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Abstract

stte of young ists i
three contemporary Irish texts: Roddy Doyle’s The Snapper (1990), Edna O'Brien’s

Down by the River (1993) and Peter Mullan’s 2002 film, The Magdalene Sisters. All

young girls who, faced with have to make

decisions about having children—or, more often, choices are forced upon them—despite

the fact that they are still themselves. ions gest
toward the factthat young girls in Ireland have not yet been afforded the level of
citizenship to which they are entitled. During their pregnancies, the circumstances of
which are often hushed and denicd, they lack social and political power. Thus, not only
are the girls lost between the categories of child and woman, but their agency is lost
because of the precarious positions they hold. Their inability to demonstrate their rights

of citizenship represents Ireland's failure to “cherish the children of the nation equally™

a fundamental goal of ts original Proclamation as a Republic.
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Chapter One
Introduction

In Roddy Doyle’s A Star Called Henry young Henry Smart claims that, like his
mother before him-—who had had three children and several miscarriages by the time she
reached her early twenties—he never really was a child: there are no children in the
tenement slums of carly twentieth-century Dublin. Describing his mother’s years as a
‘newlywed, Henry claims that “she was a child of the Dublin slums, no proper child at all”
(5). Later, when he is presented with a draft of the Proclamation of the Republic, Henry’s
response elaborates on his carly denial of proper childhood: addressing his own pain and
the “pain of a million others” he insists that “there should be something in [the

" (97). Although he i

credence o the social i 3
children need and deserve a certain degree of special treatment and care. When he later
hears Pearse reading the Proclamation during the Easter Rising—it is quoted in the novel

exactly as the real-Jife Padraig Pearse would have read it—Henry swells with pride at the

textual

from hi ion: “The Republic g

il liberty [...] and declares it P

‘prosperity of the i ts parts, cherishing all the nation

equally ....]” (96, my emphasis).

Henry's ambivalence toward the concept of childhood is a cogent point of

departure in studying teenage pregnancy in the contemporary Irish texts I have chosen to




examine: Roddy Doyle’s 1990 novel The Snapper, Edna O Brien’s 1993 novel Down by
the River and Peter Mullan’s 2002 film The Magdalene Sisters. While A Star Called
Henry is set at the beginning of the twentieth century—when the 1916 Rising and the
War of Independence brought with them the dawn of Irish nationhood—my three primary
texts also situate themselves in significant moments of Irish political history: The Snapper
is set in 1990’s Dublin, right before the economic boom of the Celtic Tiger; the events of
"Down by the River transpire in rural 1990 Ireland, in the heat of the abortion debate
ignited by the X case;' and The Magdalene Sisters, set in the carly 1960°s, takes place

during the years in which Ireland struggled with economic isolation as a result of its

separation from Britain. Two of the texts are fictional renderings of actual historical

events in recent Irish history: Down by the River is a fictionalized account of the 1992 X
case, and The Magdalene Sisters retells the stories of some of the women who were
incarcerated in the Magdalene asylums run by the Catholic Church in the twentieth

in them often come

century. As these texts transform fact into fiction, the characters
alive as much as the real-life histories the selections attempt to fictionalize. For this
reason, it sometimes seems as f my analysis of the texts slides between fiction and the

reality represented. However, it must be emphasized that in their fluid representations of

real-life events, the texts demand such flexibility in analyss.
‘The three texts studied here prominently feature young girls who, faced with

unwanted pregnancies, are forced to make choices about having children—or, more often,

n 1992, on on a 14 pe P
ravellng to England o have an aborton,



choices are forced upon them—despi

the fact that they are still largely considered

children themselves. In a reflection of Henry Smart's uncertainty towards childhood, the

in ied here all hold precri i their

[
patriarchal society, but also because they are physically mature enough t0 reproduce

to handle this physical

maturation. In their they are forced to face not ftting

in anywhere. They are lost in between the categories of child and woman. They are
forced to face the dangers of not fitting in anywhere. Further, any agency to which they
‘might be entitled is lost because of the ambiguous positions that they hold. As aresult,
they have absolutely no social or political power, and are unable to speak up against their

attackers.

While i i itrary age
distinctions between children and adults,” for the purposes of this dissertation I use the
theories of childhood posited by political philosopher Marc Jans, who views the
distinction between child and adult as fluid and ambiguous (34). Other child scholars

agree that childhood, as well as ts definition, is impossible to fully understand or

I of Childhood entitled *When a child is not a child, and

other conceptual hazards of childhood studies,” Danicl Thomas Cook writes that he finds

a“tension, and perh on” between “identifying (] multipl
differentiated childhoods from a position which must i e at least

weor 18
(UNICER)




[

one perspective on childhood” (9). If I were not bound by the limits of a Master's thesis,

T would i i ictions. 1 would also

attempt how. itions of girls i porary work

fix the selections as important representations, and active parts, of  changing Irish

society. H of childhood is on ifting terrain, in the
texts studied here I examine instances where characters ar treated like and regarded as
children, regardless of age. The young girls studied tend not to it the standard

definitions, or (as in the case of The Snapper’s Sharon Rabbitte) the arbitrary measures,

of childhood.

At such precarious points of maturation, the girls within the texts studied here do

not know how to handle their pregnancies. Families are equally unsure. However, the

e Church

those limits present further difficulties for the female protagonists. Kathryn Conrad
attempts to explain uncertainty towards unintended pregnancy in her article “Fetal

Ireland: National Bodies and Political Agency.” She claims that in Ireland, unplanned

[..]asereen onto ies of others
are projected” (166). Teenage pregnancy causes such anxiety because it typically occurs

by accident; and yet, the tensi

is further exacerbated because of the girls’ ambiguous

status as part-child, part-woman. As a result,circumstances around the pregnancies,

including the inci I assault th 4 ies to begin with,

are hushed, repressed and covered up. The politics of this denial raise interesting

what i for young mothers Treland: what rights




do these characters have in a country whose laws are firmly anti-abortion? What agency
can pregnant child characters have in determining the course of their own lives? What do
textual situations that deny young women the freedom of choice say about a nation that

underlined the importance of cherishing its children in its original Proclamation as a

Republic?

In Roddy Doyle’s novel The Snapper,* young Sharon Rabbitte becomes pregnant
as the result of a drunken encounter with her father's best friend in the parking lot of the:

ocal bar; she stops to say hello, and Mr. Burgess takes advantage of her highly incbriated

state by i with i ize what s happening.

When she breaks the news but refuses to reveal the identity of the father, her parents

accept th ion and agree that they will help her rai ild, but rumours begin to

fly as she ject of scom in for

“illegitimate” child. The confused behaviour of her family and friends, which works in
tandem with humour to elide serious issues, suggests an anxiety towards Sharon’s in-
between state, which is connected to Sharon’s own disquictude. Since all these

ambivalent behaviours and unsettling absences occur in a novel primarily about the

‘Sharon, they ically connected to her in-between

state. Chapter Two of this thesis will examine how Sharon’s predicament demonstrates

? Currenty is e i gl in Ireand. However,

sontine o b, irmly ant-aborton.

of the 1993 film i
e made explici.



that

of action hilds

In Down by the River, Edna O"Brien adapts the facts of the 1992 X case into the
fictional story of 14-year-old Mary MacNamara, who i raped and impregnated by her

widowed father. In a feverish attempt to escape the fate that awaits her i

a country
whose laws are strictly anti-abortion, Mary tries to drown herself in a river near her home
but i rescued by a neighbour. After Mary explains her predicament—carefully leaving

out the identity of her rapist—the nci

lbour arranges for them to travel to England so that
Mary can have a legal abortion. When they are presented with a court injunction,
however, Mary is pressured to return o Ireland, where she becomes the focal point of a

nationwide debate about her si

ion. Surrounded by people who want to control her
rather than to help her—both pro-life and pro-choice factions exploit her situation in the
hopes of achieving their own ends, instead of giving her the love she needs as a child—
her anxiety grows as time continues to run ou. Finally, at the end of the novel, she

‘miscarries and nature “solves” her problem for her. The failure of the novel’s characters

1o provide Mary duty of fail
terms of her own pregnancy and thus leads to an important examination of children’s

citizenship in Treland today. of the X case into

girlsin Ireland i their i participate in making
important decisions about thir lives. Chapter Three argues that O'Brien uses the
‘empathy involved in adaptation to forward and demand change in the arena of children’s

rightsin Ireland.



The Magdalene Sisters tells the story of four young Irish women incarcerated in
one of the Magdalene asylums established by the Catholic nuns of the Order of the Sisters
of Mercy in the 1880's. Instituted to provide places where prostitutes might redeem
themselves through penitence and hard work—doing laundry for the profit of the
institution but usually for no personal pay-—the function of the asylums was extended to
redeem young women and girls who had become pregnant outside of marriage or had
reported being the victims of rape. Often, these young women were deemed “100 pretty”
or fliratious, or had behaved in a way “thought to be offensive to the sensibilites of
right-thinking, God-fearing Irish men and women” (McKiernan 29). Set in the outskirts
of Dublin from 1964-1968, The Magdalene Sisters is a fictionalized rendering of survivor

Humphries’s 1998 document Cold Climate, and

thus depicts a very real experience for the more than 30,000 women that have been held

in jeman 29). Survivors have attested that they were the

vitims of “ritual humiliation, corporal and mental punishment and a brutal regime of

discipline  within the laundries (McK 9). Remarkably, says

McKieman, the last laundry di il 1996—2 y spartheid was
formally dismantled in South Africa™ (29). James Smith notes that the Sisters of Our
Lady of Charity of Refuge officially announced that the institution was closing because

the laundries were “no longer commercially viable” (“7he Magdalene Sisters™ 153).

‘Though the characters in The Magdalene Sisters represent conflations of evidence
from different institutions and eras, by inventing a meeting of the four girls at the same

asylum in 1964, Mullan is faithful to history but brings what could be the story of any




popt
child outside of marriage), Margaret (who reports that she has been raped by a cousin),

Crispl ally unstable and also bears a child at a young age) and Bemadetie

(an orphaned schoolgirl thought to be too fond of fliting)—work together to demonstrate

Mullan’s fictional account of historic injustice. i forced upon these.

characters at the beginning of the film, by the end all four young girls fight back against
the religious authorities that have imprisoned and abused them. However, individual
agency falls back upon itself, and frecdom for the girl is only achieved when they work
together. Chapter Four argues that the failure of the characters” individual acts
demonstrates that agency for the Magdalene girls and young girls in Ireland in general

necds in order to achieve a future si different from the past.

1.1 Scholarly significance

The Snapper (1990), Down by the River (1993), and The Magdalene Sisters (2002)

still

have inspired much scholarly attention, but they are also recent enough that there is

space for new discussion. Studies of my primary texts have focused on religion (Brereton
2008), incest (St. Peter 2000), identity (Lindahl-Raittila 2006), forced labour (James

2003), community (McKiernan 2008), and moth i Ingman 2007)

While Linden Peach (2004) and Mary McGlynn (2005) have both addressed the issue of
‘motherhood in the works of Roddy Doyle, and Sophia Hillan (2006) has addressed the

abortion debate in Edna O'Brien’s 1990's trilogy, no one has yet explored the issue of



children having children in said texts. In fact, very little scholarly work has been

blished ¢ rights in any work of porary rish fiction. In the
introduction to a 2009 special edition of Eire-lreland, editors Maria Luddy and James M.

Smith note that even though the last twenty-five years have “witnessed a series of social,

political, and sexual controversies with children at their very center” as well as a pattem
of cultural production that has been dominated by representations of Irish childhood, the

study of Irish children and childhood is a still-nascent field of inquiry (5-6).

More particularly, very litle scholarly attention has been paid to teenage pregnancy
and the agency and rights of young mothers in contemporary Irish literature. Philip Tew
(1999) and Patrick Crotty (2005) have both written on children, and Jane Elizabeth
Dougherty (2007) and Kelly J.5. McGovern (2009) have written important aricles on the
disconnection between girl and woman within Irish literary girlhood, but as of yet there

has been no sustained scholarly engagement of the way teenage pregnancy has been

represented in Irish cultural production. This gap in the scholarship is notable,

considering the extent to which child pregnancy occurs in Irish fiction and film in the

the abuse of young

latter part of i period rife

mothers and child pregnancy.* The 1992 X case and the 1996 closing of the last

in Dublin were part sensational ively stirred

d \edia attention in the na

s capital. In

light of such events, the time is ripe for scholarly research in the arena of children’s.

rights. Further, there i indeed, a der ed need—to g

including Margo Harkin's 1990 film Hush-o- Bye Baby and Maeve Binchy's “Shepherd's Bus




way such i dealt with i There i

ights of girls who, i not quite
‘adults, hold a unique position. This thesis attempts to enter that room of inquiry, albeit

with a necessarily limited scope,

Jane Elizabeth Dougherty cites the work of Lady Gregory, Eilis Ni Dhuibhne and

Nuala O°Faolain to demonstrate the “inaccessibility” of the Irish girlhood experience

(59). a national literature that demonstrates no shortage of novels

depicting Irish boyhood, she claims there is a “di ion” between girl and woman

that is a “hallmark of the Irish literary girlhood” (52). However, the texts I will explore in
the following chapters suggest that there is no longer such a strong binary between “girl”
and “woman” in Irish cultural production. The boundaries between these categories have

who are havis themselves.

