƳōŜǊǎƘƛǇ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀ όhΩ/ƻƴƴŜƭƭ мффпΥ ммм-
ммоύΦ hΩ/ƻƴƴŜƭƭ όмффпΥ ммр-116) also pointed 
to the role played by asymmetrical relations 
of power (as domination and subordination), 
unequal distribution of resources and 
ethnocentrism in the emergence of dominant 
and subordinate ethnic identities. From this 
he moved on to explain how the ideology of 
sedentarism underpinned assimilationist 
governmental policies towards Travellers in 
Ireland. In turn, he recognised the role played 
by anti-Traveller oppression, discrimination 
ŀƴŘ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴƛƴƎ ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎΩ 
ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŜǘƘƴƛŎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ όhΩ/ƻƴƴŜll 1994: 
118). Finally, his paper concluded with a 
reference to the instrumental, political and 
strategic function of ethnicity: Ψit is also a 
political instrument for the achievement of 
ōŀǎƛŎ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΩΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƎŀƭ 
protection of Travellers against 
ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ όhΩ/ƻƴƴŜƭƭ мффпΥ ммуύΦ   

 

Links to broader theoretical debates on 
ethnicity 

By discarding ethnicity as an analytical 
concept to apply to Irish Travellers, 
McLoughlin (1994) did not engage with the 
broader theoretical debates on ethnicity. Yet, 
ƘŜǊ Ŝǉǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ΨǊŀŎŜΩ ǇŀǊǘƭȅ 
resonates with critical concerns on the 
dangers of the conflation between these two 
notions. I will return to this point later in this 
paper. 

 

On the other hand, the diverging 
understandings of ethnicity embraced by Ní 
{ƘǵƛƴŞŀǊ ŀƴŘ hΩ/ƻƴƴŜƭƭ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ 
theoretical divisions on ethnicity in the social 
sciences: the polarisation between 
primordialist and instrumentalist 
perspectives, drawn respectively from Geertz 
(1962) and Barth (1969). The first orientation, 
commonly found in traditional 
anthropological analyses, stresses the 
inherited nature of ethnicity by asserting that 
each human group presents certain typical 
primordial features, which constitute its 
specific and essential characteristics. Hence, 
ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅ ƛǎ ǘǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǾŜƴǎ ƻŦ 
social existence, deriving from birth into a 
particular community of language, belief and 
ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΩ ό.ƻƭŀŦŦƛ et al 2003: 97). In the 
second orientation, instrumentalist theory is 
founded on the legacy of Max Weber, who 
was the first to stress the subjective 
dimension of ethnicity as contrasted with the 
ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǊŀŎŜΩΦ CƻǊ ²ŜōŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ 
ethnic group shares a subjective belief in 
common origins, founded on a 'similarity of 
habits, customs and/or collective memories 
of migration or colonisation' (Bolaffi et al 
нллоΥ фпύΦ ²ŜōŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ 
cherishing a sense of common, even if 
fictitious, ancestry constitutes a base for the 
creation of community is still at the core of 
most current definitions of ethnicity (Stone 
and Dennis 2003: 32).  
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Until the late 1960s dominant theorisations 
of ethnicity were set by traditional 
anthropology: ethnicity was regarded as a 
fixed property of ethnic groups. Attention 
was paid especially to the cultural content, 
used as a criterion for verification of 
ethnicity. The Narroll framework (1964) 1 
provided an inventory of characteristics, 
which were seen to confirm scientifically the 
ethnic status of a group: biological difference, 
cultural difference, social separation, distinct 
language and spontaneous and organised 
enmity (Barth 1969: 10; Equality Authority 
2006: 47).   

 

Barth (1969) revolutionised this traditional 
understanding of ethnicity. Building on 
Weber, he laid the foundation of the social 
constructivist and instrumentalist 
perspectives, which have since prevailed with 
European and North American scholars in 
anthropology and sociology (Jenkins 1997: 
19). Empirical research by Barth (1969) 
showed that ethnic identity could be 
maintained despite evidence of cultural 
variation within the in-group. This 
maintenance is made possible by a re-
definition of in-group membership criteria, 
which overrides cultural variation. Thus, the 
understanding of ethnicity has moved from 
ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘƛŎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ψŀ ǘƘƛƴƎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ - a 
unit-ǾŜǎǎŜƭ ŦƛƭƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΩ όǿƘƛŎƘ 
is how the ethnic actors themselves continue 
to view it) to a dynamic one of process and 
ΨǿƻǊƪ-in-ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΩ ό!ǾǊǳŎƘ нллоΥ трύΦ 
Attention has shifted to group interaction 
and boundary-construction processes by 
ŜǘƘƴƛŎ ŀŎǘƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǎǘǳŦŦΩ ƛƴ 
itself. Ethnicity is understood as an 
instrument, a resource and a strategy, 
invoked to maintain demarcation between 
in-group and out-group. This appreciation 
leads to the political dimension of ethnicity 
(Jenkins 1997: 12). Bits of culture are 
objectified by political actors, projected 
publicly and then resourcefully deployed for 

political purposes (Avruch 2003: 77) and 
material gains. This point does not deny the 
importance of the cultural stuff for putative 
ethnic groups (Jenkins 1997: 107). Yet, for 
ethnicity to spring to life the cultural content 
is not sufficient: social awareness and 
political mobilisation on behalf of the 
putative group are also necessary (Fenton 
1999: 6). The social constructivist and 
instrumentalist perspectives have since 
prevailed with European and North American 
scholars in anthropology and sociology 
(Jenkins 1997: 19), although combined with a 
mild version of primordiality, which 
recognises the social relevance of the 
ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǎǘǳŦŦΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
the ethnic identification for human groups 
(Fenton 1999: 112; Jenkins 1997: 76). From 
this emerges a view of ethnicity as 
simultaneously constructed and historically, 
socially and culturally grounded (Fenton 
1999: 59/64-65). 

 

Subsequent Irish scholarship on ‘Traveller 
ethnicity’  

Despite this shift within the international 
literature, Irish scholarship 2  ƻƴ Ψ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊ 
ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅΩ Ƙŀǎ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ŜƴŘƻǊǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ 
application of ethnicity to Travellers in pre-
.ŀǊǘƘƛŀƴ ǘŜǊƳǎΣ ōȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ bƝ {ƘǵƛƴŞŀǊΩǎ 
(1994) contribution, while dismissing 
aŎ[ƻǳƎƘƭƛƴΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ3. bƝ {ƘǵƛƴŞŀǊΩǎ ǇŀǇŜǊ 
(1994) became one of the highly quoted 
landmark documents that attest the scientific 
ǾŀƭƛŘƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ψ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅΩ 
as an objective fact, verifiable through a 
checklist. Independent researcher and pro-
Traveller activist McVeigh (2007) summarized 
the contemporary degree of consensus 
within Irish academic circles on this matter:   

 
όΧύ aƻǎǘ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǘƻǊǎ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ 
accept Irish Traveller ethnicity fairly 
ǳƴǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅΦ όΧύ ¢ƘŜǎŜ 
commentators all broadly agree with Ní 
Shúinéar that, 'we are dealing with a group 
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that fulfills all the objective scientific 
criteria to qualify as an ethnic groupΩ 
[emphasis added]. (McVeigh 2007: 107) 

 

The Traveller ethnicity campaign 

With this academic support, since the early 
1990s the national Traveller organizations 
Irish Traveller Movement (ITM), Pavee Point, 
the National Traveller ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ CƻǊǳƳ 
(NTWF), and, more recently, Minceirs 
Whiden have appealed to the discourse of 
Traveller ethnicity in campaigning for policies 
that are respectful of Traveller culture. 
Thanks to this, the discourse of Traveller 
ethnicity has become dominant within 
Traveller NGOs, national and international 
human rights and anti-racist bodies and 
various other organizations and intellectuals. 
Even the statutory and voluntary sector in 
Ireland have the facto applied the concept of 
ethnicity in their policies dealing with 
Travellers (McVeigh 2007: 96-97).  

 

However, in 2004 the Irish government 
moved from a position of ambiguity to one of 
active denial (McVeigh 2007: 103) by refusing 
to officially recognize ethnic status to 
Travellers. It has since persisted in this 
denial4 . One of the justifications for this 
position was the academic controversy 
ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ bƝ {ƘǵƛƴŞŀǊΩǎ ŀƴŘ aŎ[ƻǳƎƘƭƛƴ 
(Equality Authority 2006: 60). The 
governmental denial constitutes an 
illegitimate political misuse of the 
controversy (McVeigh 2007). In fact, ethnic 
status is an internationally established legal 
category within human rights, which already 
ŀǇǇƭƛŜǎ ǘƻ LǊƛǎƘ ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜȅ ǎŀǘƛǎŦȅ ǘƘŜ 
ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜŘ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀΩ ό/9w5 
2011: 2). Over the last decade the Irish State 
was repeatedly reminded this by the UN 
Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Racial Discrimination5 (CERD 2011: 2-3).  

 

Against this backdrop, in December 2008 the 
Irish Traveller Movement launched the 
Traveller ethnicity campaign and petition 
with the aim to win widespread public 
support in Ireland for Traveller demands of 
ŜǘƘƴƛŎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ 
persistent refusal to recognize the ethnic 
status to Travellers. These efforts have been 
paid back with an enormous success among 
Travellers and non-Travellers. Most Traveller 
organizations nationwide currently endorse 
Traveller ethnicity as well as several NGOs 
and associations of any kind (including the 
Gaelic Athletic Association). In April 2014, the 
Oireachtas Joint Committee on Justice, 
Defense and Equality (2014) also published a 
report, urging the government to proceed to 
recognize the ethnic status of Travellers. 
More recently, Cork City Council and South 
Dublin County Council have supported this 
recognition too (thejournal.ie, 2014). 

 

Traveller ethnicity as a fact in the Traveller 
ethnicity campaign 

In a previous publication (Brandi 2013) I have 
pointed to key points within important 
documents utilised by supporters of the 
Traveller ethnicity, such as the Traveller 
ethnicity leaflet and film produced by the 
ITM within its Traveller ethnicity campaign, 
ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ aƛƴŎŜƛǊǎ ²ƘƛŘŜƴΩǎ όнлмлύ tƻƭƛŎȅ 
Document. While these documents might not 
reflect the whole range of positions held by 
individual members of the ITM and Minceirs 
Whiden, their longstanding inclusion in the 
websites of these NGOs seems to suggest the 
endurance of certain understandings of 
Traveller ethnicity, culture and identity at 
their core. Among my findings, the following 
points are central for the discussion 
developed in this paper. 

 

First, the construction of Traveller ethnicity 
by its proponents is strongly influenced by 
the international discourse of human rights 
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(Brandi 2013: 248-249). As a result, ethnicity 
and ethnic status (recognition as an ethnic 
minority group) are used interchangeably and 
conflated.  