‘Whereas Dougherty and McGovern argue that Irish girlhood remains unwritten, | argue
that the ambiguous stage between girl and woman in Irish fiction and film is in need of

scholarly attention.

12 Theoretical framework: Children having children

To date, there has been no extended scholarly engagement of the rights of Irish
girls who hold the precarious position of part-child, part-adult. As Luddy and Smith

suggest, the study of children and childhood is only beginning in Ireland, though in other

i i exists in Fortunately, there



has been wide-ranging analysis of Irish women’s rights, which has proven useful in my
research (Conrad 2001; Ingman 2007; St. Peter 2007). Because the characters [ have
chosen to study do not fit neatly into either category of child or woman, I will use theories

of both children’s rights and women’s rights.

For the purposes of this dissertation, childhood will be defined by drawing upon
sociologist Mare Jans's theoretical reading of childhood as a symbolic construction. In
“Children as Citizens: Towards a Contemporary Notion of Childhood Participation,” Jans
concludes that childhood itself s a phenomenon that has been socially constructed in the
st several centuries; prior to this, children were considered different from adults only in
that they occupied the period of human growth at which development occurs most

rapidly. In the past 350 years, ho cholars began to discuss childhood i

stage of life and childhood as a social construction has been taken apart and reconstructed

in a variety of ways (Jans 32). Currently, intemational debates about children'’s rights

primarily focus upon the societal paticpation of children as rights-bearing citizens (g

27). Jans writes that today, the childhood years present an ambivalent realty because

hilds with care and protection but are si motivated o

assert themselves as autonomous individuals (27). Despite their dependency and need for
protection, Jans claims that children must be able to have some control over the decisions

made about their own lives (40-41).



‘The scholarship of women’s rights in Ireland is much more developed than

theories of ip." that the lack of repr for

‘women in Ireland shows that the nation has not yet permiticd women the agency to which

they are entitled (Conrad 160; Hackett 111). Irish abortion laws are among the strictest

in Europe (Side 34). By denying women the freedom of reproductive choice, Ireland
demonstrates that it does not permit full rights of citizenship to females. Claire Hackett
demands these rights be made real: “the right and ability to make real choices about

[their] lives: [their) ferilty, [their] sexuality, childcare, the means to be independent and

all the areas in which [they) are currently denied autonomy and dignity” (111).
Unfortunately, Ireland’s full i itizenship to women shows that
there is a vast distance (o be covered  notion of ci is granted to

pregnant girls who have not even reached the full status of “woman.”

till, the emergence of childhood studies in the Irish context is one step toward the

achievement of this goal. In the following chapters, 1 will show how contemporary Irish

fiction and film reflect the need for further exploration and engagement of the topic of

rights and citi i children il in Ireland. , the texts
offer an imagined approach to ehild citizenship, but such imagined possibiltes are

ious at best ives, which hild citizenship, are like Jans's

theory in that they can only go so far in promoting empathy for children and ensuring that

including

Modern Irland),
7 poland, Mal i ide 34)




children’s right they may be ted. Ultimately,

ereated in the world outside theories and fictive texts.



Chapter Two
‘The In-Between Posi Rabbitte: Anxiety and Ambi in
The Snapper

In his article “Roddy Doyle: From Barrytown to the GPO,” Brian Donnelly

suggests that the lack of expli

drama related to Sharon's pregnancy is a sign of the
progressive spirit of 1990's Ireland (20-21). According to Donnelly, her family's
pragmatic response is indicative of Ireland’s move toward secularization (20-21). Indeed,

the Rabbi hich 1l Doyle's s not overly

religious, and when Sharon becomes pregnant, her parents are more concerned with
father and maintaining soci i ith the fact that her

pregnancy will not be sanctioned by the church. But because “saving fice” is essential

for both Sharon and her parents," some critics question the degree to which the novel

progress. Although the ch: d with how the
church will feel about Sharon’s pregnancy, they are certainly worried about the opinions
of their friends and neighbours, which suggests that eligious sanctions on pregnancy
outside of marriage have trickled down and become embedded in social values. Michael

Cronin writes that Doyle’s work anticipates the liberalization of Ireland in the 1990's but

it the “emerge ? and social
issues” cannot be taken for granted (44). In the chapter to follow, I will examine the

critical reception of The Snapper, which underlines the novel s simultaneous acceptance
‘and mistrust of the modern spirit of “New Ireland.” Then, I willinterrogate the way that

* Embarrassed,
his daughter hasaffected his socia rlations at the pub.

14




the opposing spirits of progression and regression are linked to Sharon’s child-state in the

novel. This analysis will lead into the main argument of the chapter: the ambivalent and

fused behaviour of The s

towards Sharon’s in-between state at the onset of her pregnancy, as well as towards the

f children who have children in cont Ireland.

Literary critic Dermot McCarthy uses the characters of Bimbo (Jimmy's best
friend) and Veronica (Sharon's mother) to show Ireland’s reluctance to adopt liberal

attitudes outside of marriage si y are “suddenly

convenient” (62). Though both characters are supportive of Sharon, they certainly.

question the “new ways” represented by her actions. ~First, when Bimbo hears about

‘Sharon’s Tocal pub, he asks Jimmy ill get married as a
result of her condition. Jimmy’s response underlines his awareness that he is living in

changing

"No[..] Why should she? They"ve more cop-on these days. Would you

‘get married if you were tha” age again these days?” (Doyle 203). But Bimbo claims that,
despite contemporary liberal atitudes toward pregnancy, if he found himself in Sharon’s
position he actually “probably would” get married (203). Veronica is likewise hesitant to

adopt any new social stance: alone one day with her husband, she asks him whether he

thinks they should tell their younger chi B id was wrong” (189).
Again, Jimmy tries to show that he is a man of modern views, responding that “Times've
changed, Veronica” (189). Veronica s steadfast and quickly counters, “But do we have

10 keep up with them?” (189). McCarthy hints that such determination to hold onto social

ly changed has Ji think.



Similarly, Cronin writes that The Snapper is therefore “neither naive nor wishful in

‘assuming that social chs il " (50). s pr by this

in the tensi hoose between
the “old ways” and the new.

Despite the novels tension, though, humour plays a large role in 7he Snapper,

‘which leads McGlynn to conclude that the text has a dark underbelly. She claims that,

h The Snapper gl fous i ted

(“Pregnancy, Privacy, and Domesticity” 151). Overall, the novel’s humour has been both

lebrated and critiized:
Smyth calls the novel’s humour its “feel-good factor” (73), but Dermot McCarthy,
Michael Cronin and Linden Peach all agree with McGlynn that there are sombre
undertones hiding beneath comic appearances in the novel and its adaptation into film.
McCarthy writes that the absence of a moral perspective in the novel overshadows the
story and “fracturefs] its comic patina” (59); Cronin wonders whether such a serious topic

as teenage pregnancy resulting from sexual assault can “lend itself to comic treatment

without raising questions about the ethical nature of the enterprise” (44); and Peach points

o the way st and religious di par ic factors to

‘work against women’s rights in Ireland, denying women access to birth control and

abortion (“Mater Dolorosa” 153). Written at a time when these issues were gaining

‘prominence, Peach claims that “the novel treats Sharon’s situation and decision to have

the child somewhat lightly” (*Mater Dolorosa” 153). Thus, although some critics have



taken Doyle’s use of humour at face value, most have read it as a technique that cither

incites or elides analysis of the deeper issues being signalled by it.

MeGlynn examines the way that Sharon herself uses humour in the novel, making
light of her situation and muting her sense of violation by concocting a story about a
Spanish sailor to deflect suspicion from Burgess, because affairs in Barrytown are never
secret or private (Narratives of Class 106). Sharon’s refusal to name her attacker is a
‘common reaction to rape,” but Barrytown’s overall tendency to deflect, repress and deny
suggests that there s a deeper significance to Sharon’s cover-up. For her to make her

identifying the father i than the ones

already being asked in Barrytown, bringing additional attention 10 circumstances that
already have people talking. Sharon wants to avoid the awkward and painful feclings that
arise when she thinks and talks about these circumstances, and so she uses humour to
distort them. But McGlynn argues that the “jocularity” of the Hikers' pub where Sharon

tells her story is “forced” (Narratives of Class 108). White offers a contrasting

perspective, claiming novel’ not deny truth way
of dealing with it (77); however, the lack of explicit acknowledgement of the existence of
sexual assault in the novel leads me to think otherwise. In a community where there is
almost no such thing as the private sphere, relationships are indeed acted out according to
accepted public behaviours. As McGlynn writes, the novel thus becomes “a critique of an

Irish society grounded in familiarity without intimacy” (“Pregnancy, Privacy, and

Domestcity” 150). ‘nature of interactions i s family is

’ than twenty per e
the assault 0 authorites 9).



not that different from the lively banter between her and her friends at the Hikers' pub,
credence s given to McGlynn's argument for a collective Barrytown identity that has no
room for privacy.

“The dark underbelly of humour and the performance of accepted public
behaviours in The Snapper are linked to the way prescribed gender roles are perpetuated

by the novel. Burgess’s beliefin power differentials between men and women is brutally

‘manifested through his sexual assault of Sharon. But criti her, more subtle

behaviours that underline Burgess's belief that men and women should behave according

10 their gender. His conviction that women physical and sexual

by shown through his assault of Sharon—is extended such that he believes

women should show verbal subservience as well. When Sharon confronts Burgess at his

house, taking him to task about the rumours he has been spreading about her—*You said

T was a ride. Didn't yeh? [..] You got your hole, didn’t yeh?”

Burgess reddens and
“snaps] his eyes shut” because “he hatefs] hearing women using the language he usels]”
(Doyle 223). Cronin notes that when Burgess flinches at Sharon’s words the double
standard he has created for men and women reveals the “dangerous duplicity of
[Barrytown's] moral majority” (50). In a novel that, on the surfuce, seems to demonstrate
the liberal atttude of “New Ireland,” such gender stereotyping keeps any progressiveness

atbay,

Gender stercotypes i the novel are also perpetuated through the special attention

en to male characters, despite the fict that they are not central to the story. Doyle

openly admits that although Sharon i the novels main character, a preoceupation with

18



Jimmy gradually overtook him throughout the writing process (White 154). The result
has been that many critcs read the novel less as a story of the sexual assault and
pregnancy of a young girl than as a depiction of the “conflict between a daughter about to
create a new life and a father who increasingly feels marginalized both at home and

‘among his mates” (Donnelly 21). McGlynn nsists that Doyle’s focus on Jimmy

“eclipsefs]” the ci Sharon’s pregnancy and her willingness to

it Tass 99). In shifting attenti

does injustice to Sharon as well as to the questions related to women's rights
both her sexual violation and the resulting pregnancy.

Roddy Doyl has himself acknowledged the ethical issues raised by Burgess's
violation of Sharon. In a 1996 interview, he claimed that his intention in writing The

‘Snapper was 1o leave the circumstances of the protagonist’s sexual assault open o

en 1 was writing the book, I didn’t want to encroach too much. 1
‘wanted it 10 be lefl up to the reader. Legally, in Ireland, it is not a rape,
ul!honuh T believe in some states in the States [sic] it is a rape. | wouldn't

mally consider it a rape. 1 do believe that [George Burgess] behaved
Yoy vocagly In (aing advantage of udrnk woman. But, ageindoes
‘make it illegal? Where do you step from immorality t0 llegality? I wanted
the circumstances from her memory to be really scedy and awful with this
yawning big hole of embarrassment .. I suspeet that this s not the first
time she has had sex against the car [sic] when she has been drunk. (White
150-151)

Gerry Smyth lauds Doyle’s ability to “open meaning up rather than close it down” by

allowing the reader to come to hi lusions about Sharon’

refuses the

The Snapper; having partof



notion of a single vision of moden Irish society” and contributes to an understanding of
Ireland as a community in flux—*a conclave of voices and visions™ (67). But McGlynn

reads a danger in “ceding control o the text to the multipicity of voices in Barrytown,”

most of which d ious sues presented by the

novel (“Pregnancy, Privacy, and Domesticity” 155-156). Overall, reviewers of both the

novel and the film have either neglected to broach the ssue of pointed to
Sharon’s culpability. McGlynn is shocked at the number of movie reviews that detracted
from the issue of rape by citing Sharon’s drunkenness and perccived availability, deeming
her actions a “mistake” and a “seduction” (Narratives of Class 107). McGlynn suggests
that interpretations of the novel that claim Sharon has ot been raped threaten to undo

recent work in the arena of women’s rights in Ireland.'”