 

The adoption of the human rights framework 
is a source of many symbolic, legal, material, 
political and policy benefits for Irish 
Travellers. Furthermore, by virtue of this 
approach Travellers activists act as a force of 
progressive social and cultural change in 
promoting a culture of equality and respect 
for diversity within the Travelling community 
and broader Irish society (Brandi 2013: 189). 
However, it is also a source of tensions and 
potential limitations, which are considered 
below. 

 

Second, ethnicity, when presented in this 
way, tends to absorb the reifying and 
essentialising characteristics of the legal 
category: it is presented as an objective fact, 
verifiable through a checklist of essential 
characteristics that Travellers are visually 
shown to match (see analysis of the Traveller 
Ethnicity leaflet in Brandi 2013: 151-
175/250). This transfer is facilitated by 
objective scholarly formulations in pre-
Barthian terms such as Ní Shúinéar (1994). 
Accordingly, Traveller ethnicity is 
characterized mainly in cultural terms and 
according to a bounded and static definition 
of culture (for further details see Brandi 
2013: 168/185-186/249).   

 

Third, the adopted formulation may be 
regarded as having some deterministic and 
reifying implications. For instance, the 
ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ΨŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŀ ŦŀƴŎȅ ǿƻǊŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
ƳŜŀƴǎ ǿƘŀǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ȅƻǳΤ ¸h¦ΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ 
ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ L¢aΩǎ ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅ 
leaflet, seems to set ethnicity and culture as 
acting entities that externally determine and 
shape Travellers. In this way, one sole source 
of identification appears to be selected and 

assigned as the maker of Travellers and their 
identities, without acknowledging either the 
various dimensions of identity or the other 
concurring elements or the relevance of the 
historical structural and action context. This 
process may facilitate the homogenization 
and reduction of Traveller identities to one 
Traveller identity, the one that is constructed 
within the discourse of the Traveller ethnicity 
campaign. Even though Traveller advocates 
recognize the internal heterogeneity existing 
within the Travelling community, they tend to 
stop short of recognizing the existence of 
multiple and differentiated Traveller 
identities. A clear example of this is offered 
ōȅ aƛƴŎŜƛǊǎ ²ƘƛŘŜƴΩǎ όнлмлύ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ 
ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘΤ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊ ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎΩ 
internal heterogeneity is seen as a matter of 
ΨŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ƴŜŜŘǎΩΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ 
differentiated Traveller identities (see Brandi 
2013: 188-189). As a result, all the complexity 
and dynamism pertaining to processes of 
identity-construction tend to be flattened 
and reduced to a simple and clear action 
realized by an abstract entity. Instead, in line 
with contemporary identity-formation 
theories (see Parekh 2008), I argue that 
identities are multi-dimensional, plural and 
involve also an element of collective and 
individual choice.  

 

Fourth, the attribution of agency to abstract 
notions is coupled with a tendency to either 
omit or deny choice and agency to Travellers 
in self-ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŜǘƘƴƛŎ ŀǎ ǇŜǊ ǘƘŜ L¢aΩǎ 
position (Brandi 2013: 159). Travellers who 
learn about their ethnicity solely on the basis 
of the Traveller Ethnicity leaflet and/or film 
might not be made aware of the centrality of 
their own will and political assertiveness in 
this regard. Yet, they might be exposed to 
alternative sources of information, since a 
good deal of the discussion around Traveller 
ethnicity takes place also at Traveller 
conferences, events and in Traveller 
authored media, some of which are not 



Irish Journal of Anthropology       Vol. 18(1) 2015 Spring/Summer 

 
67 

directly accessible for non-Traveller 
academics. 

 

While my study looked closely at PR or 
campaign materials, which are necessary 
brief, this is also evident in other mediums, 
ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ L¢aΩǎ 
website. For example, Niall Crowley6, former 
Chief Executive Officer of the Equality 
Authority and, before this, one of the core 
founding members of ITM in 1990, made the 
following comments in a speech delivered on 
ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ нллф L¢aΩǎ !ƴƴǳŀƭ DŜƴŜǊŀƭ 
Meeting in Athlone: 

There has been much discussion as to 
whether or not Travellers are an ethnic 
group. This misses the key point. Ethnicity is 
an academic concept that has been 
relatively well defined. Travellers are an 
ŜǘƘƴƛŎ ƎǊƻǳǇ ōȅ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴΦ όΧύ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜ 
starting point is that Travellers are an 
ethnic group and this is not something that 
is in the Government's gift, nor is it a 
matter of choice for Travellers [emphasis 
added]. (Crowley 2009) 

 

This position was already formulated by the 
Equality Authority Report on Traveller 
Ethnicity (2006) published when Niall 
Crowley was its Chair Executive Director. As 
considered above, this statement on the self-
ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ Ψ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅΩ ŘǊŀǿǎ ƻƴ 
academic essays, which are quoted as 
authoritative sources (e.g. Ní Shúinéar 1994; 
McVeigh 2007). 

CƛŦǘƘΣ aƛƴŎŜƛǊǎ ²ƘƛŘŜƴΩǎ όнлмлΥ уύ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ 
document goes even further by explicitly 
denying that Traveller ethnicity is a political 
strategy (yet, this denial may be interpreted 
as a political strategy too): ΨTraveller ethnicity 
is not a political tool to secure human rights 
from the state as these rights should be 
ƎǊŀƴǘŜŘ ŀǳǘƻƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅΩΦ This denial 
significantly clashes with the contemporary 
critical understandings of ethnicity which 
were outlined above. Critical theorists 

(Brubaker 2004; Bulmer and Solomos 1998; 
Gilroy 1993; Fenton 1999/2010; Jenkins 1999 
and others) question ethnicity as an objective 
entity and as a fixed property of neatly 
divided human groupings. Such critical 
formulations regard it rather as a socially 
constructed, historically grounded, dynamic, 
relational and transactional process of 
identification on the basis of perceived 
grouǇǎΩ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŀ 
potent social and political resource for 
racialised and oppressed groups that can be 
availed of in their struggles for equality and 
human rights. The subjective and political 
dimensions are the ones that guarantee the 
progressive potential of ethnicity as a means 
of emancipation against the regressive 
ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƻŦ ΨǊŀŎŜΩ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΦ 
Thus, while ethnic claims do arise around and 
mobilise the identified ethnic (cultural) 
attributes, nonetheless the latter are not 
sufficient on their own to ensure ethnicity. 
Ethnicity cannot be externally imposed but 
must be voluntarily chosen and claimed if its 
emancipatory function is to be preserved; 
ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ǌƛǎƪ ǎƭƛǇǇŀƎŜ ƛƴǘƻ ΨǊŀŎŜΩ 
and could be open to exploitation as an 
instrument of oppression and racism.  

Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƭƛƎƘǘΣ ǘƘŜ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜǎΩ 
conflation and overlap between the legal 
category and the theoretical notion, despite 
its emancipatory and strategic function, may 
be regarded as problematic in so far as it 
tends to deprive Travellers of their agency 
and choice in self-identifying as ethnic. In this 
way it inadvertently tends to render ethnicity 
ŀƪƛƴ ǘƻ ΨǊŀŎŜΩ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴƛǎǘ ŀƴŘ 
reductionist legacy.  

 

Conclusion 

bƝ {ƘǵƛƴŞŀǊΩs (1994) paper began a process of 
ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ψ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊ 
ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅΩ ŀǎ ŀ ǎŜƭŦ-evident, scientific fact 
within both academic scholarship and 
Traveller politics. This has reached its apex in 
recent years, especially following the launch 
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of the Traveller Ethnicity Campaign in 2008. 
Traveller activists involved in this campaign 
seem to have at times leaned towards an 
objective, reified and deterministic 
formulation of Traveller ethnicity, in order to 
strengthen their claims during their 
emancipatory struggle, against an unfair and 
culturally genocidal Irish State.  

Yet, an objective definition of Traveller 
ethnicity in line with Ní Shúinéar (1994) is 
close to past criteria of pseudo-scientific 
racial classification and theoretically 
problematic. The conceptual contiguity of 
ΨǊŀŎŜΩΣ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ 
ƻǾŜǊƭŀǇǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊΩǎ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ 
ΨǊŀŎŜΩΩǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎ ƭŜƎŀŎȅ όŜΦƎΦ ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ ǘƻ 
determinism), as pointed out by critical 
theorists (Brah 2005; Bulmer and Solomos 
1998; Gilroy 1993/1998; Rattansi 2005), 
should not be underestimated. This is 
especially relevant in the contemporary 
world, characterized by the simultaneous 
phenomena of the culturalization of racism, 
politicization of ethnicity and ethnicization of 
politics (Fenton 1999: 51). In this sense, 
aŎ[ƻǳƎƘƭƛƴΩǎ όмффпΥ улύ ΨƎǊŀǾŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ 
ǳƴŜŀǎŜΩ ŀǘ ŀƴȅ ŀǇǇŜŀƭ ǘƻ ƴƻǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ 
distinctiveness, even if for emancipatory 
purposes, should be given more credit.  

 

.ǳǘ bƝ {ƘǵƛƴŞŀǊΩǎ ǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 
one. In the awareness of the overlaps 
between the political and the academic 
spheres (Ní Shúinéar 1994: 73-74), her work 
is animated by progressive political 
ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎΥ ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎΩ ŜƳŀƴŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 
Irish society.  

 

Yet, I believe that an objective definition of 
Traveller ethnicity could also be politically 
ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎ ŦƻǊ ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎΩ ŜƳŀƴŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ǊǳƴΥ ƻƴŎŜ ΨƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅΩ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ƛǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ 
be transformed into an oppressive label to 
justify punitive policies.  

Furthermore, I believe that it would be 
beneficial to make a distinction between 
ethnicity, as an analytical concept, and ethnic 
status, as a legal category, while 
acknowledging their reciprocal influence. In 
this way, it would be possible to preserve 
both the egalitarian progressive function of 
the ethnic status and the subjective (socio-
constructionist, political, instrumental) 
dimension of the phenomenon described by 
the concept of ethnicity. Positions such as the 
one advocated in this paper may have been 
discussed among Traveller activists involved 
in the Irish Traveller Movement and other 
Traveller organizations. However, it is crucial 
that these alternative and diversified stances 
gain access also to public and academic 
discourse.  

 

Ethnic status, as an internationally 
established legal category, an instrument of 
protection from racial discrimination and 
leverage for affirmative action policies, is an 
entitlement of Travellers, beyond national 
discussions on ethnicity. A concern with an 
objective understanding of ethnicity does not 
imply the discarding of ethnicity altogether. 
CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ hΩ/ƻƴƴŜƭƭΩǎ όмффпύ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ 
of ethnicity to Irish Travellers is a 
theoretically very balanced and accessible 
one. It certainly deserves to be rediscovered 
and engaged with by us all. After all, 
hΩ/ƻƴƴŜƭƭ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ Ŧirst introduced and 
systematically applied this concept to Irish 
Travellers in the early 1980s within his 
campaign for their human rights. 