Several critis have al ibility of abor " Jletel

absent from the text. When Jimmy asks Sharon if she will “keep” the baby, her response
i, “There’s no way I'd have an abortion [...] Abortion’s murder” (Doyle 150). Her

parents’ responses express their approval of her choice: *You're right” [..] ‘Itis o

course™ (150). White notes that this attitude is peculiar, considering that Sharon’s family

and Sharon herself
& s part: °..]
rough-— jutopen” (155) made leare n e i,
version of The Snapper, ine, it qi o
s, when she
i

ishow i (185, She

Sightof i Yvome

i 3 o (193), In

Burgess had she been sober.



). Further, Peach

‘points out that in light of changing attitudes in Dublin in the 1990, the choice of
abortion would not have been difficult to argue from a social point of view, given “the
flcts of the rape, [Sharon’s] age and her economic circumstances” (“Mater Dolorosa™

153" i ion of the abortion i i 10 the widely

that perhaps Irish society is not “progressing” as quickly as some would like to think.

2.1 Sharon: Child or adult?

“The paradox in the novel that simultancously suggests progression and regression
is related to Sharon’s in-between state at the onset of her pregnancy: she is neither an
innocent litle girl nor has she fully entered adulthood. But what does make Sharon’s
‘sexual assault and consequent pregnancy particularly ripe for analysisis that, despite the
book's disclosure that Sharon is twenty years old, she s stillin many ways very much a

child. Up to now, some critics have acknowledged this child-status of Sharon's,” though

Tk ” s view. In

1983
ity vote. Asa el Arce 4033,
Constiaion on 7 October 1983 sni
o
e o
B,
I McGily sees
betweenchikd i parent substute” ("regaancy, Privacy,and Domesticty” 143) Peach compares

mmuwmxurmxmxmrmwm 153); both Cronin and White read the
novel s abi
(Cronin $758; White 69,




10 one has yet analyzed it in terms of her sexual assault and the way her rights as a child

interweave with her rights as a woman.

Although in th interview Doyle claims th

episode with Burgess “is not the first time [Sharon] has had sex against the car [sic] when
she has been drunk”™—which would signal many critis to argue that she has already

entered adulthood—Sharon’s emotional maturity has yet to catch up with her physically

(White 151). George Burgess tellingly ¥ imself:in the
scene where she confronts him in his front room, he offers her money, teling her 1o buy
“sweets” with it but quickly correcting himself o say “drinks” (Doyle 227). McGlynn

points out that Sharon never contemplates raising the child without her family, which is

“sweet, pendency Class 111). It
is both notable and paradoxical that Sharon is “adult” enough to come to a conclusion
about her own lack of adulthood. Clearly, she is not yet mature enough to raise a child on

her own, away from her family."

‘White and McCarthy take opposing sides in examining Sharon’s choice to remain

at h ite cla her careful way of orderi i “savvy” (65)

while McCs i ipulati ing (75)—but
this behaviour as if Sharon has already entered adulthood they miss the nuances that point

10 her status as a young girl in an in-between statc. McCarthy writes that when Sharon

w pper ni s ehild”
y i ¥

on the door of

(Cronin 58). writes Croni
world of childhood that her sistes] inhabit” (Cronin 58).
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threatens to leave home to “bring the curtain down” on Jimmy’s impersonation of a father
“wounded” by the immoral actions of his daughter, the “charade within a charade only
points up the empty moral bank balances of both characters” (76). But to weigh Jimmy
against Sharon in this manner is to compare apples and oranges. Jimmy is the middle-

aged father upon i Sharon i stll i per

Conversely, Sharon, who is twenty and stll living at home, gives no indication that she

has ever had a healthy rather, she is sill exploring

definition of what is indeed “moral.” McCarthy calls the pregnant Sharon “aggressive”

and narcissistic, denouncing her predilection for drunken escapades at the Hikers', but

Sharon’s i i i i ity (79).

And for allthe ethical opinions Jimmy and Veronica give Sharon about her behaviour, it
is telling that no one tris to stop her from going to the pub; maybe Veronica herself did
the same thing while pregnant with her own children, and she still might not realize the
dangers alcohol can pose to an unborn child. The possibiliy that such a lack of
‘awareness might exist within the Rabbitte family does not condone Sharon’s actions—it

could be argued that since she is physically old enough to reproduce, she should be

ly to face
inanew light. At times, Sharon’s manner of conduct demonstrates an assertive self-
‘awareness, such as her confrontation of George Burgess, but other instances undoubtedly

highlight her need for guidance.

“The fact that d Jimmy (an

development in the novel shows that maturation is not necessarily a final destination that



differentiates childhood from adulthood, but that it is rather a dynamic and continuous

ind adults. But this tendency to

process for

grow i and indi it

extra love, nurturing and guidance. Despite the agency we must afford children, it is still

s lives. Mare

Jans recognizes this social ambiguity as the “ambivalence of current childhood” and
concludes that scholars of childhood must understand this ambivalence as a social

‘phenomenon inherent in the maturation of the young (34). But because of this

ambivalence, Jans's applied. Maturity
and cach child's circumstances are different. Sharon is twenty, but she s stilla financial
dependent of her parents. Ths, she becomes representative of the challenge of
ambivalence presented by the intersection of children’s rights and children’s active
participation.

“The rest of this chapter wil rise questions about the roles played by both adults

‘and children in The Snapp g

‘anxicty towards Sharon’s in-between state. In the novel, this behaviour works in tandem
‘with humour in order to point to the way the text attempts to clide serious issues. This

suppression creates an overall anxiety connected to Sharon’s own disquietude. Since all

in a novel primarily about the

f Sharon, they

connected to her in-between

state. As a child (but at the

‘Sharon is at ads

quite a child) who s also bearing a child,

s citizenship. Her




‘ambivalent situation problematizes my use of theories from both arenas, because Sharon’s
situation cannot be fully applied to either of them. Jans’s theory of active participation

and Conrad'’s theory of inati tively deal i ‘women;

Sharon is i a position where she could be considered both of these, or neither. The
anxiety she feels and projects in the novel reflects that which is engendered when the

legal and theoretical boundaries in which we work do not encompass the circumstances in

which we . Justas

model of itizenshi not foolproof guides for all potential
scenarios—such as the one that arises for those girls who are in-between the categories of
child and woman), we know Sharon should assert her rights and identify her attacker, but

her situation is more complicated than that.

22 Wishy/washy c

adults

Sharon’s disjointed behaviour shows that her character does not undergo a steady

in the novel. Her d unsure; she is.

assertive and bold, but she constantly second-guesses herself and is casily influenced by
the opinions of others. Her ambivalence is related to her status as part-child, part-adult.

ther to

her child, she is unsure of the role she will fulfillin her own family once mother and

daughter come home from the hospital. At one point, she claims to have a desire to find

‘her own, but her action is simply a




twice about the way he has been judging and ignoring her. Her ploy is shrewd, but
adolescent. Doyle allows us to briefly hear her thoughts, which demonstrate that
although she is capable of putting on a show of false remorse, the intentions behind her
performance are those of an immature young gir:
She didn’t want to be by herself, looking after herself and the baby. She
‘wanted to stay here so the baby would have a proper family and the garden
‘and the twins and her mammy 10 look after it 50 she could go out
sometimes. She didn’t want to leave. (287)
‘Sharon knows that she still needs the support of the adults in her life. At the same time,

she still wants to “go out somefimes” and so does not want to give up what itle

independence she has.

isi
generally wrought from years of experience, her strategies of negotiation do not go
beyond her own home. When it comes to the wider community, Sharon is a bit of a

foll " ight i to which

she is affected by the opinions of others:

Soon everyone would know [...| She could nearly hear them.
~Sharon Rabbitte's pregnant, did yeh hear?

~Your one, St itte’s up the pole.
~Sharon Rabbitte’s havin’ a baby.
-1 don't believe yeh!

~Jesus! Are yeh seriou
~Who's she havin’ it for?
-1 don’t know.

~She won't say.

~She doesn’t know.

~That's shockin’.



Let’s see her gettin’ into those jeans now. (Doyle 206-207)

Notably, Sharon i that she d what

‘anyone thinks: she tells herself 1o “fuck them™ and stop worrying (Doyle 207). But her
ambivalence quickly takes control in the very next sentence, when she admits that she

cannot help but worry (207)."

y there is much i text
that suggests Sharon is uncertain about her pregnancy and the event that caused i; this
uncertainty leads to anxiety because she does not know how to proceed in her in-between
state. While reading a book about pregnancy in an attempt to identify the emotions she
might be fecling, Sharon adits that the only thing she really feels s “confused” (Doyle

160). When she is alone she cries, but simultancously keeps telling herself that she

“doesn’t care.” She admits she i of looking forward to being a mother” (304) but
at the same time she is “worried sick” (305). She makes sure o cat the exact foods
prescribed for her in her pregnancy book, yet she often goes to the pub to drink until she
i “pissed” (274). Even at the end of the novel,in the first moments she spends alone

‘with her new baby, it is unclear whether she is laughing or crying.

her neighbours and friends o contro her behaviour.
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‘The fact that Sharon’s devil- i there

is lying. i Her deep-seated fears
find i when she ing them, which
not cxly when she projecis her ow wotry oato butal

‘when she fitfully wakes from a dream about “having miscarriages” (Doyle 304). Ina
cold sweat, she recounts how “they all lived, hundreds of them, all red and raw and folded
over. All crawling all over her. And she lay there and more of them climbed out of her”
(304). OF course, it is norma for a pregnant woman (o fear the loss of her unborn baby,

but the di i iving miscari i reflects

Sharon’s own ambiguous position. Further, the lack of control suggested by her supine

position and the way i skin crawl p
inherent in her sexual assault. Justas she refuses o name her attacker, she also refuses
‘name the tiny foetuses, 5o that the reader s left to infer that they are indeed the intended
referent for the pronouns “them” and “they” (304). The anxiety of this dream induces
the same tension Sharon fel in her earlier vision of the neighbours who gossiped around

her bed.

Sharon’s heightened degree of worry about her pregnancy, paired with her
economic dependency and the extent to which she is influenced by others, gestures

towards her status as part-child and part-adult. Also, her inability t0 ask for help despitc

the fact that immature to
express her necds, tell the truth about what has happened to her, and demonsirate

resilience and the capacity for renegotiation—not only in her home, but also in her



community—despite the social changes that this new information would engender.

Whereas adulthood consists of demonstrating an ability to negotiate one’s social position

in . Sharon 4 her actions that she:
does not even consider disclosing the identity of her unborn childs father. Instead, she
refuses to tell anyone what has happened, despite her loneliness. Both near the beginning
and towards the end of her pregnancy, Sharon “wishe{s] she'd someone to talk (0" (Doyle
334). Her emotional immaturity is demonstrated by the fact that she has not formed any

ingfel ons wi her, including her family and friends:

d

She felt a bit lonely now. She’d have loved someone to talk to, o talk to
‘nonstop for about an hour, to tell everything to. But—and she was
realizing this now, really—there was 1o one like that. She’d loads of
friends but she only really knew them i a gang ... Jackie had been her
best friend for years but now that was only because she saw her more often

able to tell Jackie about what had happened. They'd often talked about
fellas; what he did and how he did it and that sort of thing, but that had
only been for a laugh; messing. They hadn’t spoken seriously about
anything to do with sex since—since Sharon had her first period. Or
they’d pretended it wasn't serious. It was always for a laugh. Giggling,
roaring, saying things like,—] swear, Jackie, I was scarleh. (Doyle 182)

Sharon’s feelings hij which her relationships
her remain at the surface level, elementary and undeveloped. She is left to carry the
‘burden of her secret by herself, which is unfortunate because validation might have
‘provided her with the courage needed to name the child’s father. Without a second
opinion, she cannot think of the “proper name” for what happened between her and
Burgess (Doyle 267). Clearly, she has not yet learned what makes an emotionally healthy

relaionship, and she s uncertain about what constitutes a violation of her righs.



Sharon’s emotional immaturity,
identify her attacker, Sharon has actually asserted her rights—specifically, her right to

determine the course of her own life. Perhaps her repulsion toward Burgess after the

attack may be an indication that she has given more thought to identifying the father than

the reader s led t0 believe, and that she is actually taking the necessary precautions to

prevent him from ever being part of the child's lfe. At the same time, Section 6 of the

1964 Guardi Infants Act i ian of a
child bor outside of marriage. In other words, even if Burgess became aware of his
status as the child’s father, he would have absolutely no legal right to be part of the
baby’s life. Therefore, the legal prohibition of father-status in this case makes it seem as

if Sharon’s i ic disel it

legal implications. OF course, in light of her fears about the negative attitudes of

friends, it i pr that she is held back by the fear that any

affect i i her cl it Burgess is
«connected to Sharon’s family in several ways—his daughter is one of Sharon’s closest
friends, and he is her younger brother’s soccer coach and one of her father's drinking

buddies—and Sharon’s decision is probably the result of her concern about potential

damage to these ties. ‘what
constitues rape, she is embarrassed to admit that she has had sex with an older, maried

‘man with a “dirty big belly” (Doyle 256).

rther, she is likely worried that the arbiters of the law might fail her. McGlynn

notes that Ireland’s pervasive willingness to blame the victim—such as is seen in “so



many rape trials™—could indeed be a factor behind Sharon’s diffident second-guessing
about whether or not she gave sexual consent to Burgess (Narratives of Class 107).