 

In light of this, I would like to conclude by 
recalling one of the concerns of the editors of 
Irish Travellers: Culture and Ethnicity (Ó 
Síocháin, Ruane and McCann 1994: xiii): their 
ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ΨǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ƻŦ 
ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅΩΣ ƛΦŜΦ ǘƘŜ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ  ΨƘƻǿ 
Irish Travellers understand their experience 
ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƛƳŜΩΦ 9ǾŜƴ aŀǊȅ wƻōƛƴǎƻƴ 
(1994), in her foreword to the book, 
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ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǇƻƛƴǘΥ ΨόΧύ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ƻŦ 
distinction and self-perception are vital to the 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀǾŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ώǎƛŎϐΩΦ 

 

Safeguarding the subjective dimension of 
ethnicity τ LǊƛǎƘ ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎΩ ǎŜƭŦ-perception as 
ethnic τ is a concern that I deeply share with 
the former president of Ireland and the 
editors of the aforementioned book. This is a 
necessary prerequisite in securing ethnicity 
as an emancipatory category of self-
ascription, against an externally determined 
ŀƴŘ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ΨǊŀŎŜΩΦ aƻǎǘ 
importantly, even the United Nations CERD 
/ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜΩǎ DŜƴŜǊŀƭ hōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ bΦу όмффлύ 
recalls the principle of self-identification as a 
critical factor in the identification and 
conceptualisation of a people as an ethnic 
minority group.  

 

Finally, in order to facilitate this process, I 
make an explicit invitation to Travellers to 
participate in the academic debate on 
contemporary understandings of Traveller 
ethnicity, culture and identities. 
Underpinning this invitation is the conviction 
of the importance of guaranteeing access to 
academic discourse also to those Traveller 
positions that are still unpublished and 
unrecorded. This would renovate and enrich 
the current academic discourse as well as 
ǊŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǇŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ƎƻŀƭΥ 
reopening the debate on Traveller ethnicity, 
critically engaging with Travellers, their NGOs 
and academics in a dialectical and dialogical 
way to address together the potential pitfalls 
deriving from the pursuit of equality through 
the route of identity politics.  

 

The Irish Journal of Anthropology and the AAI 
are apposite arenas for such a critical 
engagement, given their historical role in 
ŀŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƘƻǎǘƛƴƎ ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎΩ 
contributions to academics debates for the 
full recognition, legitimation and 

advancement of Travellers and their rights in 
Irish society. 

 

In fact, at the 2015 AAI Annual Conference 
some contributors have already offered 
ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊΩ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ƛƴ 
availing of ethnicity and culture as political 
tools to challenge anti-Traveller racism. For 
ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ [ŜŀƴƴŜ aŎ5ƻƴŀƎƘΩǎ ǇŀǇŜǊ ƻƴ ΨThe 
Permanence & Transition of a CommunityΩ 
ƛƴǾŜǎǘǎ ƘŜǊ ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ΨǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ 
Traveller culture and environment with the 
political function of challenging stereotypical 
assumptions on Travellers, held by non-
Traveller viewers. Furthermore, Noelle 
aŀƴƴΩǎ ǇŀǇŜǊ ώsee this issue page 24] on 
ΨTravellers and nostalgiaΩ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ 
¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊ ǎƛƴƎŜǊ WƻƘƴ 5ŜƭŀƴŜȅΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǳǎŜ 
of Gammon in his songs in order to awaken 
and reinforce a sense of cultural pride among 
ȅƻǳƴƎ ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎΦ CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ {ƛƴŘȅ WƻȅŎŜΩǎ ǇŀǇŜǊ 
[see this issue page 15ϐ ƻƴ Ψ5ƛǾƛŘŜŘ ǎǇŀŎŜǎΩ 
ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭƛȊŜǎ ȅƻǳƴƎ ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭŜǊǎΩ ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭ 
exclusion from many public and commercial 
spaces within the practice of anti-Traveller 
racism, hostility towards their Traveller 
identity and the debate on Traveller 
ethnicity. 
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Notes 

 
1. The anthropologist Narroll established a 
set of criteria for the scientific verification of 
ethnicity with regards to any given group.  
2. Only recently, there is some evidence of 
the emergence of different analytical approaches 
in relation to Traveller ethnicity. For instance, in 
2012 at a Dublin conference organised by the 
National Traveller Monitoring and Advisory 
Committee on 'Ethnicity and Travellers: An 
Exploration' (27/09/12), two Irish academics 
presented theoretical perspectives on ethnicity 
that highlighted its dialectical potential, drawing 
on insights from previous studies on other 
minority groups. Yet, they did not challenge the 
application of ethnicity to Travellers. Marian 
/ŀŘƻƎŀƴΩǎ ǇŀǇŜǊ 'Ethnic identity as a double-
edged sword' pointed to the significance of 
ethnic struggle for oppressed minorities, 
alongside the potential drawbacks of such a 
ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΦ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ !ƴŘǊŜǿ CƛƴƭŀȅΩs speech on 
'The political economy of ethnic identity' 
recognised the political and strategic significance 
of ethnic mobilisation while identifying its limits, 
such as the adoption of 'the language of the 
bosses'. 

3. For instance, the Equality Authority 
(2006, 57-руύ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ aŎ[ƻǳƎƘƭƛƴΩǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ΨŘƻ 
not constitute a convincing challenge to the 
wider body of anthropological and other 
academic work discussed above that supports the 
argument for recognizing Travellers as an ethnic 
ƎǊƻǳǇΩΦ 
4. Against the UNCERD (United Nations 
Convention of the Elimination of all forms of 
wŀŎƛŀƭ 5ƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴύ /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜΩǎ ǊŜƳƛƴŘŜǊ ƻŦ 
the relevance of the self-identification principle in 
matters of ethnicity, this position was maintained 
three times in Irish government reports to the 
UNCERD Committee, first in 2004, then in 2009, 
and, more recently, in March 2012 within the 
publication of its Combined Third and Fourth 
Report in response to its recommendations made 
with the United Nations Universal Periodic 
Review process (see Equality Authority, 2006, 35-
40 and Office of Minister for Integration, 2009, 
5). 
5. For instance see the following excerpt 
from the CERD Committee (CERD 2011, 2-оύ ΨόΧύ 
the State party should pay particular attention to 
self-identification as a critical factor in the 
identification and conceptualization of a people 
as an ethnic minority group. In this regard, the 
Committee recommends that the State party 
should continue to engage with the Traveller 
community and work concretely towards 
recognizing Travellers as an ŜǘƘƴƛŎ ƎǊƻǳǇ ΩΦ 
6. /ǊƻǿƭŜȅΩǎ ǎǇŜŜŎƘ ƛǎ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ L¢aΩǎ 
www.itmtrav.ie/keyissues/myview/82 accessed 
on 07/02/2011 at 10.27 a.m.  
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Fifty years ago, Hugh Brody, now Professor at 
the University of the Fraser Valley in British 
Columbia, Canada, then a young 
anthropologist from Oxford and a Lecturer in 
ǘƘŜ tƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ vǳŜŜƴΩǎ 
University Belfast, spent a year or so living in 
Ireland; in Donegal, in Clare, and in Allihies, 
Beara, West Cork. In 1971, before moving on 
to work in Canada, he wrote a book based on 
his experiences in Ireland, Inishkillane: Change 
& Decline in the West of Ireland.  Hugh 
.ǊƻŘȅΩǎ ōƻƻƪ ǿŀǎ ōƻǘƘ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ 
controversial, in the Irish academic 
community, and, especially, amongst the 
communities of people about whose lives the 
book was written.  Inishkillane is a pseudonym 
for an imaginary community, a composite 
picture of the several different places where 
Hugh Brody had spent time, mixed up 
together and blended with poetry, prose, 
stories and folklore. Inishkillane ƛǎ ΨŦƛŎǘƛƻƴΩΣ ƛƴ 
ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ΨƳŀŘŜ ǳǇΩΣ ōǳǘ ƳŀŘŜ ǳǇ 
from facts and experiences drawn from real 
life.  Amongst an academic readership 
Inishkillane may have been an adequate 

disguise, but communities in the west of 
Ireland are small places, places where privacy 
is often a luxury, and some people recognized 
themselves and their neighbours in Hugh 
.ǊƻŘȅΩǎ ōƻƻƪΦ  

 

More than forty years have passed since the 
book came out, and, hopefully, time has 
healed hurt feelings in the meantime. As well, 
perhaps not very many academics read 
Inishkillane anymore, as nowadays it has the 
status of an historical text, a classic book in 
the Irish social science canon; and, some may 
say, Inishkillane is a book that has become 
dated and out of focus with the Ireland of the 
ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǳƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƻǊǊŜŎǘΣ ŦƻǊ 
to be a classic means not that a book is dated, 
that it belongs to a certain time, but rather 
that it is timeless; that the excellence of the 
ideas that are formulated and articulated, and 
the methodological craftsmanship are of such 
quality that the book rewards being read over 
and over again. I picked up a copy from the 
¦// ƭƛōǊŀǊȅ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅΦ Lǘ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ōƻǊǊƻǿŜŘ 
ōȅ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ŦƻǊ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǎƻƳŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǎŀŘƭȅΦ L ƘŀŘƴΩǘ 
looked at it myself since about 1985, I must 
admit! Browsing through it again I 
experienced something that I had missed 
completely when I first read it as a brash and 
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conceited undergraduate student eagerly 
looking forward to the metropolitan 
excitement of London, leaving behind a drab 
& depressing Ireland that ςas I saw it then- 
ǿŀǎ ŘŜǇƛŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ IǳƎƘ .ǊƻŘȅΩǎ ōƻƻƪΦ  

 

This time around, though, my reading 
experience was very different. I had the 
sensation of being transported back in time to 
an Ireland and to a West Cork that I 
remember from my childhood when my 
ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƻƻƪ ǳǎ ΨƘƻƳŜΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ aŜŀƭŀŎƘ ǾŀƭƭŜȅ 
near Bantry where we were all -small children, 
parents, relations and neighbours- enlisted in 
the work of saving the hay: turning the hay, 
raking it into rows, piking rows into cocks, 
building cocks into trams, carting trams to the 
hayshed; and I remember July evenings with 
the house packed to the rafters with cousins 
home from England and my aunt & uncle 
sleeping in the loft over the cowshed in the 
old house. It all seemed to me then to be 
lovely and wonderful. But I was too young 
then to know just how tight money was on a 
small West Cork farm; and I was too young to 
know  ςthough I know since, and Hugh 
.ǊƻŘȅΩǎ ōƻƻƪ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ǊŜƳƛƴŘŜŘ ƳŜ- of a 
house further along the valley where a 
woman had come home from England to look 
ŀŦǘŜǊ ƘŜǊ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΣ ōǳǘ ΨǘƘŜ ƴŜǊǾŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǘ ƘŜǊΩΤ 
ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ΨǇƻƻǊ ƳƛǎŦƻǊǘǳƴŜΩ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ 
ΨƎƻƴŜ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƳƛƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŘǊƛƴƪΩΤ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ 
another house where a bachelor farmer had, 
ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀƛŘΣ ΨŘƛŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƴŜǎƻƳŜƴŜǎǎΦΩ IǳƎƘ 
.ǊƻŘȅΩǎ ōƻƻƪΣ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ƳŜΣ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƛǘ ƴƻǿΣ 
in hindsight, is a deeply empathetic book. On 
the one hand Hugh Brody shows us and he 
celebrates the warmth and decency of people 
living in the still-surviving structures of 
traditional communities; and, on the other 
hand, he reveals to us the painful truth of the 
sadness, loneliness and the despair of people 
whom those same forms of life were failing 
and had become dysfunctional.  