‘Then, there i ity that Sharon’s neighbours and

10 believe her side of the story. After all, when rumours that Burgess may be the father

. his daughter Y friend of Sharon’s—

paid for sex “led him
on” (Doyle 273-274). That such vicious gossip could spread as a result of hearsay

legitimizes Sharon’s fears that the truth would beget a full-fledged scandal.

Itis telling i ign 's fears—h

y about

the opinions of others, and i i ifested in visions—
are the same ones that point to her in-between state. She is capable of making her own

decisions but she still idance in dois In the same vei ild-adult who

is bearing a child as a result of sexual assault, she is in a unique position to participate in

her socicty: she has been violated, but she s old cnough to make decisions as a result of

this violation. Unfortunately, she does not take any action agai N

e could do 5o, the risks jated with such.

ificant for her

pregnancy because of these circumstances results in her perpetual state of worry and

apprehension.

It i ‘Sharon’s anxiety i

of her in-between state, and the overall ambivalence of current childhood in gencral,
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begin

toward her position. The adults in the novel are as wishy-washy as Sharon, and seem just

asi it

Sharon in the ling with Sharon tell his wife

‘about what happened; then, in his middle-age crisis, he leaves his wife in secret pursuit of

alife with Sharon. Eventually, when he realizes that Sharon will have none of this, he

Jimmy i ly ambi his feelings

toward Sharon’s pregnancy: at first, e is pleased for her, agreeing with his buddies at the

pub that she s a “modern girl” (205). But when Burgess leaves home and people start to

‘wonder if he might be the child's father, Jimmy is so embarrassed that his daughter might

have had sex with a middle-aged married man that
‘comes home from the pub with a bloody nose to make her feel guilty that he had to

“defend her honour” (277). Then, after Sharon threatens to move out, Jimmy becomes

ive of her, offering i

Even Veronica is uncertain how she feels. At irst, she claims that “it’s not right”
that Sharon got pregnant outside of marriage (149), but when Burgess's wife shows up on
the Rabbitte's doorstep armed with insults for the girl who has been “messin’ around”

Doris Burgess in

‘with her husband, Veroni

the nose (252). The juvenile acti i Jans's

theory that claims maturation is part of both childhood and adulthood.

Clearly, since none of the adults in the novel know how to deal with Sharon’s




o . et

deal with similar conflicting emotions as the story progresses. First of ll, we do not leam
how Sharon has become pregnant for over forty pages, despite the fact that the entire

i i Then, despi ' that the

child’s father is a random Spanish sailor, we know that i l

believe her story."® Anxiety is generated by the way controversy is hidden in the text.

The i 1 assault and aborti pt under the rug.

In the section to follow, I will discuss the way uncomfortable issues become

Barrytown’s

s culture of avoidance. Ji

quell their own worry through jokes and “slagging” (McGlynn, Narratives of Class 108),

Doyle’ i i from i in

the novel. Consequently, tension arises between the novel’s humour and the decper

bscured by this humour. The acti in-b this lighthearted humour

‘and the weightier problems that remain veiled, so that the novel becomes a site of anxiety

similar (0 that felt by Sharon.
(White
l, Sharon
Butitis
When Jimm daugh
w ). i
after Ji
baby to0. [ 7" 292).




2.3 A *very fuckin’ complicated” situation

By the time Sharon’s due date is upon them the Rabbittc family, and Jimmy in

particular, begins to acknowledge the precarious nature of Sharon’s position. Si

g on
the couch reading about pregnancy with Sharon, Jimmy cries out, “It's very fuckin®
complicated, isn’t t?” (Doyle 300). But his words speak to more than the physical

intricacies of pregnancy, gesturing towards the ways that Sharon’s in-between state

pregnancy plicated” than ight be typically conceived.
o hild i his vexed interpeetation, and
become is avoi the subject of her preg humour.

Barrytown’s culture of avoidance is evident in the way The Snapper is written.

“The prose mostly consists of witty dialogue, which leaves little room for prose analysis of

by the plot. CI consist of
anything more than teasing and everyday parley; the topics of their quick and witty banter

do not go far beyond their i y speak multipl

together before getting a response. Further, the novel is peppered with silences and the

reader is forced 10 picce tog information in order o

‘Sharon's intentions. This is made

by the fact that litle access is allowed into.

Sharon’s though the novel; i in uncertain. Even when her
emotions are revealed, anxiety and uncertainty result because Sharon’s inner thoughts are
‘mostly about anxiety. Also, important aspects of these emotions are left unacknowledged
‘and unexplored; there is a constant implication of deeper issues without any dircet

isi ist. Sharon’s fai li—either




publically or to herself—leaves open the question of whether her avoidance is the result

if: i of The

ambivalent actions outlined above suggest that she is afraid of the public disgrace that
might be caused if it were known that she had sex (willingly or unwillingly) with a
‘middle-aged married man, but her admission that she does not know if what happened

rape hints that she is genuinely uni ual assault. Perhaps

she has not been educated about her own rights as a child or a woman.

Either way, humour is Sharon’s strategy for deflecting attention away from the

circumstances of her pregnancy. From the beginning, she is forced to make light of her

situation and of violation, using a mad sbout a Spanish sailor to
deflect suspicion from Burgess. Then, because affairs in Barrytown are never secret or

ivate, jokis i hanism and a way for her to

‘make sure the identity of|

secret. Top

the ious as it actually is would attention to her

needs to avoid this extra attention because of her own

» family’s social ti

In the novel, humour becomes a survival mechanism so that Sharon can prove to

herself that fear Burg pregn :d. But her
laughter—bor out of the need to survive in a working-class neighbourhood—is
repressive because it enables her to ignore the seriousness of the issues she is facing.
“Thus, her humour allows her to minimize her tragedy and fail to assert her rights as an

it also prevents Burgess from being villainized—even though, by sexually
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e has taken her rights away. j with her

family and friends about the

pec . dbility of rape”in
‘mind (McGlynn, Narratives of Class 108). Then, because of the comic nature of the

novel and the film, the possibility of rape becomes obscured.

ing n o povel & abiliy

of abortion for Sharon. I forall
‘about which she appears to have strong ethical viewpoints; further, it seems to be the only
thing about which she is completely definitive. When her parents ask whether she will
“Kkeep"” the baby, she provides them with such a stock response (*Abortion’s murder”)
that Tam ing ind it (Doyle 150): given

the abortion question any critical thought? O, does she push the idea out of her mind

because it s t0o di fathom? Or, has the novel ight into such
thoughts? s she just saying this because she knows it is what her parents will want to
hear? Certainly, the novel gives no indication that pregnancy is something to which

‘Sharon has previously given much thought.

‘and hard about insucha

situation, although there is evidence in the novel 10 suggest otherwise. Sharon is not one

who regularly thi i . When she
becomes pregnant, she has to borrow a book from the library to lean about the changes
her body will undergo duri ; tellingly, the book i the

¥ pregn is secti Sharon



After her failed hing, she bec inclined to

read about what is happening to her physically, not emotionally. Also, Sharon’s thoughts
are constantly focused on how 1o hide the identity of the father, and she never once

all i toher.

allow the baby to be adopted by a family who wants it s left unmentioned, and the

abortion question is never raised a

Jimmy, too, avoi ional implications of serious issues through his

use of humour. Hi i an ing anxiety and
silences in the text. Everything he talks about with his buddies in the pub is tumed into a

joke, and when ations at ‘banal ones on

television he shows instant signs of distress, “getting red” and changing the subject by

10 go buy 272). Of course, Jimmy comes

by hi honestly; his fri fun of each other to try to

be funny. But when these friends start being careful about what they say around him

because they i haron, Jimmy is quick to catch on and
to Bimbo: “I don't ke [the guys being] nice. I prefer them the other way; bollixes™

(Doyle 269). He probably does not realize why, but Jimmy knows that he prefers to use

of having to try i ingful facets of his
relationships.

Several comments made by Jimmy further hint that there is a more profound sense.

ofirony ereated through absences than what the text might initially suggest. McCarthy

notes the i ‘behind one of Jimmy's ing a television

37



news story about child abuse in the UK: “At least it's not goin’ on over here,” he says

is indeed going on—his

(Doyle 244). His words point out the irony of his ignoran
daughter’s pregnancy is the result of sexual abuse—but he has chosen not to consider that

it might have been abuse that led to her condition. When he later mentions the news

program i bar, they start i
get adults in trouble, but as soon as sexual abuse is hinted at—*Yeh have to [...] mess

‘around with their- -"—they chide themselves for tuming the issue into a joke and the

(Doyle 249). Later n the novel, ings along to the
radio, and the words of the song reflect his blindness to the abuse rightin front of him,
alerting us to the surface mentality perpetuated by his constant use of humour: “I'M THE
‘GREAT PRE-TE-HENDER” (Doyle 335). Indeed, Jimmy is good at pretending that
everything is funny when it actually is not, though this method of coping with anxiety is
elementary.

Jimmy's words reveal more than his naiveté, though they point to the text’s
avoidance of the abuse that caused Sharon’s pregnancy to begin with. We are much more

attuned to Jimmy's words because of all the “pretending” that characters engage in

throughout the novel: pr impregnated by a Spanish sailor, the

Rabbittes’ ieve her, and
‘much Sharon’s fault as his. These lyrics—coming from the mouth of Jimmy, whose

character has become almost as large as Sharon’s—also alert the reader 10 the fact that the
story, and our attention, should really be fixated on Sharon. Sharon’s ironic absence from

‘much of the text as a result of this focus on Jimmy points to the other gaps that exist




‘within it, such as the lack of explicif o

to make Sharon pregnant in the first place and the lack of textual space to deal with
alternatives for Sharon’s unborn child. The song’s lyries thus underline the ironical
‘evasion of serious issues related to women and children on the part of the novel’s

characters.

by the novel as a result ofitssil humour

is connected to the anxiety demonstrated by Sharon, Burgess, Jimmy and Veronica, who
are left baffled about what to do when they leam of Sharon’s condition. This uncertainty

places her in an in-

position. iti The Snapper il ‘Sharon’s maturation
from child to adult (Cronin 57-58; White 68). However, the novel cannot be conceived of
as a bildingsroman because Sharon, although physically an adult, still exhibits

emotionally childlike traits affer she gives birth. Caramine White claims that, by naming

rgina, Sharon “adverti loriffies] the baby’s difference” and
“forces] others to accept” the child's patemity (71). Her actions, writes White, show that

she has achieved a “sense of personal independence” (71). But Sharon’s stratcgy is

passi i irectly addressing of the child’s paternity, she
makes a joke out of it. Thus, Sharon’s final action of the novel serves to underline her
adolescence, not her maturity.

Together with Sharon’s ambiguous in-between position, the anxiety created by the
novel’s silences and humour can be linked to what critics have noted in terms of the way

simultaneous progression and regression make it seem as if Barrytown'’s society is neither
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moving In the novel, both si present their own

l the surface, they i they inadvertent]
women’s issues. It s possible that some will read The Snapper as a comedy and give no

though o i 1 assault or abx

present in the novel and within the “new” Irish spirt. The way the novel glosses over

these issues using humour i threatens to
progression within the arena of women’s rights in “new Ireland.” As much as new Irish

in the nation’s culture, decpl;

values continue to manifest themselves.

for children and women

also presents an ambi i Even though Sharon I ity govemed by
aws that can potentially address her situation and ensure that her attacker is brought to
justice, her anxiety ( y

‘pregnancy and residual patrarchal ati prevents coming

forward. Not a child but not yetan adult,she does not effectively assert her rights of
itizenship and thus her case cannot be neatly applicd to theories of participation and self-
determination. Sharon’s in-between state at the onset of her pregnancy underlines the

f chil ildren i Ireland. Italso

for girls who find themselves in ambi ions, theories of

children’s ci omen's

of act

o ensure that their needs are adequately met.