 

Inishkillane was written in the wake of one of 
the grimmest periods of our history, when 
emigration was as high as it had been in the 
aftermath of the Famine. Economic 
transformation was only beginning to be felt, 
and then only in stops and starts and only in 
urban centres; and the modernization of 
agriculture under the EEC similarly. There was 
Ψƴƻ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΩ ŦƻǊ Ƴŀƴȅ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ²Ŝǎǘ 
ƻŦ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ Ψƴƻ ǇŀǎǘΩ ŜƛǘƘŜǊΣ ŀǎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
ways of life had become associated with 
poverty and backwardness and so they were 
disparaged and abandoned. Hugh Brody 
focused on the experience of being caught 
between an old world that was declining and 
an uncertain future coming falteringly into 
existence; an experience of being out of time, 
or in-between times, as it were, and the 
frightening, disorienting, uncomfortable and 
unhealthy conditions of de-moralization 
associated with that experience of liminality. I 
think most people now, looking back, will say, 
in fairness to Hugh Brody, he got that 
absolutely right. And I imagine too that many 
people will agree that whereas back then we 
were very uncomfortable talking about 
mental health and similar problems, today we 
realize that its better to talk about loneliness 
and depression than it is to suffer in silence.   

 

IǳƎƘ .ǊƻŘȅΩǎ Inishkillane is a book about the 
difficulties experienced by people living 
ΨōŜǘǿƛȄǘ ŀƴŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴΩΣ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀ ǇǊƻǘǊŀŎǘŜŘ 
ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ƭƛƳƛƴŀƭƛǘȅΣ ǿƘŜƴ ΨǘƛƳŜ ƛǎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ƧƻƛƴǘΩ 
as it were. Ironically, his own book suffered a 
similar fate, as it, too, came to be seen as 
anachronistic and out of synch with the times. 
At the time when Inishkillane was being 
researched and written, prospects for places 
on the margins, communities in the West of 
Ireland, were very bleak indeed. But in the 
meantime something quite miraculous seems 
to have happened in Allihies. A community 
thought then to be a place on the margin, a 
backward spot, a place in terminal decline, 
has turned out to be a centre of cultural 
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renaissance and cosmopolitanism. Rather 
than there being only emigration, there has 
been a generation of immigration; and 
abandoned houses have been restored and 
re-inhabited by artists and writers and 
musicians and organic farmers. Those now 
living in the Allihies community, an 
extraordinary coming together of natives and 
Ψōƭƻǿ-ƛƴǎΩΣ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜƴŜǊƎƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ 
their diverse inheritances, both local-
traditional and urban-continental, in 
wonderful ways: a new generation of children 
are learning again traditional music, taught by 
ŀ DŜǊƳŀƴ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ ǿƘƻΩǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ƭƻŎŀƭΤ 
and, if they wish, they can imagine a future 
life living locally, and / or both locally and 
globally. The abandoned school has re-
opened as an Arts & Language Centre; the 
ǎƘŜƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŜǊǎΩ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƛǎ ǊŜǎǘƻǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ 
reborn as an award winning museum & 
interpretive centre; a Tibetan Buddhist 
ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ŀ Ψspiritual care education 
ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜΩ ŘǊŀǿǎ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ LǊƛǎƘ 
and international, for weekly retreats and 
meditation. Mary Robinson launched her 
Presidential campaign from Allihies, showing 
that rather than being a place of de-
moralization, Allihies has become associated 
with spiritual renewal and moral 
regeneration. Could Hugh Brody ςcould 
anyone- have imagined such a turn-around? 

 

When Hugh Brody was in West Cork, Clare 
and Donegal he was a young man in his 
twenties, and like anyone who was still 
learning his craft he made mistakes. Yes, 
perhaps he should have taken better care to 
disguise the world he was depicting and to 
protect the anonymity of his hosts; but how 
much dissimulation can one do before one 
loses sight, loses touch, and begins to do a 
disservice to people represented by 
fictionalizing their real life into unreality? And 
no matter how well one dissimulates, 
curiosity ςand perhaps even vanity- will have 
people poring over the text anyway, searching 

for familiar faces. Yes, perhaps the portrayal 
of a local businessman in a critical light was 
unfair and unsympathetic. But is it reasonable 
to expect a twenty-something years old 
cosmopolitan student to empathize with and 
to understand the relentless hard work ς
sixteen hours a day, six and a half days a 
week; the sweat equity and invisible labour of 
an entire family, husband and wife, teens to 
tots; the painstaking graft, thoughtful 
planning, risk-taking and prudence that it 
takes to build up a shop, and a farm, and a 
guesthouse into a thriving business; the well-
earned respect and prosperity that comes also 
with the onerous responsibility of being the 
local strong man who does more than many 
to bring the community along in his train, 
while bearing also the inevitable resentment 
and begrudgery?  LǘΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ ǾŜǊȅ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅΣ L 
must admit to myself with some 
embarrassment as from my privileged 
university life I look on in admiration at my 
cousin who has similarly built up a successful 
business from a small West Cork family farm, 
that I have learned to have due respect for 
ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΦ {ƻƳŜ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΩǎ ƭŜǎǎƻƴǎ Ŏŀƴ 
only be learned across the life course, indeed 
ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ .ǳǘ ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ IǳƎƘ 
Brody learned as a young man in Allihies, and 
what he brought with him from the West of 
Ireland to Western Canada: he learned to 
have a deep empathy for people living though 
cultural damage due to the loss of their 
traditional ways of life and the disorienting 
and often destructive impacts of accelerated 
modernization.  

 

IǳƎƘ .ǊƻŘȅΩǎ ƻǿƴ ōƛƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƘŀŘ ŀƭready 
made him open and sensitive to learning from 

living in-between histories and cultures. He 

was born in Sheffield in 1943 into a Jewish 
ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƻŦ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜǎΦ Iƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ŎŀƳŜ 
from the Ukraine (where Brody is the name of 
a town) and his mother had come from 
Austria after the 1938 Nazi Anschluss. His 
grandmother lived with the family and he says 
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she was determined that her grandson would 
not be "merely English". He says she was very 
central European in her attitudes and, 
"thought England was a bleak rock in the 
Atlantic. And as for Sheffield..." She spoke to 
her grandson in French, taught him Latin and 
played chess with him. "So I ended up having 
borscht and gefilte fish and goulash and being 
sent to Hebrew classes three times a week, 
but I also went to a Church of England school 
and my brother and I were both given very 
English Christian names. It was a double 
existence." These ambivalences and double 
existences were an essential part of Hugh 
.ǊƻŘȅΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƎŀǾŜ ƘƛƳ ŀƴ ŜƳǇŀǘƘȅ 
with other people whose own lives have been 
marked by displacements, splits and divisions.  

 

Since Inishkillane IǳƎƘ .ǊƻŘȅΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ 
Canada has been dedicated to developing a 
deeper understanding of the lives and 
cultures of Indigenous peoples there, and, 
based on that understanding, to developing 
better policies and improved social services, 
for Indians on skid row in Edmonton and for 
Inuit communities in the Arctic and the 
bƻǊǘƘǿŜǎǘ ¢ŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŜǎΦ IǳƎƘ .ǊƻŘȅΩǎ ōƻƻƪ 
Maps and Dreams is a beautiful portrait and a 
powerful argument in support of First Nations 
peoples in British Columbia trying to maintain 
their hunting practices and their ancestral 
sense of place and attachment to land in the 
face of dispossession and dislocation. For the 
Indigenous peoples of Western Canada and 
for people living in similar marginal 
communities in India and in Southern Africa, 
for people whose cultures and ways of life are 
disrupted and endangered, Hugh Brody has 
been a tireless advocate: documenting their 
lives and their endangered histories, 
celebrating the importance of their 
knowledge and the value of their cultures in 
books, in films, in reports, and defending 
them through the courts. In his book The 

Other Side of Eden: Hunters, Farmers, and the 

Shaping of the World Hugh Brody shows the 

resourcefulness and the deep wisdom of 
those peoples throughout the world who are 
in tune with Nature and with the cosmos; 
people of intelligence, beauty and moral 
integrity, qualities imbued and ingrained in 
their ways of life.  

 

Fifty years on the lasting influence of the West 
ƻŦ LǊŜƭŀƴŘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ƛƴ IǳƎƘ .ǊƻŘȅΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΣ 
which was, and still is, characterized by an 
empathy with people who are struggling to 
live coherent and meaningful lives as they are 
strung out between a disintegrating past and 
uncertain future. There is a clear and strong 
golden thread of thematic and ethical 
continuity between Inishkillane, Maps and 
Dreams, and The Other Side of Eden: a 
continuity of empathy that Hugh Brody 
developed while living amongst the people of 
the west of Ireland.    

 

On Sunday March 8th 2015 I enjoyed the 
unique pleasure and privilege of bringing 
Hugh Brody back to Allihies. Forty people 
ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǳǇ ŀǘ WƛƳƳȅΩǎ ǇǳōΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŦƛŦǘȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ 
previously Hugh Brody had lodged in a room 
upstairs and served behind the bar. There 
were older people who remembered him well 
from years ago; adults who were children 
then, whose parents are memorialized in 
Inishkillane; and there were more recent 
members of the new Allihies community who 
had heard (for better and worse) of Hugh 
.ǊƻŘȅΩǎ ōƻƻƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƳŀƭƭ Ŏorner of the 
ǿƻǊƭŘΦ  !ǘ WƛƳƳȅΩǎ ǿŜ ǎƘƻǿŜŘ ά¢ǊŀŎƪǎ !ŎǊƻǎǎ 
{ŀƴŘέΣ ŀƴ ŀǿŀǊŘ-winning documentary film 
directed by Hugh Brody that tells the story of 
ǘƘŜ YŀƭŀƘŀǊƛ .ǳǎƘƳŜƴΩǎ ǇǳǊǎǳƛǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƭŀƛƳ ŦƻǊ 
their ancestral lands. Afterwards, Hugh Brody 
spoke eloquently and passionately, tracing the 
arc of his career from the Arctic through India 
and Africa, and back to Allihies, everywhere 
showing how ethical ethnography can 
empower and enable people and 
communities on the margins by illuminating 
the dignity inherent in all of the varieties and 
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modalities of the human family. Hugh Brody 
was warmly welcomed back to Allihies. 
Conversation and gracious hospitality 
ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ŘƛƴƴŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ !ƴƴŜ ŀƴŘ ΨaƛǘŜȅΩ 
McNally. Jimmy himself was delayed a bit, as a 
cow was calving. He arrived home, beaming, 
to announce the birth of a fine bull calf, to be 
ƴŀƳŜŘ άIǳƎƘέ ƛƴ ƘƻƴƻǳǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ 
Anthropologist. 
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E. Drążkiewicz: You recently became the 
President of EASA, what would be your plans 
for the upcoming presidency, how would you 
like to influence the Association? 