‘The next chapter will explore a similar ambiguity in Edna O'Brien’s Down by the

River. O"Brien’s novel artistically renders the events of the 1992 X case, a court

light issues about children’s through its

i the I The novel
fictionalizing the factual events. But O*Brien’s use of the novel form is problematic
because it does not effectively rally support for the rights of young girls who have.
children in Ireland today. Instead, the fctional rendering of factual events in Down by the

River winds i il sides of i Just

nship theories are difficult to apply to Sharon’s case in The Snapper, Down by the

a real-world judicial

larto




Chapter Three

Down by the River: Pushing Boundaries through the Adaptation of
Fact to Fiction

Edna O"Brien’s 1990’s rilogy (House of Splendid Isolation, Down by the River,

and Wild.

of identi ty, violence and i po

between man and woman in patriarchal twentieth-century Ireland. Critics readily
acknowledge the politics at work in O"Brien’s fiction, generally, and Down by the River,
with it fictionalization of the 1992 X case, is no exception. In a survey of critical
responses to O"Brien’s work, Lindahl-Raittla writes that over the years many criics have
dismissed O"Brien’s writing as “pomography disguised as literature” and “neo-feminist
propaganda” (74). Rebecea Pelan fears that, even today, the “intrusive subject-matier” so
central to O'Brien’s work has 100 often been critcized as unsuitable or ignored as
unimportant (74). In the following critical history, I will delve into some of the
controversial issues that have been noted by critics, including abortion, the lack of

empathy demonstrated by the Catholic Church, the failure of the Church to ensure the

illlead i ideration of the way O"Brien’s i X
o ly their own
i In her article

well-being of ildren in Ireland, i ilencing of women.

“Petrifying Time: Incest Narratives from Contemporary Ireland,” Christine St. Peter



‘writes that Down by the River “pushes the imagination beyond the fictive text [and back]

into 42). 1 that

OB iy .
the arena of children’s rights in Ireland.

St. Peter places Down by the River within a subgenre of Irish women’s “exile™
‘writing, which includes stories of unwanted pregnancy, criminalized abortion, rape and
incest and thus gives “artstic form to radically new content” (Changing Ireland 46). This
content is “new” precisely because the Irish state has been 50 bound up in ties with the
Catholic Church that attempts to speak openly about sex have largely been silenced.
Indeed, Roman Catholic ideology has helped construct traditional family roles that

o P e

acquiescence” and lead to the criminalization of abortion in the first place (St. Peter,

“Petrifying Time” 126-7). Heather Ingman writes that Ms. X's experiences, and in tumn

Mary MacNamara’s, i-aborti ic of the Catholi “asa

violeat form of nationalit identity politics in which shed between

ity of the nation (as it

‘materiality of women's bodies” (qtd. in Ingman 190). In the same vein, Irish

o i c y the Irish

the ity is in li i sy! i tion of Ireland’s
‘national boundaries to make itself appear to be the “last bastion of moral and sexual
purity,” secure from outside attacks (qtd. in Conrad 160). Inthis,she says, Ireland has

achieved a distinctive identity within Europe through its denial to women of full rights of



citizenship (Conrad 161). Ireland’s official political stance in abortion debates reflects its

in “fetal’—a political entity unwilling fully to

relationship with a changing [...] Europe™ (Conrad 172)."*

Heather rds of fictional

hi i Mary’s body by insist foetus i
“not [Mary's] child,” thus insinuating that both foetus and mother belong to the Church

and state (Ingman 190). It pro-life

‘manipulate Mary and ir own purposes,” wit ideration of her
“health, her future lfe, ot her own desires” (Norton 83)—that O'Brien’s stance on the X

‘case and the Irish abortion debate becomes clear: she believes it s the girl’s choice,

she

alone, to deci minate or continue with the pregnancy. Thus, in

“moral” i placed by
Trish nation. Ann Norton calls Down by the River “a fierce defence of legal abortion and

iati hat O'Bri ‘hypoerisy [and) fanaticism of its

opponents” (83-84). i Mary’s distinctly iphany at the end of

“the value of love as Christ

igi imes interpret it” (85). This notion that the

Catholic CI i i d that the Church’s

i 2 igi i i it the tenets it holds in

B.and C. v Iel




highest regard—will become particularly significant in the discussion to follow, as well
as in the main body of this chapter.

Despite the individual autonomy that has been afforded to both foetus and mother
in Ireland, however, boundaries become blurred as a result of Mary’s level of maturity in

Down by the River.

Sharon, Mary holds the in-between pos

n of part-child, part-

adult. She is physi pr but not

enough to even properly describe the assault she has experienced. Linden Peach argues

through O’Brien’s iscic iptic Mary’
she “does not have the language to express what her father does to her” and is o
‘emotionally immature to understand what is happening (Contemporary 76). Because she
does not understand sex and intimacy, she describes the act according to how it makes her
feel and what she experiences via her senses. Thus, the horror of what happens can only
be artculated thus:
s then, a weight of darkness except for one splotch of sunlight on

his snuuldgr and all the. dlffcrmg ‘motions, of water, of earth, of body,
An empty place, lplue cut offfom evry plac oo b body too, the

down there [..] Criss<ross waxe sheath umnsmq, uncrossing. Mush.
Wet, different wets [.] O quenched and empty world. An etemity of time,
then'a shout, a chink of light, the ground easing back up, gorse prickles on

and nothing ever the same again and a feeling as of having half-
died. (O'Brien 4)

Mary’s immaturity, hi the lack of sexual to describe her

I, it within any distinet ild nor

adult. As 1 will argue in the sections to follow, her position goes hand in hand with



O'Brien’s fictional adaptation of the X potential breach in the

barriers to Irish reproductive justice.

3.1 Characterization, silence and entrapment

Crit i h attention to the way O'Bri all

in the novel, i Mary with the respect she
deserves. Remarkably, O"Brien presents Mary’s rapist in a more compassionate light

than the female activists who try t0 protect the hild at the exq Mary’s

well-being. Sophia Hillan claims that O"Brien treats Mary's father “with great delicacy”s
he i “not portrayed as a monster” (152) but rather as a father who “loves his daughter”

despite “his self-hatred and despair” (151). However, Hillan is quick to point out that in

spite of ionate light in im, O
demonstrates the “horror of [James MacNamara’s] actions™ (152). Norton writes
extensively on the assault Mary endures, and claims that when Mary's father forces her to

perform fellatio, “she thi jecti ut i hysical union,

deseribing it to herself both to minimize it terror [..] and to understand it recognizing
her father’s essential humanity even as he commits violence” (89). Later in the novel, her
father saves a mare and her foal by performing an emergency breech delivery, and Mary
recognizes his “absolute and instantaneous rapport with the animal, so tender and true

suchas he possi " (0'Brien 63). In this.

‘moment, says Norton, Mary sees that her father “is good as well as evil, that he has the



capacity for love even as he manifests its opposite” (91). In much the same way that the

sot00

does Mary’s father.

Other men in the novel also show more kindness and concern than the women
who “mete out slf-righteous punishment” for Mary's “dual sins of premarital sex and
attempted abortion” (Norton 90). Norton notes the way in which the kindness and

Mary’ ively dis untold fact

that Mary's

friend's mother, whi despite Mary's
soiled undergarments: proof that she was violently raped (90). Further, the male judges
sense the incestuous undertones of Mary's story despite the fact that, ke Sharon

Rabbittc, identity of her rapist. ists with whom

Mary I pregnancy fuil hend i the

part of Mary's father. Even though O"Brien is more compassionate toward her male
empathy 10 all

Norton views Mary's revelation at the karaoke bar at the end of the novel as “purer” than

the typical iphany precisely i “loving
‘others for their own sakes"” (86). Thus, O'Brien’s “plea for mercy” extends to all her
characters—*“even, especially, those who use and hurt Mary” (Norton 84). This

Mary’s leads Lindahl

Down by the Y. i i forth by the child

‘ghostin O'Brien’s House of Splendid Isolation: “The same op




from the enemy as from the self, though not always in the same proportion” (0"Brien
216). Given O'Brien’s predilection for exploring empathy through her writing, [ will

return to that subject later in my own analysis of Down by the River.

Inadd

to empathy, critis have examined the way O"Brien uses entrapment

‘and silence to underline the lack of critical discussion about issues related to women and

hildren in Ireland, and Ireland has reached in terms of these
issues. Lindahl-Raitdl Mary is caged on all levels:

posses y, it her physical movement
throughout the couniry and abroad, and y action (81).

Perhaps the most explicit physical manifestation of Mary's entrapment s highlighted

‘when O’ i at night [Mary) felt a foot hooki her own or

an arm clutching her” because the pro-life activists insist on sleeping in Mary’s bed to

prevent her from trying to escape or injure herself and the unborn child (O"Brien 186).

d the i i . also entrap Mary by silencing her. St.
Peter points out that Mary's fear of speaking out is conflated with the trauma she
experiences afler her father forces her to perform fellatio; afterwards, she feels her tongue
is “gone [.] stiff and defiled” (O'Brien 29). Her mouth and tongue become “enemies”
(O'Brien 29) because of the actions her father has forced upon her and, as a result, she is

silenced and refuses to speak to those around her. Mary's father i also silent, though

through use of “evasive”
which James denies “the reality in which he is engaged™; his silence is different from

Mary's because it is the result of avoidance (Contemporary 76). In placing these two



very different manifestations of silence side by side, O"Brien hints at the many and varied

S oy

Ireland.

Silence and entrapment are closely intertwined with the idea of abjection in Down

by the River and, together, they illustrate the extent to which Ireland’s well-cntrenched

have created th t abortion and sexual assault legislation. They
ine how this legislati ils and leaves them with nowhere to
tum. Lindahl-Raittila di ‘ways in which Mary is humiliated

dubbed “Mary Magdalene” by angry pro-lfers on a local radio show, she is “chased by

the media and talked about in every comer of the country [...]  prisoner who is watched

y the day” (81). it rray

attempts by the Catholic Church to quell women’s freedom of choice. Heather Ingman

d i y religious iconography deni subjectivity in the
novel, by insinuating itsel into all aspects of Mary's life i e
private pl feel most safe and hich, in Dublin, she shares

‘with the pro-lifers and which at home is “dominated” by a statue of the Virgin Mary

(190). that this hysical reminder

of the abuse Mary has suffered and of the fct that because of this abuse she cannot live
up 10 the Church’s ideals of chastity (190). The novel thus confirms “the accuracy of
Kristeva's argument that the Catholic construct of the Virgin Mary has been used to

nce and control women” (Ingman 190). Ingman argues that Mary, and her right to




choose what happens to her, ultimately features as the abject of the Irish nation in the

novel.

But by the end of the novel, Mary is neither abject, entrapped nor silent.
According to Ingman, her spontancous miscarriage is her body’s way of “providiing] her
with a way out” (191). Similarly, the tears she sheds become an impetus (o the final
outcome of her situation; because she has no other outlet for her emotions, her body
forces her to cry and her lawyer consequently understands “what she cannot speak out

loud” hi 191). Mary her silence in

‘much the y i forces that imprison her
body, choosing to sing at the karaoke bar a the end of the novel. Norton writes that

Mary’s song “may seem trivial,” but that because she has been silenced by all levels of

society, she i for whom “any self-assertion [is] risky™

heard is a major coup, both literally and figuratively (87).

In the final scene in the novel, the silence that before now was profoundly felt by

y ience. O'Brien wri i ‘and melting
silence™ people i ? ing is an
own souls’ i ies” (265). ims that it

to get in touch with their ““innermost” selves, uncensored by social, political, or cultural

rules or memories” that they i ’s position as a t,and
human being who has suffered and survived,” and thus give her their “reconciliation,
respect, and love” (84). What critics have missed, though, i the role Mary’s child-status

has played in helping her to achieve this favour. It s not simply the audience’s

50



recogition of her humanity that has permitted Mary to stand before them and be heard; it

is also a result of their “innermost” instinct to care for and protect the girl because she is

young and vulnerabl i ity because
sheisa child, Despite the fact that it shows empathy to allits characters, O'Brien’s novel

in the same way that i ige Mary’s

right (o sing, Trish itall i asuitable role in

determining the outcome of their own lives.

3.2 Adapting the story of an adapting individual

Nocritic of Down by the River has yet examined Mary’s position in terms of

children’s citizenship; mention of it i ip written about the like

scarce. Lisa Smyth has explored the X case in depth, but she analyzes it in terms of the

House of

‘government's continued denial of full citizenship to women, not its denial of full

P— e i paticolar (113" The R
unmentioned is surprising gi i which O' Ms.
Xissor. - P =

‘young girk m
press” (94). howeve
Treandsraer, Smyth alio
i .

sy
(Smyth 95). Evideatly, the laws as they
Trishsoil.




her ion herself. Both

pregnancy and adolescence force the female body to adapt, and so Mary is forced to show.
that she is doubly adaptable, as both child and mother. In the rest of this chapter, I will
unrave the way O'Brien goes from recognizing the real-life Ms. X's child-status, and
empathizing with her position, o fictionalizing—and giving what St. Peter calls “new

artistic form"—to Ms. X's situation (Changing Ireland 46). What is “unspoken or

unspeakable” i the il the novel: st and
‘gestured towards, though perhaps not fully articulated, through O"Brien’s work.