 

T. H. Eriksen: I should like to contribute to 
making anthropology more visible and known 
in European societies. This would in turn 
strengthen recruitment to our discipline and 
might have other positive effects as well, such 
as strengthening its presence in schools and its 
influence on intellectual life. 

 

ED: Your Presidency comes at the time of 
increased tensions within European Academia. 
Academics and students in places such as 
Netherlands, UK, Ireland or Poland are 
protesting against recent changes at 
Universities and within Higher Education 
systems. I wonder if these should be 
considered locally, or if there should be 
approached as some larger ς European/global 
issue. Is that something that would concern 
EASA? 

 

THE: There is clearly a European dimension to 
these protests. As the Young Scholars Forum at 

the last EASA conference in Tallinn made clear, 
there are important similarities between the 
challenges facing people struggling to establish 
themselves in the discipline. The kind of 
knowledge we represent ς not obviously of 
instrumental utility, slow and thorough ς is 
under threat almost everywhere, and the EASA 
should find ways of supporting our members 
and other anthropologists who find 
themselves in an increasingly precarious 
situation. 

 

ED: One issue which is especially emphasised 
in the current academic reforms is emphasis 
on the applicability of the research. The issue 
of applicability have been the one dividing 
anthropologists for decades. Given your public 
involvement in Norway, using your own 
experience, would you advocate for stronger 
engagement of anthropologists in public 
debates? Is there anything that EASA can do to 
promote such engagements? 

 

THE: Yes, EASA can facilitate a greater public 
presence by encouraging popularisation, 
interdisciplinarity and various forms of public 
engagement. In my book Engaging 
Anthropology: The Case for a Public Presence 
(Berg 2006), I ask why it is that 
anthropologists, in general, are not more 
visible from the public sphere, since we have 
so much to offer in so many areas, ranging 
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from cultural diversity and migration to 
globalisation, human nature and religious 
revitalisation, just to mention a few of the 
most obvious fields. It is almost as if others ς 
evolutionary psychologists, political theorists, 
cultural studies scholars and so on ς stole our 
clothes while we were out swimming, and it is 
time we took them back. Seriously, it says 
something about our ability to communicate 
our message in a crisp, engaging and 
intelligible way that the most famous 
anthropologist alive today is a physiologist and 
ornithologist. I am, of course, thinking of Jared 
Diamond. Interdisciplinary work encourages 
some of the same qualities as popularisation. It 
forces us to translate what we are doing to 
outsiders and show why it is that anthropology 
is in fact a fundamental intellectual discipline, 
indispensable in any endeavour to understand 
the world and the human condition. 
 

What we should be wary of doing is 
succumbing to the temptation of advertising 
the instrumental usefulness of anthropology as 
an intrinsic quality. That would be tantamount 
to playing into the hands of those who try to 
turn universities into dignified sausage 
factories. But having said this, this is not a time 
to be complacent or puritan about the mission 
of anthropology. Young people who consider 
taking up anthropology may reasonably ask: 
What do I learn, and what can I do with it? We 
may have to come up with some new answers 
to these questions, especially the last one. It is 
not as if the meaning of life necessarily lies in a 
permanent academic position at a university. 
Anthropologists can do many different things, 
and we should get better at showing it. 

 

ED: Could say more about your own 
experience? Your own public involvement in 
Norway: what were the pros and cons of it? 
How (if) did it impact your research and 
academic career,  

 

THE: Yes. For many years, I have been very 
active ς some might reasonably think a tad too 
active in certain periods ς in the Norwegian 
and Scandinavian public spheres. There are 
definitely pros and cons to this. And it is not as 
if everybody should feel a pressure to go out 
and give talks to Rotary Clubs, discuss Islam 
with populists on TV or write popular books 
about identity or happiness. In my own case, it 
has largely been a matter of sharing 
anthropological perspectives in order to add a 
small drop of complexity, some thought-
provoking stories, some new angles on current 
or timeless matters. Many of my books in 
Norwegian are not anthropology books ς 
among other things, I've published two novels 
ς but I couldn't have written them if I had not 
been an anthropologist. The professional 
strangeness of anthropology, the ability to see 
the familiar in the exotic and the exotic in the 
familiar, is a virtue in any public sphere, and 
should be cultivated. Having said this, there is 
a price to be paid. As Einstein reputedly said: 
ΨaŀƪŜ ƛǘ ŀǎ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΦ .ǳǘ ƴƻǘ 
ǎƛƳǇƭŜǊΦΩ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǿays a risk. Moreover, in the 
current labour market for academics, you have 
to make certain that you are doing all right 
academically before you go public. On the 
other hand, owing to the decline in student 
numbers that many European countries are 
experiencing, a greater visibility for the 
discipline cannot be bad. I have been lucky to 
have generous and supportive colleagues at 
my home department, who were happy to see 
social anthropology appearing in the 
newspapers and on TV.  

 

When it comes to research, it is obvious that 
taking part in the public sphere affects the 
intensity and continuity of your research. 
Sometimes there are synergies, when you 
engage in public discussion about your own 
work, but it can be an either/or situation as 
well. Partly for this reason, I have not been 
very visible in the Scandinavian public spheres 
in the last few years. 
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ED: I think our readers would be very 
interested in reading about your experience 
ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛŜǾƛƪΩǎ ǘǊƛŀƭ ς in a way, even 
if involuntary you got involved in the very 
public and controversial issue exactly because 
of your research and the knowledge you have 
produced. I guess you have widely discussed 
this topic in Norway, but I think it would be 
interesting for our international readers to 
learn, through your experience about the 
power of the knowledge we create. The 
consequences it might have. 

 
 
THE: Absolutely. A couple of years ago, it 
reached the point where I was accused, in an 
op-ed article in Aftenposten, the leading 
Norwegian newspaper, of being de facto 
responsible for the terrorist attack, since my 
ΨŘŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩ ŀƴŘ 
implied defence of cultural diversity made so 
many Norwegians so angry that they ς or, to 
be precise, Breivik ς was eventually provoked 
to commit his atrocious act. I am still looking 
forward to her explanation of the rise of 
Nazism.  

 
Breivik and others on the extreme right in 
Norway seem to have had a minor obsession 
with me, frequently quoting statements I had 
made as evidence that Muslim-loving, 
spineless multiculturalists had taken over the 
country. Before the terrorist attack, it was easy 
to take a relaxed stance; after all, everybody is 
entitled to their views and misunderstandings. 
Before the 22 July attack, I used to say that 
being misunderstood may be better than not 
being understood at all. I am no longer sure.  

Controversies over cultural change, national 
identities, migration and diversity are no 
longer a party game. Real people were killed 
by real bullets because they believed in 
diversity. And then we had the Charlie Hebdo 
massacres. These tendencies ς violent right-

wing extremism and violent Islamism ς are two 
sides of the same coin. The current ideological 
landscape in Europe is far more polarised and 
overheated than it was in the 1990s. At that 
time, defenders of diversity might be called 
naïve; they are now often called traitors. This 
does not mean that you and I should not 
challenge conventional mindsets and tell 
stories people are not used to hearing, but we 
now do so within a changed ecology of ideas.  

 

ED: Clearly, a public involvement, an 
engagement of an anthropologist with public 
debate is something which in important way 
shapes your work. I would also like to learn 
about your opinion on another matter which is 
stressed in the new academic regime, that is 
ƻōǎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ΨŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩΣ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ 
ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴŎȅΣ ΨŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴŎŜΩΦ !ǘ 
present, the emphasis is on producing outputs 
ς publications in peered reviewed, highly 
ranked journals. These journals are usually 
based in the UK or US, their editorial boards 
are usually populated with scholars 
representing Anglo-Saxon, (Western?) 
anthropology. 

 

I wonder how the pressure to publish in them 
will impact the way we produce and exchange 
our anthropological knowledge? Are we risking 
homogenisation of anthropological knowledge, 
through promotion of only specific types of 
narratives, theories, but also chosen schools 
and academic centres?  

 

THE: Good question! Now, I would be the last 
person to question the quality of the best 
Anglo-Saxon journals, but your question is well 
taken and somehow addresses a set of 
questions which have been at the core of the 
EASA's mission since we started. It concerns 
the relationship between the overlapping, but 
inherently diverse anthropological traditions in 
different parts of Europe. We would be well 
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advised to shift the balance in favour of 
languages other than English and publishing 
outlets other than those represented by the 
established hierarchy of journals and 
publishers. The issue has a political dimension 
for sure but it also raises intellectual 
challenges to do with criteria for assessing the 
quality of scholarship- the by now total 
dominance of English-language publications 
and so on. Some decentralisation of symbolic 
power is needed. 

 

ED: Link to that question is the one about 
access to these journals and capacity of 
various researchers, representing different 
countries to publish in them. These journals 
are predominantly publishing in English, while 
the training and teaching across most of the 
Europe is still done in national languages. 
What can be done to secure more inclusive 
character of these journals? Do you think this 
issue can actually be tackled at the EASA 
forum: given the local anchoring of most of 
ǘƘŜǎŜ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭǎΣ ǿƻǳƭŘ 9!{!Ωǎ ƛƴvolvement in 
these matters be considered a transgression of 
its prerogatives?   

 

THE: At a purely technical level, good language 
editing and access to (often meaning funding 
of) competent translators represent a kind of 
infrastructure that should be given higher 
priority; we are talking about the 
ΨǎǿƛǘŎƘōƻŀǊŘǎΩ ŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘe 
global conversation. At a deeper and more 
substantial level, you are partly hinting at 
different ways of doing anthropology and the 
possibility that this diversity might be reflected 
better on the European stage. Although other 
people's publishing policies are not strictly 
speaking any of EASA's business, we can and 
should have a position. After all, the 
association was originally founded to 
strengthen not only European anthropology, 
but also the network of European 
anthropologies. This entails, among many 

other things, finding ways of challenging 
existing symbolic hegemonies.  

 

ED: My follow up (on this and previous 
question) would be exactly about the 
decentralization of the symbolic power, but at 
the same time, the power of European 
Anthropology (or should I say ethnology?) to 
compete/collaborate with UK-American 
centres. In a way it seems paradoxical to me 
that while British journals (and consequently 
scholars who populate their editorial boards) 
hold quite a powerful position in academia, 
they seem not to be very visible or active at 
ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ŦƻǊǳƳΦ L ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ŘƻƴŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 
on it but every time an EASA conference is 
taking place, it strikes me how important this 
event is for Eastern European, and some other 
ΨŎƻƴǘƛƴŜƴǘŀƭΩ ŀƴǘƘǊƻǇƻƭƻƎƛǎǘǎΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 
same time very few senior scholars from 
leading UK institutions get involved in 
organizing panels, workshops, networks etc. It 
seems to me that before even Brexit started to 
be discussed in UK, British anthropologists 
have checked out from European involvement 
(except perhaps of EU funding J ). For them 
the go-to place is AAA. How can we foster the 
dialogue between UK and the continent?  Or is 
my diagnosis of the power division in European 
anthropology wrong all together?  

 
 
THE: I'm not sure about the non-participation 
of British colleagues. There may be a tendency 
that some prioritise the ASA and, to a lesser 
extent, the AAA; but what has struck me over 
the years is the gradual disappearance of 
French colleagues from the EASA. I made a 
headcount after the Copenhagen EASA 
conference, where there were more Slovene 
than French anthropologists present. We 
should probably find a way of strengthening 
the original bilingual identity of EASA. But as to 
your larger question, all I can say is that we 
have to make a real effort to make sure that 
the EASA conference is the place to go in order 
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to present and discuss your work, make new 
friends and keep abreast with the theoretical 
and empirical development of the discipline.  

 

ED: Following this train of thought I wonder 
about EASAs relation to AAA. As the President 
of the Association, how would you describe 
advantages of our European association and 
conference gathering over American ones? 
What about IUAES?  

 
 
THE: We have a unique niche in that we were 
historically founded, following an initiative 
from Adam Kuper, as an arena for dialogue 
between different European anthropologies. 
At the outset, Central and East European 
anthropologists were only marginally included, 
but history caught up with us. The Iron Curtain 
fell before the first conference in Coimbra, and 
through the Wenner-Gren Foundation, the 
fledgling EASA executive committee managed 
to find funding to bring many East and Central 
European anthropologists to Coimbra. Ever 
since, it has been a meeting place of diverse 
anthropologies with overlapping, but discrete 
histories. This is not the case at AAA, which is 
not only far larger, but also in some ways more 
streamlined. I should also add that EASA 
meetings, owing to their smaller scale, have 
more of a family feeling to them than the AAA 
conferences; you bump into people in a way 
that doesn't happen at AAA. When it comes to 
IUAES, it is a different animal altogether; 
important in its way, but with its own mission. 

  

ED: Going back to the discussion of current 
changes within the Academia, I would like to 
ask you about worsening situation of young 
scholars. Young academics are forced to take 
low paid, short term contracts, or hourly paid 
jobs. Mobility is promoted as one of the 
solutions to the problem. So the question here 
is what steps can EASA take to support young 
academics? But also: given your research 

experience from studies on globalisation, as 
well as the first-hand experience of managing 
large anthropological department with 
researchers originating from different places 
what pros and cons do you see of the existing 
shifts in the employment modes at the 
universities?  

 

What would be your ideal model of 
anthropological department? 

 
 

THE: Another multidimensional issue. First of 
all, an anthropology department should be a 
place where you want to spend your working 
day. It should be a friendly, supportive and 
intellectually challenging environment where 
people feel that they're doing something 
important together with others. But that's not 
really your question. It is in the nature of 
academic research and career trajectories that 
many have temporary jobs as postdocs, 
researchers, lecturers and so on ς and there 
aren't permanent positions for everybody at 
any given department. For this reason, a 
second important criterion should be that 
departments ought to have many ties, strong 
and weak, with possible workplaces such as 
applied research institutes and NGOs, and 
many ought to improve their skills in 
developing joint projects with non-
anthropologists. Mobility can help at the 
individual level, but obviously it does not solve 
the structural problem that you're hinting at.  

 

ED: What is your opinion (again from your own 
experience of person who has a power to hire 
people) on the internationalisation of 
academia? What are the advantages for 
departments (and in particular anthropology) 
of getting people from outside of your own 
institutions and internationalizing? And then 
the dilemma of remaining loyal to your own 
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PhDs who are hoping for such jobs, is one 
obliged to such loyalty, what are the benefits? 

  
 
THE: I believe this is a recurrent dilemma in 
many European anthropology departments, 
perhaps especially in the smaller countries. In 
the US, the situation is different in that people 
have to move after their PhD. Somehow we 
find ourselves in the same predicament as the 
Melanesian big-man in Sahlins' classic article 
ΨtƻƻǊ ƳŀƴΣ ǊƛŎƘ ƳŀƴΣ ōƛƎ ƳŀƴΣ ŎƘƛŜŦΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ōƛƎ 
man must pay attention to his kin and co-
villagers, but he also needs to reach out and 
conduct foreign policy by visiting other 
villages, bringing gifts and so on. If he 
exaggerates, his kinsfolk will eventually rebel. 
With us, it is always a question of finding the 
right balance. In smaller countries like Norway, 
language is bound to be an issue, and you 
need people everywhere who are familiar with 
the local academic culture, who can do a 
competent job in university politics and so on. 
But there is no reason that everybody should 
have the same skills. Parallel to what I said 
earlier about popularisation and going public 
with your work, a good department thrives on 
complementary skills. But having said all this: 
No, we do not have an obligation to our own 
PhDs who are hoping for jobs. If we hire them, 
it is because they are the best applicants, full 
stop. Anything else would be unhealthy. And 
yet, what it means to be the best applicant is 
open to discussion. 

 

ED: What advice today would you give to 
young students who wish to peruse academic 
career? 

 
 
THE: You really need to want it, you have to be 
passionate about the kind of knowledge that 
we produce, and relish, in academia. 
Otherwise, you're just going to be unhappy 
and frustrated. Yes, it may be wise to think 

strategically about the choices you make as 
you go along, but if there is no existential 
nerve ς nothing important at stake for you ς 
the result will, at the end of the day, not be 
satisfactory.   

 

ED: One returning argument when these issues 
are being discussed is a lack of money. I 
wonder how much truth there is in this 
narrative ς especially if we include in our 
consideration the issue at the macro- 
European scale. On the one hand there are not 
enough resources to offer new permanent 
positions to researchers/lecturers, to promote 
current staff while the teaching load is 
expanding. Yet, at the same time, within the 
EU, and across Europe, via various consortia, 
generous research/networking funds are on 
offer. My sense is that we already witness a 
formation of a new cohort of scholars who 
specialise in securing these grants and 
effectively focus predominantly on research. I 
wonder how this new financial mode, and 
potentially resulting from it division of labour 
which separates researchers from lecturers 
will change our discipline and academia at 
large?   
 

 
THE: This has been an issue for many years, 
and it is being exacerbated by the new forms 
of funding. And the question really relates 
closely to your first question, about EASA and 
the situation for anthropology in Europe. For if 
the most well-known scholars disappear from 
teaching, this will in turn affect recruitment to 
the discipline. Besides, in my own experience, 
teaching and research go hand in hand, and 
large grants, such as ERC funding, should be of 
benefit to the larger community. However, the 
real problem here is structural; there are more 
good anthropologists and excellent research 
proposals than there is money to fund them. 
As a result, an entire industry of application 
production has emerged and ς as you know ς 
most of these projects are never funded. 
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Someone should do a study of the amount of 
time and money which is spent writing 
applications, and evaluating other people's 
applications, relating it to the amount actually 
spent funding and doing research.  

 

ED: Are there any other issues, changes within 
the European academia, which you think are 
crucial from the perspective of anthropology 
and relevant for EASA? 

 
 
THE: In some areas, we are doing rather well 
as a discipline, for instance when it comes to 
ERC funding. But we fail to exert the influence 
we should have had in the wider world. 
Perhaps we talk too much to each other and 
not enough to everybody else. I believe more 
interdisciplinarity and more accessible ways of 
writing would help. When the general 
intellectual discourse on human nature is 
dominated by evolutionary psychologists, the 
controversies over migration and social 
exclusion by sociologists and the finer points of 
identity are forefronted by cultural studies, 
one cannot help feeling, as a proud 
anthropologist, that other people stole our 
clothes while we were out swimming. We 
should reclaim them.  

 

ED: To add something more optimistic to this 
interview ς what positive changes do you 
recently observe in our discipline and 
universities at large? 

 
 
THE: Regarding universities as such, I'm not 
sure what the positive signs are, to be honest. 
The kind of knowledge we produce in the non-
vocational, non-instrumental domains of 
learning represents a counterculture ς but 
don't get me wrong; it is a counterculture that 
can be both illuminating, critical and 
sometimes subversive. As to anthropology as 

such, seen as an intellectual project, it is easier 
to be optimistic. It is flourishing, both 
quantitatively and qualitatively, and the last 
few years have seen the re-emergence of 
intense controversies and disagreements, 
always a healthy sign, that we have been 
missing for many years now. I am thinking, in 
particular, about the vivid and occasionally 
ƘŜŀǘŜŘ ŘŜōŀǘŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ !b¢ ŀƴŘ ΨǘƘŜ 
ƻƴǘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǘǳǊƴΩΦ 

 

ED: I wonder if EASA has any way of making its 
voice heard within the EU Research Agency, or 
individual state Higher Education Institutions- 
have there been any attempts of impacting the 
decision making process in that regard? 
 

 
THE: Let me say that we are working on it. We 
are members of several lobbying organisations 
representing the interests of the social 
sciences at a European level; when it comes to 
individual countries, we are following 
developments and do our best, with our 
limited resources, to defend the kinds of 
knowledge that we have faith in.  

 

ED: Finally would EASA see it relevant to 
undertake a taskforce or research into the 
conditions young European anthropologists 
find themselves working in?  

 
 
THE: In fact, we do have such a taskforce 
already! Hana Cervinkova and Paolo Favero 
are responsible for it. Among other things, 
ǘƘŜȅ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ Ψ¸ƻǳƴƎ {ŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ CƻǊǳƳΩ ŀǘ 
the next EASA meeting with Italian colleagues, 
and are also looking into the job market for 
young anthropologists. Any suggestions as to 
what we could do, would be most welcome! 
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BOOK REVIEW 

THE PRIMORDIAL DANCE: DIAMETRIC AND CONCENTRIC SPACES IN THE UNCONSCIOUS WORLD  

PAUL DOWNES  

REVIEW BY LUCY ELLEN TROTTER

 

 

 

 

tŀǳƭ 5ƻǿƴŜǎΩǎ όнлмнΥ оύ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƴƎ ƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ 
interrogation underlying this book is to ask 
whether 'there is a spatial-phenomenological 
structure, of a primordial unconscious 
dimension, influencing human experience'. He 
argues that at a fundamental, universal level of 
humanness, there exists a structure of 
interaction between diametric (oppositional) 
and concentric (meaning holding a common 
centre) structures. These exist prior to 
language, prior to subjectivity, and even prior 
to our unconscious, and influence all 
experience (the latter term taken to signify, 
broadly, a phenomenological mode of being). 
The proposition here is that two apparently 
irreconcilable things (the diametric and the 
concentric) constitute this primordial structure 
and exist in a productive dialogue or tension. It 
is this so-called 'primordial dance' between the 
two structures that Downes seeks to uncover 
and understand.   