(Changing Ireland 46). Such full aticulation is dif as St Peter writes, itis

a“struggle” to “give convincing verbal form” to “radically new content” that has, until

now, been beyond description (Changing Ireland 46).

the X case in 1996—which, in Catholic Ireland, was largely beyond description at the
time—would have made for content that was truly “radical” and “new.”
‘The struggle of the adaptation process is evident in O*Brien’s work, as she adjusts

the flacts of the case in order to create a work of fiction. In the paragraphs that follow, I

50’

life story of Ms. X whil ing ive, and how

izenshi itted for Mary—as i for Ms. X.




3.3 Adapting to the challenges of adaptation

Because precise details of the X case have not been publically disclosed, O'Brien
is largely able to take liberties with her ictionalization in Down by the River. Significant
aspects of the story are changed, such as the identity of the attacker: the real-life Ms. X
was attacked by her father’s friend, but Mary is raped by her own father (Battles).
However, O'Brien’s overall purpose (to show that even though Ms. X was a child, it was
her choice to decide to travel to England to terminate the pregnancy) becomes

‘her adaptation. ise through ad:
are similar o those that emerge when Jans's theory is applied to the real world

Ostensibly, some fictional changes to the original story strengthen the argument
that abortion should have been permitted in the X case. Unlike Ms. X, Mary i attacked
by her own father, and so the baby will be the result of incest; ust as rape often makes.

abortion more justifiable in the eyes of moderates, rape and incest together would make it

doubly justifiable. But on Mary’s

of her decisi han they were i i  since

reveal the identity of her attacker. Because she feels a familial duty to protect her father,
she is unable to justify her reasons for needing to have an abortion. Thus, even though

Mary’s circumstances make it seem s if abortion might be a viable option, the fictional

rendering complicates any argument that might be made about abortion in the real-life:
story. The fictionalization detracts from the argument that Ms. X should have been

allowed to make her own decision about what happened to her unborn child.



The level toward the fanatical

from Mary's case: when the intentions of these women is made clear, it

npathize with Mary's situati ing of why

girls like her. iption of one of the initial
meetings of the pro-lif: group, one woman’s thoughts are painstakingly revealed: she

reflects on “the si found in ds in bolst

cases, like sleeping dolls; a it baby boy in a lavatory bowl, twins with binding twine
around their necks ...]” (17). The leader of the group brings information and pictures to
the meeting, which are meticulously described:
Rammed down their throats are the details of the tiny thing, when it stats
tomake  fs, sk s b, et Hicup, v o somesls amdcven

sneeze [...| Roisinis holding up two pictures, two contrasting pi
contented baby, curled up in a womb, and a torn baby, s body mangld,

pools of black ts head.
Arms go up, forearms go up which Roisin pulls aside, forcing them to
ook, o witnessthe buchery done in En.und md elnwtme by a clique of
Killers.

Cacsarcan. (O'Brien 16-17)

understand why feel
itis so pr ives of the unborn. O'Brien's descripti h
innate, primal parts of our natures, which for

the young and vulnerable. But several questions remain: what if the mother of the unbom

is young and I it fir 1o treat th

is bearing the child, especis is herself.

achild? Si jined t i i t0do

does it not make




the pr the most and before the

foetus is fully developed? Although the adaptation of fact to fiction is vexed, it opens up

possibilties for plorati 1
though O'Brien’s ictionali that young,
have control res, the novel still ide
through which i

3.4 Fiction and empathy

By adapting the story so that Mary is raped by her father O'Brien brings in the
issue of incest, a moral and legal taboo, and thus permits the exploration of concerns
gestured toward by the X case, though not directly related to it. Thus, although the
attacker’s identity at first seems to make the case more one-dimensional, it actually

the real-lfe story." Mary's

conflicting feeli i iatingly difficult for her to show
‘authorities that she is justified in wanting to leave the country for an abortion. She is

brutally afraid of her father because of his physical and sexual abuse of her, but, as

Norton not illing to identify him as

his g i ). i not hate her father (0'Brien 235),

and when the pro-life women take her in, she asks them to bring her back to him because

X case, According o

Lisa Smyth,

rupture in popular morality” (Smyth 94).



i ith him (188). Her anguish
after James rapes her is not just for herself, but she also feels “sorrow for being witness to
the outcast’s forl him"” (85). Despite i her father,
though, Mary i cori G g e
‘unfortunately Betty, the one person able to help her, gets cold feet and brings her back to

Ireland on the night before she is to terminate the pregnancy. Still, Mary is unwilling to
implicate her father. Although her right o citizenship demonstrates that she should be
able 1o travel freely, she fuils to assert this right when she chooses to remain silent instead

of justifying the reasons behind her decision.

But there is evi uggest that, even if Mary her attacker, the

not necessarily . Even th

father,

has happened because Mary cannot help but drop hints throughout her pregnancy. Just as

Barrytown s is i is knowled
Mary’s family and fr she has been

sexually assaulted by . and that i of her unborn child.

i, Lizzh : T =

aday trip to a local shrine, she nods knowingly and says that “God will understand”
Mary’s euphemistic message: “Please cure my father's epilepsy” (69). Another

‘anonymous neighbour calls the authorities because she fears that “something funny [is]
going on” at the MacNamara’s, where “a man and his daughter [are living] alone” (72).

‘When Mary’s best friend Tara finds out he realizes the truth, in an




‘awful moment recalling having found Mary one day in an “atmosphere of terror, [her]

bruises, her [ i °s shoes,

them out” (148). Mary drops several hints of her own, trying with all her heart to make

ying : at one point, “staring into
[Betty’s] face and beyond it to the inner person,” she admits that the baby “wouldn’t be
right”

sooner [the unborn baby) was dead” (201).

that “it would be a freak” (125). She tells her lawyer that “her father would

Alone wi ough “the fact of

[the rapist] being the father” makes the case “all the more stcky” (O'Brien 246). But

i opinions very litle, in thes i beginto

quote the law books: “The unborn shall not be moved from the jurisdiction of the

court..It’s writt inet” (253),

‘many who uphold the law in Ireland and everywhere else. The judges’ words also

underline the theocratic undertones of Irish legislation.” But like the theories of Jans and

Conrad, the law i ience; in
beyond those covered in the statutes, the law becomes complicated so that there is no way

that i

more delicate than they appear, which is why we need lawyers and judges to interpret the

law according ituati i the et

even whenj

because the law does not provide for them; they choose instead to turn a blind eye in

" " e
preseat day,refuses to develop rlevant domestc legilaton.

57




order ituation fit into theis y believe to be legally

appropriate.

Despite the extenuating circumstances of certain situations, the X case and Down
by the River show that there are clearly those who will not budge when it comes to
upholding the laws they see in front of them. Ms. X was thirtcen when she was raped by
her father’s friend, but the judges of her case did not acknowledge the desperation of her

situation and condone her desire 1o have an abortion. Though they eventually ruled that

London, their decision sai Ms. Xs right ion in
her own country. When O"Brien pushes the bar even further, so that Mary is raped and

ed by her own father, she i judges’ (both real and fictional)

ways to apply
o . . i fooa) the

judges remain steadfast. In Down by the River, even though one would expect that the
arbiters of the law would take the dire circumstance of incest into account, none of the

judges steps up to acknowledge Mary's right to decide her fate and control what happens

0 her body asa result of i [
leaves out the final verdict, choosing instead to focus on Mary's miscarriage, in order to

show that even if Mary itted to travel, isi ‘matters was

began: Mary b . as

achild, while in Ireland. Thus, even though O'Brien complicates the detals of the real-

life X i that Mary been able to assert her



‘young of Ireland should not have to

publically just R "

O'Brien’s fictionalization of the X case also allows her to colour certain
characters by revealing their hypocrisy. In a short 5-page chapter entitled “Power,” the
Prime Minister of Ireland is introduced. Having just retumned from a yachting vacation
‘with his family, he is dallying with his mistress in their apartment when he is summoned
10 take a call from the Attoney General, regarding “a young girl [who] went over to
England” (OBrien 158). When he is informed that “the guards are afraid she’ll go

. e Ministe instanly S o the

statesman who is “doing the right

ing” “Like hell she will” he says, fuming (158).

Meanwhile, his mistress points out the duplicity of his

actions: “Hundreds of grls go,

Jock...ncluding me... Why one law for us and one for some poor girl” (159). The Prime

Minister begi excuses—*[The y ) po i

her...He's alt b the

that there are loopholes available: “Tell your attorney 10 sit on it for forty-eight hours...”

In reality, ys for the fictional Prime Minister to buy some

time,”” and the Attomey Generals actions have nof been decent. The mistress'’s words.

m o irabiliy

exercise their moral codes only when

s convenient for them to maintain thir position:

I other words,in this

(Department of the Taoiscach).



Decency! Men who can tum off the heart valve the way you tumed off
that fucking water jet. [..] And oh as much as I have loved you for the last
‘ve hated

ten years, I've .I've scen you in action...Power...ower...The
‘mighty ambrosia... Anything and e and everyone would be
sacrificed for that power. (0"Brien 159)
This fictional i how legal
ity when i ing a black-and-

‘white mentality.”’ They also point to the ways power and hypocrisy operate in the minds
of “men of principle” and “corporeal figures of knowledge and gravity [..] who know
nothing of the road or the road's soggy secret” but who are yet called to “adjudicate upon

it” (O"Brien 5-6).

But although O'Bri i ising legal
over Mary, she does imensi The judges
¥ i Judge Frank and his
daughter. F Id Molly for i 10 school, where
out of the car unless ‘promises “to let the girl go to England”

(O"Brien 241). She asks her father to imagine what he would o if she had been raped
‘and impregnated—*You would take me to England wouldn't you?” (242)—and, like the
Prime Minister’s mistress, calls him out for his hypocrisy:
You're not fourteen yearsof age and sick and vomiting and a thing inside
‘you put there against your will, God knows how brutally, no, you're men,
‘you're dignitaries, you hold the reins. Good men...Wise men, pillars of
Loicy: o o o mass and he soramentsevery Sundy, Dodas, and
you meet that actress in the lane at night ] Look, Daddy, I don’t

 Sein Du X

Whelchan




begrudge you. If you meet a woman with some bit of sparkle, why not,
‘why not, have a tangle with her in a lane at night and why not walk back
home, looking at the stars feeling that bit more romantic, but if you are that
bit more romantic, Daddy, recall it, evoke it when you it down to do your
igestions. (O'Brien 242-243)

Unlike the Prime Minister, though, Frank listens to what is being said to him about

‘empathy; his love for his daughter i ine hi ity
“watchfes] her walk off in her uniform, [... think[ing] life without her would be the
catacombs™ (243). He recognizes that if his daughter, who s “not a girl and not yeta
‘woman” (243) can empathize with both his own position as well as this girl’s, he should

Although i “making sentiment of the

law

the case, as.
well. The next day, speaking with one of the other judges right before the final verdict is

decided upon, his words show that he holds his own opinions about those who adjudicate

the law but i world in which the : “I'm sure
[the Attomey General's] a decent man...'m sure he’s led a decent sheltered life...Never

ehit. s e od sad =
(253). O'Bri Judge Frank
sided, what
meets the eye.
Indeed, the most
like Mary’s father, mulil Yames MacNamara is horribl
abusive, but he is clearly reveals his ide through hi

treatment of the ani is f the novel’
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shown in a more positive light than the females, but even the female activists are not all
bad (85). Roisin is fanatical and unmoving in her pro-life stance, and she treats Mary

cruelly and with disrespect, but Noni’s character is slightly more complicated. She is

- i proi -
receive as a result:

s imagined it. She imagined tributes for her spick
‘and span house, the blazing fire, the big logs, the spread in the kitchen,
evorties e the bod of the Hovs t keo wart, bives s ks,
daily vrapged o pepersepkin e they might b« g ora
twenty-first, Wines and port wines and the cut glasses on the tray, the

“IU’s home...It* home, she had
imagined in ifold tributes [ (O'Brien
18)
Noni is meeting of the women at p
fashionable, and friends with
that she has given any the ethical or mor ind her
Later, ion brochure in Betty’s ind subsequentl;
foroes Mary Noni acts because of the
glory she will i
Noni’s finest . y pictures herself

done. She pictures how she wil relay it, in what detail will she not
describe the random action of her moving from the range in Betty's
kitchen [..] She will give pause before she enlarges upon the shock which
she endured [..] the vile black print which read, “Unwanted pregnancy—
confidential advice.” She will describe [..] the clues falling in together as
of Mrs Crowe saying they were offto
the bank, buying Mary a nightic and
twenty miles away, in case a local

g 2 taxi from the
driver informed [...] (O'Brien 131)



Noni's intentions become even clearer when she changes her tactics with Mary

and ber father. Even Mary by reporting her ities, when the

young girl and her father are in Noni’s presence she cannot help but be nice because she
‘wants so badly to be liked by everyone. When Roisin and Mrs. Minogue angrily yell at
Mary after she returns from England, Noni sticks up for her, claiming that the trip “was

not [Mary's] doing” and suggesting that perhaps the girl is “100 sick to talk” (151-152).