 

The book is divided into four parts. The first 
part sets the stage for the remainder of the 
book, whereby Downes introduces us to 
spatial-phenomenology, and explains in quite 
some depth his notions of the diametric and 
concentric. He argues throughout this section 
that a focus on this primary mode of being is 

needed in order to go beyond ethnocentrism, 
which may seem curious at first given that he 
simultaneously argues for the universality of 
these structures. The second part considers 
these abstract concepts in relation to more 
graspable ideas, such as the concept of an 
ethic of care. The third and fourth parts of the 
book seek to demonstrate the existence of 
these structures prior to language, myth and 
subjectivity.   

 

As a social anthropologist who values the 
merits of psychological analyses, my intention 
ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ƛǎ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ŘŜǾƛƭǎΩ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ 
Downes vis-à-vis the likely anthropological 
objections to his book which I would imagine 
to be twofold. Firstly, for many 
anthropologists, the prospect that there could 
ōŜ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǘƘƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ 
ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΩ ǳƴƛǘƛƴƎ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǊƛƴƎ 
immediate alarm bells. Secondly, following the 
postmodern turn in anthropology, whereby 
concepts previously viewed as natural were 
demonstrated to be socially constructed (such 
as gender, class, race, modernity, tradition, 
and so on), anthropologists have tended to be 
sceptical, and rightly so, of arguments 
grounded in notions of biological 
universalities.  

 

However, I argue here that whilst the book 
offers unity (found in the notion of concentric 
structures), it does not suppress the possibility 
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of fragmentation (insofar as concentric and 
diametric structures intertwine). When we 
take into account the specificities of DoǿƴŜǎΩǎ 
argument, the theory proposed is built on a 
fairly sensitive combination of 
phenomenology, psychology and 
anthropology, where sameness and difference 
productively interact. What we end up with, 
then, I argue, is a platform from which to begin 
to think about reconciling anthropology and 
psychology.  

 

The possibility of a pre-linguistic universality 
underlying experience does not deny the 
potentiality for cross-cultural variation or of 
ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ǿƻ ƻŦ 5ƻǿƴŜǎΩǎ ƳƻǊŜ 
recognisable examples in this respect are 
those of sleep and care. Whilst it is argued that 
sleep is a universal primordial experience, this 
universality does not negate the possibility of 
sleep being open to cross-cultural analysis. 
Anthropologists could fruitfully take the 
universality as a starting point or platform to 
explore anthropologically relevant questions. 
How might the phenomenon of sleep differ 
cross-culturally? How is it that something as 
essential as sleep comes to be controlled, 
placed under surveillance, or marketed? 
Further, the notion that there exists a 
universal, underlying ethic of care whereby we 
exist fundamentally in relations of 
interdependency to one another opens the 
possibility for similar anthropological 
explorations of how this might be actualised ς 
discursively, in practice, and cross-culturally.  

 

Moreover, the explicit intention of this 
engaging (if not at times dense) book is to 
break away from privileging linear conceptions 
of history and time. These types of arguments 
are all too reminiscent of typical 19th century 
anthropological arguments from the likes of 
Tylor and Frazer which were used to justify 
claims that certain minds pertaining to certain 
groups of people (to put it bluntly, non-

²ŜǎǘŜǊƴύ ǿŜǊŜ ΨƭŜǎǎ ŜǾƻƭǾŜŘΩ ǘƘŀƴ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ 
These models invariably posited Western 
society as existing at an apex of civilisation. 
However, Downes moves towards 
phenomenological accounts of spatial 
experience; put simply, the primordial 
universal structures underlying human 
experience are spatial, not temporal. So, 
notions of groups of people lagging behind in 
time on a supposed uni-lineal march towards 
civilisation, actualised in the West, are thus 
pushed to the side-lines.  

 

The book as a whole offers an interesting re-
reading of major philosophical, psychological, 
psychiatric and social scientific thinkers: from 
Kant, Freud, Derrida, and Heidegger through to 
Foucault and Lakoff, amongst others. One of 
the most engaging arguments of the book is a 
re-ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ 
diametric structures of exclusion emerge at a 
specific historical point in the 17th century 
ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ 5ƻǿƴŜǎΩǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ мрth century 
paintings. If Foucault were correct in arguing 
that diametric structures emerge at a specific 
historical point, his work would undermine the 
possibility of the structures as primordial. 
However, that the same structures discussed 
by Foucault are present in 15th century 
paintings not only demonstrates their prior 
existence, but further provides a compelling 
argument for the productive combination of 
analysing art and theory under the same 
rubric.  

 

However, the invisibility of phenomenon to 
study renders the book vulnerable to a 
common methodological critique of 
psychoanalysis. How are we to empirically 
implement an analysis of the spatial-
phenomenological primordial structures of 
humanity if we cannot see them? 
Nevertheless, it is arguable that so long as we 
feel our actions are underpinned by strong, 
overpowering motives, even if we cannot see 
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them, psychoanalysis and anthropology can 
work together. Must we see to believe? 
Further, several successful anthropological 
sub-disciplines (such as those concerning 
embodied experience, or subjects such as 
death) are necessarily invisible and 
ungraspable (the subjective experience of 
death, for example, is de facto impossible). I 
would urge anthropologists to take a similar 
open-minded approach to at least consider the 
possibility that there are a series of underlying 
universal mental structures to human 

experience. Perhaps a good place to start 
would be this book.  
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TEN, TERRITORY, ENCOUNTER & NEGOTIATION, A CRITICAL MEMOIR BY A SOCIALLY ENGAGED 

ARTIST  

FIONA WHELAN   

REVIEW BY SOFIA N. GONZALEZ-AYALA

 

 

 

¢9bΣ ŀǊǘƛǎǘ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊ Cƛƻƴŀ ²ƘŜƭŀƴΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ 
book, is an object of multiple kinds. It is a story 
told in the first person, structured as a 
chronological account of the ten-year 
cumulative process in which Irish born-and-
bred Whelan became a socially engaged artist. 
During this time, Whelan collaborated with 
young people and youth workers at the Rialto 
Youth Project (RYP), a community based youth 
ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƛƴ 5ǳōƭƛƴΩǎ {ƻǳǘƘ ƛƴƴŜǊ-city where, 
together, they created the ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅΚ 
Collective. TEN is also a very careful 
representation of a complex process of 
immersion and intervention that challenges 
the limits between the personal, the social and 
the artistic. An assemblage of storytelling, 
commissioned drawing, design, archival and 
bibliographic analysis, TEN is also a curatorial 
project that includes as sources, but also 
displays, diary entries, interview transcripts 
and pictures. Furthermore, TEN is a document 
of a time in which disciplinary distinctions 
between art, youth and social work, sociology, 
anthropology and other social sciences have 
become blurry, in accordance with, but also in 
contestation against, the institutional 
structures that make those distinctions still 
possible. It is also a document of the power 
dynamics between art and artists, their 
materials and subjects, their audiences and the 
ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀƪŜ ΨŀǊǘΣΩ 
ŀƴŘ ōȅ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜǎΣΩ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŀǎ 
we know them today.  

 

TEN is also an ethnographic representation. 
Storytelling, and the chronological narrative 
that Whelan used, reflect her long-term 
immersion as an in-house artist at the 
ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ w¸t όофύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ Ψǎƭƻǿ 
enquiry-ōŀǎŜŘ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΩ ǎƘŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ Ψǘƻ 
grŀǎǇ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎǎ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΩ όпл-1). 
²ƘŜƭŀƴΩǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ǘƘǳǎ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ 
ǘƘŜ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊΩǎΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŎƭŜŀǊΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ 
did not see herself as a social researcher. 
Explaining how the Collective used personal 
stories she explains: 

 

I did not see this as socially engaged art 
trying unsuccessfully to replicate an existing 
profession in the name of art; I myself would 
be critical of such an attempt. The social 
sciences had their own role but here was a 
creative project, driven by those who had 
themselves decided to tell their stories, with 
quite a different function from that of story 
ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ώΧϐ ¢ƘŜǎŜ 
stories would be brought alive over time, 
analysed, and worked, adapted and built 
upon. They would be used as part of a major 
process of representation and representation 
which was about to unfold (86-8). 

 

So, what is it that makes the contents of 
²ƘŜƭŀƴΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ Ψ{ƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ 9ƴƎŀƎŜŘ !ǊǘΩ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ 
Ƨǳǎǘ Ψ!ǊǘΩ ƻǊ Ψ¸ƻǳǘƘ ǿƻǊƪΩΚ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ǎǘŀƎŜǎ 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǿƻǊƪΣ ǘƘŜ ΨŀǊǘΩ ǎŜŜƳed to 
be present in products such as murals or 
ƛƴǎǘŀƭƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƳŀŘŜ ōȅ ƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ōȅ wƛŀƭǘƻΩǎ ȅƻǳƴƎ 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƭŀȅ ƛƴ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ΨǊŜŀƭ 
learning which will empower them, not just 
ǎŀǘƛǎŦȅ ǘƘŜƳ ŜŀŎƘ ǿŜŜƪ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜƳ ŎƻƳƛƴƎΩ 
όпрύΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ w¸t 5ƛǊŜŎǘƻǊΩs words. It was as 
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time passed and relationships of trust became 
stronger that the collaborative art material 
emerged: existing power relations between 
artist, young people and youth workers, the 
members of ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅΚ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ. As if 
moulding or re-shaping them, they created 
and carefully maintained new parallel relations 
of trust which allowed more power relations to 
become visible between them and the project 
director, Gardaí (police), audiences, artists, 
education and funding bodies, the media, the 
ŀǊǘ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀƴŘ ŀǊǘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨŀǊǘΩ ǿŀǎ ǘƘǳǎ ƛƴ 
the continuous and slow-paced collective 
recognition of power relations and in the 
parallel creation of relations of trust. Some of 
these relations transformed, some did not, and 
this had a lot to do with how their work was 
made available for the public.  

 

I propose the reader visit TEN as an exhibition 
experiment (following Basu and Macdonald, 
2007) that makes visible the invisible; a sort of 
laboratory in which 'visitors, curators, objects, 
technologies, institutional and architectural 
spaces are brought into relation with each 
other with no sure sense of what the result will 
be' (2). The content of the book, the story, 
recounts how the ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅΚ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ 
made the personal and private available for 
the public only after deep discussion, engaging 
in a trial-and-error method, and turning those 
discussions into the substance of their 
collective artistic work. At a different level, the 
book itself is an attempt to render visible what 
for many years ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ΨƛƴǾƛǎƛōƭŜΩ ǘƻ ǿƛŘŜǊ 
audiences. In this way, TEN reveals a politics of 
collaboration and authorship at play in 
exhibitions and publicationsτtechnologies 
that define who and what the public is, and 
therefore key sites for the transformation of 
those definitions. If the contents of the story 
told in TEN refer to an endeavour that was 
definitely collaborative, authored by different 
assemblages of people and institutions such as 
the ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅΚ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ (Ch. 2), the 
story and the book that contains it are not: 

Whelan is both the story-ǘŜƭƭŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪΩǎ 
publisher. In this way, she recovers, as it were, 
her identity as artist, acknowledging that while 
others contributed, it is she who had the last 
say. In the book she recuperates the authority 
she gave up by not making public this work as 
an individual artist and author, an issue she 
ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ψ!Ǌǘ 
ǿƻǊƭŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴκǊŜǎƛŘŜƴŎŜΩ 
(206-212).  

 

But if authorship marks a clear limit to 
collaboration, specificity creates conditions for 
further conversation. Whelan states that TEN 
'represents a specific journey in a specific 
context at a specific time, during which a 
collaborative practice' (17) grew between her 
as an artist and RYP, but in the same spirit of 
the series of projects it accounts for, TEN 
presents material for dialogue, an attempt to 
ǎƘŀǊŜ ΨǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ-ōŀǎŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΩ όмуύ ŀƴŘ 'to 
open up new conversations in [her] own field 
and across sectors' (244). I would add that 
these conversations may also take place across 
ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΣ ƛƴ ǎǇƛǘŜ ŀƴŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ¢9bΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ 
local ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΥ ¢ƘŜ ōƻƻƪΩǎ ŦƛǾŜ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊǎ 
describe successive stages of the work that 
began in 2004, when Whelan had her first 
residence at Studio 468 in Rialto. This was 
soon after she had finished her HDip 
Community Arts Education Degree (30) at the 
National College of Art and Design, Dublin, 
ǿƘŜǊŜ ǎƘŜ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ¢9bΩǎ 
publication as the Joint Course Coordinator of 
the MA in Socially Engaged Art. Indeed, I feel 
inspired by and identify with ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅΚ 
CollectiveΩǎ ǎƭƻǿ-paced exhibition strategies 
and their advocacy for engaged audiences 
(described in detail in chapters 3 and 4) and by 
²ƘŜƭŀƴΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǎǘƻǊȅ-telling. My reading 
of TEN was full of evocations from my own 
practice as an anthropologist that was trained 
and worked in the Colombian context, but who 
is now in the process of obtaining a PhD in the 
UK. I regard this book as a useful tool for 
anthropologists, sociologists and social 
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geographers (particularly, but not limited to 
ǘƘŜ ΨŀǇǇƭƛŜŘΩ ōǊŀƴŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜǎύΣ ŀǎ 
well as for artists, art educators, museum 
professionals, policy makers, NGO workers and 
grass-roots activists, social and youth workers 
(also I look forward to a Spanish-translated 
version). It provides a hopeful and honest 
insight for those who, like me, believe in the 
need for action that involves institutions 
similar to those TEN and Whelan talk about, 
but who are also aware of the limits to 
transformation inherent to institutional 
structures and to any socially engaged 
approach.  
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The topics of death and grieving have gradually 
gained more traction in the public eye as 
ŘŜōŀǘŜǎ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŘŜŀǘƘΩ 
in the case of organ donation and ongoing 
anxieties surrounding euthanasia for those 
suffering from terminal illness dominate public 
discourse (Lock, 2002; Sharp, 2006). These 
discussions take place against the backdrop of 
a globalized world, where the ethics 
surrounding the public mediation of death 
become more important in an era of rapidly 
disseminated images and videos through the 
Internet. Mediating and Remediating Death is 
the second volume in an interdisciplinary 
series examining the media constructions of 
death and dying, materiality and issues of 
temporality.  The collaborating authors are 
academics from a variety of institutions, but 
predominantly centred in Denmark and 
Finland, with contributions from the United 
States and tƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ YƛƴƎŘƻƳΦ ¢ƘŜ ǾƻƭǳƳŜΩǎ 
strengths lie in its examination of how the 
assemblages of death are portrayed and 
practiced in news articles, television and radio, 
social media and online forums, reconfiguring 
ideas about a secular afterlife.  

 

Many of the arguments presented in the book 
centre on Marshall McLǳƘŀƴΩǎ ƻŦǘ ŎƛǘŜŘ ŎƭŀƛƳ 
that 'the medium is the message'. With this 
theory, McLuhan introduced the idea that 
media forms have changed the environment in 
which we live, and subsequently changed our 
interaction with those environments. Building 
on McLǳƘŀƴΩǎ ƛŘŜŀΣ Mediating and 
Remediating Death explores the impact of a 
variety of media formats on the construction 
of death and dying in various local 
communities and transnational groups.  

 

Essentially, McLuhan argued that media forms 
alter our perception of the world, and as a 
result, we adapt to this new reality. The idea is 
taken up in a few ways in this collection of 
essays. In his ethnography of ghost hunters in 
Gettysburg, Daugbjerg argues that scientific 
language and reconfigured media sources 
work together to alter realities. Ghost hunters 
remediated the sound signals of a radio box, 
interpreting them as voices from the afterlife, 
and assembled the snippets of sound into a 
new narrative of reality. Kristensen and 
Mortensen analyse the speed that information 
was disseminated after the death of Muammar 
Gaddafi, as well as the inability to censor 
images and information regarding his death, to 
argue that the internet has led to a shift in 
what information is considered ethical for 
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public consumption. The rapid proliferation of 
amateur images depicting the suffering 
without the ability to confirm the 
circumstances surrounding the events 
reinforces the same tension between a created 
and actual reality explored by Daugbjerg. 
Together, both examples illustrate how media 
alters landscapes of reality, and our reactions 
to them, and demonstrate McLǳƘŀƴΩǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ 
premise. 

 

The arguments in this collection of essays 
coalesce around additional key points. First, 
that media alters temporalities, 'establishing 
relations with the dead without being present 
in the same space-time continuum' 
(Christensen & Sandvik, 2014b, p. 1).  Second, 
that media creates a specific kind of 'cultural 
reality' (2014b, p. 4) in online spaces, in ethical 
approaches to violent subject matter, in the 
ways that reality is created, co-created, and 
mediated through the filters of audiences, and 
in the acts of witnessing and re-witnessing 
death and dying across time. Third, authors 
introduce the concept of object-as-media, 
arguing that objects can also function like 
media and extend the idea of personhood 
beyond physical embodiment. Objects can 
include the skill of spear-throwing that is 
manifest in the spears assembled in Papua 
New Guinea (Rasmussen, 2014), or can refer to 
those materials that enable an essential self to 
live on in perpetuity through online platforms 
or in news clippings or other forms of media 
(Christensen & Sandvik, 2014a; Haverinen, 
2014; Pennington, 2014; Schorr, 2014). Finally, 
media can simultaneously validate and call into 
question the facts surrounding death and 
dying through the contested interpretation of 
sound or ambiguous sources, tensions that are 
explored by both Daugbjerg and Kristensen & 
Mortensen.  

 

Many of the articles discuss the ways that 
media blurs the boundaries between life and 

death peripherally.  For example, the acts of 
witnessing and re-witnessing the death of 
others ς whether through the proliferation of 
online images of suffering, as explored by 
Knudsen in the death of Muammar Gaddafi, or 
the distribution of the charred bodies of 
Tibetan monks explored by Warner, or the 
memorialisation of Sniper Alley in Sarajevo on 
YouTube analyzed by Knudsen ς  all point to 
the transgression of temporal and spatial 
boundaries. Viewers can access these events 
again and again, reliving them through media, 
collapsing the boundaries of space and time. 

 

Furthermore, examining the effect of media on 
death ς whether violent and sudden or the 
result of a long illness ς opens fascinating 
questions about how life and a secular afterlife 
have been reshaped. Essays dealing with these 
questions are the strongest in the collection. 
Contributors examine online spaces such as 
Facebook or the virtual world of Second Life 
that create areas for grieving and bend 
temporalities to allow the personhood of the 
deceased to continue to influence others even 
after death.  Grieving friends and families can 
remain connected to deceased individuals by 
continually interacting in these spaces, either 
by sending messages to the deceased as 
explored by Haverinen, Warner, and 
Pennington, or by leaving gifts at the graves of 
children, as illustrated by Christensen and 
Sandvik. Afterlife is here reconfigured through 
the use of the subjunctive mode in describing 
these practices, a process of repeatedly asking 
'what if' when imagining what the life of the 
deceased would have been if they had not 
died (pg. 261). As the authors show, the 
subjunctive mode influences the daily 
practices of mourners in online forums as well 
as in cemeteries where parents of deceased 
children leave toys and decorations, turning 
ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀǾŜ ƛƴǘƻ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǇƭŀȅǎǇŀŎŜΣ ƻǊ ŀ 
cradle.  By doing so, they act in the subjunctive 
mode, as if the child had survived. Mourners 
blur the boundaries between life and death by 
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continuing to speak and practice as though the 
deceased were still alive, while simultaneously 
recognizing the loss of a life.    

 

The volume examines the effect of media on 
death with breadth of focus and significantly 
contributes to the study of death and dying in 
general. Contributors examine the changing 
ethics, landscapes of grief, temporalities, and 
extensions of personhood that occur through 
mediation and remediation. The breadth and 
depth of analysis included in the collected 
essays is comprehensive, providing an 
important resource for scholars in media 
studies, as well as anthropologies of death and 
dying.   
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CARING CULTURES/CULTURES OF CARE.  

AAI MEETING, MAYNOOTH, MARCH 2016 

WEEK OF 14TH
 MARCH 2016 

 

Keynote Speaker: Professor Arthur Kleinman, Department of Anthropology, Harvard University and 
Department of Social Medicine, Harvard Medical School. 

 

Care is infrastructural for human beings. Humans experience extreme dependency early in life, 
usually require at least some assistance at its end, and are likely to require periods of care in their 
middle years.  Nonetheless, while studies of technologies of care have a long intellectual history 
(especially in Nursing), care as such has not been central to classic analyses of social life.  

 

Feminist Philosophy and Moral Reasoning, however, engaged care in a serious intellectual way in the 
1980s, while the topic has also emerged as a significant policy and economic anxiety in 
ŘŜƳƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƎǊŀȅƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ŦƛŦǘŜŜƴ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻǊ ǎƻΦ  {ƛƴŎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ άŎŀǊŜέ Ƙŀǎ 
developed into both a cross-roads and a meeting place for very different critiques of the idea of the 
bounded, calculating and self-interested subject presumably at the heart of capitalist social 
formations. Care now positively structures everything from new politics, different economics, new 
forms of social analysis, genres of art and performance practice, and, indeed, a potentially lucrative 
area for capital investment. Concepts of care are located in environment/sustainability studies, 
conflict and human rights, mobility studies, equality studies, and multiple other sites. Still, there are 
few direct measures of formal care, and the number of studies of informal care-giving (while 
growing) remains significantly under-developed in comparison to its ubiquity in social life.  

 

This conference wishes to unpack the idea of care in both formal and informal settings through 
original theoretical and empirical studies. We seek an expansive understanding of this concept and 
invite papers from Anthropology, Sociology, Ethnomusicology, History, Economics, Nursing and other 
disciplines. We welcome proposals for both complete panels and for individual papers. 

Abstract: 350 words by December 1st to abstracts@anthropologyireland.org 
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