her; wh J
are writing a story insinuating that James s the father of his daughter’s child, she tries to
convince him to “defend [his] good name” and tell them that he i a “pillar of the
‘community” (191). But despite the fact that Noni’s previous choice to ensure Mary did

not i not malicious, to futhom that she would go

as far as protecting James just so that he willlike her. Here, therefore, Noni’s actions are
double-edged. It seems as if she is simply looking out for her neighbour, but there is
reason to believe that she knows more about the abuse than she i letting on: when Betty
speaks with Mary’s lawyer later in the novel, she admits that everyone in the community

“knew, all along” what ing i id not say

anything because they were too “dumbfounded” (222). Betty’s statement is powerful

because it i i dier, could

potentially have been explained away under the guise of naiveté, such as when Lizzie

finds Mary's soiled undergarments, and when Tara tries to blank out Mary’s bruises,

herin s livi Clearly,

if Betty, Lizzie, Tara and Noni i 1 assault

forward. ing both si ke Noni, 0"Brien sh sometimes,
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even though we do not necessarily agree with characters” actions, we can still come to
understand why they do what they do. On the other hand, some actions cannot be.

lained how much lyze the

Both Down by the River and the X case show that it is a violation of intemational
human rights to disallow Irish women from travelling freely, and because it is common
knowledge that thousands of women travel abroad for abortions every year, the novel and

real-l

e ul critique of the country's laws.
Clearly, the legislation is ineffectual. As it stands, it does much the same thing as
O’Brien’s compassionate treatment of those on all sides of the abortion debate: by
shedding light on the fact that the current laws, and so many of the pro-lifers who

advocate for them, privil i ion for the living,

in Ireland i hange™

By taking the X case and moving it onto a fictional plane, empathy is

demonstrated t0 allthe characters involved in Mary's case. The adapt

of factto
fiction pushes the imagination onto a new level from which the thoughs, eclings,

backgrounds and intentions behind the actions of the key players involved in the X case

can be explored. The i empathy i by Mary as she
g, Earlcr his year, th
forthe X
* (Bates). However, his
35). But women
like A-B.& C, ing A5 & C. Rights,
» 2 rlambiia < urrd




for her court case, wishing and hoping that the judges will imagine how it feels to be in

her shoes:

f [only] T could be the judges and they could be me,” she laments (O'Brien
239). Mary knows thatif she and the judges could “swap” places and they could see and
understand “every bit of [her] life,” they would sympathize with her predicament and rule
in her favour (O'Brien 239). She fully understands empathy and finds it impossible to

view anyone, including those who have deeply hurt her, n just one light: “You can think

more i ime. You can think
‘oodles of things and they are all different and they are all true” (O"Brien 9). Indeed, the
‘work that the novel accomplishes in the arena of children’s rights (by demonstrating the

importance of permitting chil say in the decisions made about their own

es) initself calls for the empathy involved in coming to this conclusion. It would be

hypocritical ‘young gir

freedoms. Much of the

issed; they require the practice of empathy, just

ol . ion of the X case:
into fiction permits this analysis through empathy, particularly since Mary holds a unique

in-between position.

At the same time, in juxtaposing compassion for those on both sides of the debate.
with the lack of sympathy given to Mary by the pro-lifers, O"Brien suggests that those

in their ination to protect the unborn that il who

are already very much alive. When Mary says that “you can think oodles of things [about



y they are all true,” she add: 10 her

thought: “one thi ;i ine thing” (9). Here, Mary ge

towards my main argument that for all the varying facets ina person or character,if he or

he b and fails itin there must be a

call At the end of the novel, Mary reali P
“absession with sex and sin” and their “focus on women as primarily sexual beings™

d empathy

ironically privileges
(Norton 85). Such practices, which Norton points out are traditionally upheld by the
Church, are ironically “exactly the opposite of [the Church's] apparent doctrinal
intention” (Norton 85). Down by the River thus condemns the Church in its failure to

in this regard, lift the veil ith

subtlety
irony. Having “grapplefd] with Ireland’s patemalistic Catholic culture” that denies

freedom of i 85), Mary realizes at

the end of the novel that, although the support of the adults around her has been

indispensabl ively assert her own ci ricipate i

making i isi her own life. ion of the X

provides a space through which both sides of the debate can be explored through
‘empathy. Thus, such adaptation is a necessary step in pushing Ireland beyond the black-

‘and-white legislation that tried to prohibit Ms. X from leaving the country for an abortion.

In the next section, 1 will examine Peter Mullan’s The Magdalene Sisters (2002),

which as a social crtique builds upon my analysis of empathy and the ways it has been



denied to 50 many young women in Ireland by the Catholic Church. Though it utilizes a

‘much different style of presenting narrative than Down by the River ot The Snapper, The

» i that must be mastered by jirls in ord

to negotiate a level of agency and citizenship in the “real world” of Irish society.



Chapter Four

Girlhood and Agency in The Magdalene Sisters

‘Where The Snapper and Down by the River largely raise issues about the lost

young girls of Ireland using narrative silences, The Magdalene Sisters is an obvious social

eritique of the way children igh
Ireland. The film received instant critical acclaim a the Venice Film Festival, where it
‘won the Golden Lion Award for Best Film (2002). Unfortunately, because its content

questions aspects of world religion and Catholicism in particular, initial clerical response

to the film was not as enthusiastic: a review by the Vatican’s L ‘Osservatore Romano
described the film as “an angry and rancorous provocation” (qtd. in McKiernan 30). A
film critc for an Halian Catholic newspaper angrily walked out o the theatre mid-
sereening and, at various other festival screenings of the film, priests stood at the

entrances of the theatres to war Catholics that to watch would be sinful (Crowdus 26).

After the film’s Venice, the Vati dit
and the flstival as anti-Catholic (Crowdus 26)—a sentiment also shared by secular critics:
reviewer Steven D. Greydanus claims that in the film director Peter Mullan “betrays his
‘subject with smug Catholic-bashing” (qtd. in McKieman 30). As I will explore in the
chapter to follow, however, Mullan is often more sympathetic toward the Catholic Church
than his subject matter calls for. Like O"Brien, in transforming fact into art Mullan
demonstrates empathy to all his characters. After I outline the critical history of the film,
Twill discuss how Mullan’s work differs from the others I have analyzed. Though its

tent it il by the other two works




studied, this text step further by using a un i 23 t0 show how

agency for individuals can only be accomplished collectively.

‘The Catholic Church’s response to The Magdalene Sisters did not come as a

surprise, considering its similar reaction to Steve Humphries's Sex in a Cold Climate, a

television documentary about the laundries that was aired on Ireland’s Channel 4 in 1998.

The that work “admirable I and to meet

with some of the women involved (qtd. in Crowdus 27). Later reports to the Pope
claimed that his representatives had never encountered such “mass hysteria” among
women and that Humphries's documentary had “created false memories among viewers™

(Crowdus 27). Catholic authorit ly remai i level of

‘damage that has been inflicted on the Magdalene women. Although an official apology

has been offered by the Order of the Sisters of Mercy to the women affected by the

s, there by either Catholic Church
leadership or the Iish st of the role they, t0o, played in perpetuating the atrocities of
the Magdalene laundries (McKiernan 29; Cullingford 14-15). Further, in having made no
compensation specific (o the Magdalene women, the Church as a whole has shown that it

does not fully assume responsibility.”

1n 200,

i i payers 1.
indemity from all fture legal claims (Cullingford 14-15).
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‘Some secular critics have added to the negative scrutiny of The Magdalene

Sisters, maintaining that the * ies” of lodram:

“detract” from Mullan’s work (Smith, “The Magdalene Sisters” 141). Elizabeth Butler

Cul film belongs in the genre of
(16) and Daniel Eagan believes that Mullan’s choice to “blame everything on the Church”

is an “easy way out of a far more complicated situation” (39). Eagan further expresses

that Mullan “might isks by dealing with problems”
(39). However, vehemently against iticisms,
claiming that does create “antagonists with their own 2

(Hendrickson 31). Indeed, as I will iscuss, many of those same critics who have shown

the film i by i in which

characters transcend stereotype.

One common criticism of The Magdalene Sisters is that it portrays Sister Brigid

and the i illainous. Richard Blake affirms that Mullan “violate[s]
10 good effect a fundamental principle of screenwriting by failing to provide contrast for
the malice of the villans” and by offering “not one compassionate priest, nun or parent”

(qd. in Murphy 132). Smith also claims that Brigid is

“reduced to playing the role of
prison warden” (“The Magdalene Sisters” 141). What is notable, though, is that every
critic who denounces Mullan's treatment of the nuns also pinpoints a different moment as

“the solitary occasion” when we see the nuns as human beings rather than as villains.

‘Smith writes that when Brigid watches The Bells of St. Mary's with the penitents and

declares her “secret love” for “the fillums [sic]," her sincerity and her pronunciation of




the word “film” humanize the nun and endear her to viewers (*The Magdalene Sisters”
154). Similarly, Crowdus asserts that the nuns are humanized when Brigid has Crispina
taken away; the nun is shown “without her usual smiling, supercilious manner” and
insomuch demonstrates a “rare moment of weakness” (31). Further, Murphy sees the
scene in which the nuns are filmed by the priest, who has to tll them to “act natural”

because they are clearly uncomfortable, as one that highlights a particular “spark of

‘humanity” in the nuns (139). That there is variance in opinion about moment
constitutes the one that undoes the villainous portrayal of the nuns suggests that perhaps
Mullan’s work is not as melodramatic and stereotypical as critics claim. According to

e of a

‘what Mullan heard from women who lived in Magdalene laundries, the pres
“compassionate” nun was actually very rare; one “couldn’t afford to be nice ina
Magdalene Laundry” (Crowdus 31). Thus, by presenting several scenes in which the
nuns are humanized, Mullan actually portrays them in a light that is in point of fact more

sympathetic than realistic.

‘The same narrow interpretations of The Magdalene Sisters as cliché and
melodramatic also fail to see Mullan’s attempt o shed light on present-day issucs.
Murphy writes that the controversy surrounding the film has often “ignored the

rt and reality,” which bli f the insight that it has

to offer (133). Cullingford claims that Mullan’s “Gothic™ film is anti-Catholic because it
suggests that the abuse within the laundries could only happen i Ireland, and she argues
that “there is nothing essentially Irish about institutionalized misogyny” (33-34). But by

describing filmic intricacies that point to issues of the present-day, Cullingford actually



+ theocracy

dy what Mullan through

anywhere is a very dangerous thing. When Cullingford compares Bridget's habit to the

Muslim burga (30), i versions of the Mage

that still exist, and which Mullan himself admits to writing against:
[the film is] eritical of theocracy in general, so [people are] quite right to
say that there were Protestant Magdalenes. | would take it even further
‘and say there were also Muslim Magdalenes: they called themselves the
Taliban. (Crowdus 33)

Ultimately, the film’s thinly veiled symbolism illuminates the current injustices of

‘modern-day Magdalenes.

‘Thisis not to say that The Magdalene Sisters is not lso, obviously, an indictment
of the specific abuse within Magdalene laundries and other Catholic insttutions in the
twentieth century. And, based on the Vatican's attempts to prevent people from seeing

the film, the Church continues to exert significant influcnce and power. Brereton writes

that up until the 1980" dic ided i i ——
iaboosteces Y hazardous” from a legal point of
view and ind journalists

(322). Though gl changed Hinoe

the 1990's, an anecdote shared by Mullan during an interview sheds light on those

censorial strongholds of the Catholic Church that are stil in place. When he tried to place

in The Irish for survi the Magdalene laundries to

contact him before shooting the ilm, the newspaper refused to allow it (Crowdus 28). It

claimed that because the words “survivors” and “Magdalene appear on a list of key



words that need legal attention, Mullan would need letters from two separate lawyers to
‘explain who he was and what he intended to do with the information he would receive
from those who responded to his advertisement. Here, Mullan again holds the Catholic
Church to blame; the high costs of legal work, he says, are a deterrent for those who wish

1o speak out:

L1t the newspaper'sresponsc] wasa waming o me. What it old
me was, “Don’t shoot the reland, because even though the Church
has nowhere near the power usnd 10 have, they still have enough to nsist
on lawyers” letters and stuff like that. (Crowdus 29)

Such “blatant examples of censorship” demonstrate a new kind of abuse on the part of the
Catholic Church—namely, condemning to silence those people who have suffered

because of the Church’s policies, institutions and actions (Crowdus 29).

ugh ‘the Church’s Ord i 'y
caused thousands of rish people, the fact that some of these apologies came only with the

ondition that Orders be secure from further indemnity speaks of continuing abuse

through si ilenci it i y that silence is
perpetuated in this way, so that the family, the state, and the wider community become

‘complicit in the abuse that takes place because they do not speak up against it.

Hendrickson (31), McKieman (32), James (16) and Smith (*The Magdalene Sisters” 141-
144) all analyze the silence that permeates the film’s opening scene. When Margaret re-

by her cousin, dialogue is hushed ™ The

* Mullan's
oflinki

out women for disri




itis their choice to send despite the fact that she

has done nothing wrong. Murphy points out that there i better

demonstrates this slent complicity than the one in which Margaret later finds an unlocked

gate at the Jaundry but chooses not to leave: here, he says, Margaret sees that “the walls
of her prison do not just surround the laundry, they surround the consciousness of Irish
society, and from that, there is no escape” (142). Mullan comments on the way Irish and

Catholi i intertwined in this regard; the laundries “didn’t need

‘people roaming the corridors with guns,” he says, because even if the girls had taken it

10 escape pl " (Crowdus 31).

Thus, criticism of The Magdalene Sisters constantly moves beyond specifics

. Families and i
silently watched share blame with the Church, along with the Irish nation, which
implicated itself by making the Magdalene laundries exempt from its labour laws
(Crowdus 26). Smith points out that the Iish nation took great pride in ts purity, and so

it did not

10 the “dis " of those. “aberrant

female sexuality” and therefore threatened to “tarnish” its national identity

s " 111-113). Butan i i isions was the

enormous power wielded by the Church, which had (and stil has) a direct influence on

state policy because its conservative values are written into the Irish constitution (Murphy

134). itics have written about i Catholicism within the

everyday, i The i there




of Church rhetoric and ubiquitous Catholic iconography—in order to show how “itis so
powerful that it has become imbedded in the psyche of many of the characters” (Murphy

135), that the church into culture,

1o one chose to intervene:

[..] very, very few people were willing to go against the power of
the Church. It's not just the power of the Church to create a long
delay, the power of the Church s that they control your immortal
soul. You're not going to go against people with that power.
(Crowdus 30)

Although all parties complicitin sending young women to the Magdalene laundries must

be held accountable, the power of the Church—behind both the Irish state and the Irish

people—uli from coming bout

place in the laundries.

Even Cullingford icle at s the Catholic

Orders in Ireland and, perhaps more tellingly, also happens to tell one of the rare stories

of a positi fence in an industrial school—admits that the Church must be held

‘accountable in tum, belief that Church

that ajority

‘maltreatment claims from Cathol
originated in Ireland (10) and concedes that, though “Magdalene asylums were nota
‘peculiarly Irish invention,” the Magdalene system lasted much longer in Ireland than in

England o America (12). While in these other countries this system flourished primarily

in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the last Irish Magdalene laundry did not close

until 1996 (Cullingford 12). But despite her relatively balanced approach to the

75



Magdalene issue I feel that Cullingford treads dangerous ground in deflecting blame from
the Church by claiming that “the sexually repressive agenda of the Catholic Church in

Treland was rei by the histori ization and famine” (34),

‘True, such historical traumas did work together 1o contribute t0 the actions of the Church

in the twentieth century, but the Church had its own agenda and made choices of its own

econd. A inttaton that s s0 vt i iriuality that it followers feel it
souls, int when the Church must stop pointing
fingers and hold its acti ioned, C

that there is nothing “essentially Irish"” about “institutionalized misogyny,” but since

Catholicism—which institutional mi i in

Irish society, then it s indeed part of understanding of what s “essentially Irish (34).

‘Therefore, the instituti i hat Catholicism { remain a

part o discourse about Irsh identity and freedom for young girls.

The Magdalene inue to

its healing power. Murphy sees the film as a “social confession box™ in which “past

1" o that “sites of

(142). Brereton likewi ling power of the film

and writes that it

experiences” of the laundries, 5o that Ireland can “begin the therapeutic process of healing

‘within the Church and Irish society generally” (321). While it is evident that the film

sheds light on issues of the present day, it s also clear that, as pointed out by Luke



Gibbons, The Magdalene Sisters continues to look back in anger because “for those:

sections of society whose story has not yet been told, the past is sill not over” (215).

Perhaps it is because many of the women who look back upon this past have fully

been given to the child- ‘many of the

Magdalenc inhabitants. Indeed, it is this vulnerable, youthful state that enabled Catholic

ideology to become “embedded” in the minds of the Magdalenes in the first place,

leaving them trapped not by guards and prison walls, but rather by values absorbed

society (both indivi i I levels—and
levels when moral boundaries are transgressed. When asked why he fecls the Catholic

Church has had such infl the Church

over the immortal soul, but s quick to point out thatthe Church takes advantage of the
‘malleabilty of child conseiousness by encouraging society to promote Catholic values

among the young:

“That the Catholic Church could win such subservience from billions of
people worldwide is a major [..] poltical coup. I'm sure there are spin

i inistration o the Blair sit
there and think, *How do they do it? How do they get an entire country to
buckle under at the Church’s behest?” The answer is because they get
them young and, let’s say it, the Church is their spiritual homeland.
(Crowdus 32)

hild- been left unexplored. Ina

review of the film, Nicole i The Magdalene §
“regardless of context, women bear the brunt of religious dogma” (65). In the analysis to

follow, I argue that the brunt of this dogma is bome not only by women, but by young.

girls more particularly. 1 wil ays that the social and

7



presented through the film is complicated through the complexity of the four main

characters. In addition, I will explore the implications of this narmative stratcgy, which

he stories of how these four individual

agency in order (0 establish

10 achieve

4.1 Multiple narrative strands

“The plot of The Magdalene Sisters progresses in a temporally linear fashion,
although it tells separate stories of how four different girls come to arrive at the laundry;

once the four meet, their storics become intertwined as they affect—and are affected by—

one another. The film’s social eritique is strengthened b

eventually come together in a powerful defence of children’s rights. Whereas in the other

‘works I h lyzed, female ists b

despite their filure to achieve adequate levels of citizenship, the girls in The Magdalene

Sisters have been completely stripped of any freedom. Not only are they physically

i ted and forced to work for li pay,

State because it ironically assumes that the Sisters of Mercy, a Catholic and therefore.
“moral”” Order, will not permit the abuse of power. When the laundry’s oversers exploit

their religious authority, however, they show that in a prison where children’s

Secied; chid cifoematifp rexaais 8 pio d

1 thei

oppressor or someone works with them to do so.




The Magdalene § y of Margaret’s

. e ot s wodkfi ol bt

her parents they disown her and banish her to the laundry). Her story is followed by

‘wedlock, her to put it up for
herto Bemadette® han under the care of
a religious Order fight igh i fond of

firting with the boys outside her school and sent to the laundry as a “fallen woman").
‘The linear pattern of these storics is interrupted, however, when we are introduced to the

fourth , Crispina,

girls. ialogue between Crispina and the

other girls, as 3 y
piccemeal throughout the film; she, 00, has borne a child out of wedlock, but in the

several years she has alrcady spent at the laundry she has also suffered with mental illness

nd by the laundry’s resident priest. Her simple-
minded comments and behaviour, as well a the fact that she seems to consider the
priest’s assault an inevitable and normal part of i, hint that she may have a mild

o been stunted. It s telling that the

fragmentary i ispina’s story i the film's

o . — s end e
four narrative strands in the film. In the next sections | will examine the levels of agency,

both individual and collective, that are achieved by the others gi

the film.

ibsequently, I will g y Crispina’s i n

undermined. The reason is connected to Mullan’s narrative structure within the film: the

7




by i h the same way that the other child

characters develop, but Crispina’s story s disturbingly presented bit by bit. Her final and

ultimately hollow agential actions leave us shocked and perturbed.

4.2 A model of what not to do

The Magdalene Sisters opens with the aforementioned céilidh scene in which

Margaret s led to. raped by her cousin; i whispers

10 another cousin about what has happened. We do not hear what she is saying, however,

Y ‘a young priest, who is
singing “The Well Below the Valley™—a folk song about incest between a young girl
impregnated by her fher, brother and uncle. The young girlin the song is sentenced to

“seven years a-ringing the bell” and another seven years “burning in hell” for her actions,

even though it is hinted that she did not consent to these actions. “The song is ironic since

its story is similar to what has just happened at the céilidh. The most telling aspect of
this song. says James Smith, is the fact that the young woman in it is resigned to her fate,

signiflying] how Irish culture has absorbed the inevitability” of issues like sexual assault
and incest “through such stories that offer no models for possible social action in
response” (“The Magdalene Sisters” 142). If this is true, Smith’s statement can also be
applicd to The Magdalene Sisters in general because aspects of t, 100, show characters
similarly resigned to their fates—an idea I will retumn to later in the chapter. Although

The Magdale does not tell a positive story and in tum becy cial model




for action, by depicting failed attempts at agency the film does offer a model of what nor

10 do. In this, it gestures towards solutions with more potential.

In The Magdalene Sisters individual agency falls back upon itself; the film

he ive action might work better.

ugh they i

toget

until the end of the film, hints that if individual acts are combined they might potentially

form a pattern of behaviour to contribute to progressive change. In the film, the girls end

up damaging d each other through i ‘which might
seem at first ¢ s futilty, since th agency and
suppress the girls” potential for i But because the

importance of the collective through ts paralll structuring of the grls” stories,  have

reason 1o believe ics of the i

o gesture

toward the potential of shared action. The failurc inherent in the girls" individual

stories—connected through shared violence and imprisonment but at the same time

e agency f agdalene gi 3
girls in i needs to i achieve a
future significantly different from the past.
4.3 Problematic intersections of narratives
aret, Rose and , their stories begin to
i well ina, who has already lived at




the laundry for several years. During their time at the laundry, Margaret and Bemadette
in particular leam to use the labour they are obligated to perform—washing other

people’s dirty laundry, which is symbolic of the pursuit of purity they must carry out—to

work the system to inst their abusers in are notat

all moral and pure. Their actions are akin to de Certeau’s concept of “perruque,” through

finds a way o i aims in the very pl

‘machine he [or she] i 1y, the Cath
society which conforms to its tenets. Unfortunately, the girls' methods are problematic
and ultimately fail, though by the end of the film each of the young women manages to

achieve a greater level of agency than what they even considered before.

All of Bernadette’s attempts to express individuality or achieve agency are
quickly suppressed by the nuns at the laundry. Once looked up to by the litte girls at the:

orphanage who competed for the privilege of brushing Bernadette’s hair at night, even the

smallest vanities are denied by the Sisters of Mercy. In order 10 hold the penitents” vanity

in check, the nuns subject the girl to regular “inspections” in the showers, where they

st in a line whil publicly compare the size of the girls” breasts
‘and the amount of hair on their bodies. And the hard labour performed by the girls in the
Taundry is not the only way their physicaliy is exploited; the boys who pick up and drop
offthe laundry try to get the girls to perform sexual favours for them—since all the girls
‘who work at the laundry are, afte all, “hookers and whores” (qtd. in Smith, “The
Magdalene Sisters” 145). When a delivery boy named Brendan offers Bemadette two

shillings to “suck his cock,” Bemadette refuses, but she also sees a way for her work at



the laundry to potentially translate into an opportunity to escape: she sets her mind on
attempting to seduce the boy in the short amount of time she is able to spend with him
‘while loading and unloading the trucks.** One day, Brendan gives his word that he will
‘marry Beradette and help her escape the laundry, but then one of the nuns catches the

two of them i ising position: she ing up her skirt so that

Brendan can sce what is underncath. The Sisters interpret these actions just as they did
Bemadette's earlier lirting: in their eyes, her sexual experimentation is a manifestation of
her vanity.

“The brutal physical punishment Bemadete receives as a result of her actions

speaks to her fil i Sister Brigid i in

welts and then messily lops off her hair with blunt scissors. Afterwards, she holds a

mirror up to Bemadette’s face and tells her that, since she is now bloody with her hair in

tatters, “she can see [her]self as she really [is].” When, in this instant, the camera cuts o

a close-up of Bemadette’s blood-coated eye, however, it is not Bemadette’s reflection
that captures the audience’s attention, but rther the silhouette of the nun as it s reflected
in the mirror and then in Bemadette’s pupil. Murphy has written that this scene suggests
that the audience is “not secing Bernadette as she really s, but [rather] a brutal physical

‘manifestation of how [Sister] Brigid truly sees her” (137). I argue, however, that the

nun’s silhouette s visil s and to Bernadette i it becomes
0 course, it / butit

i i it s
the other girls B, th le that Bernad




obvious that there are aspects of Brigid's personality in Bernadette’s own character. As

easy as it i ic 10 the wounded in this moment, like Brigid, she

o . Though the

Bernadette i letely blameless. When Crispina

her St. Christoph , she i i is convinced itis a “holy

telephone” through whi i Bemadette finds the
necklace, but waits until well after everyone has been searching frantically for it before

she gives it back. Her onscreen actions appear malicious because the intent behind these:

Th ispina to
suffer when she has the ability to help her, Bemadette’s moral character as a victim is
diminished. Her actions exhibit that in a prison where the female sex is “strategically

itself* (Cullingford 22) through the power dif between nun and

penitent, Bemadette has perpetuated the pattern by acting cruelly to Crispina and thus

from her. ive actions of agency tend to be more
successfol, Bemadette has i i p freedom.
Through the filmic
Bemadette’s pupl,

insight into why Bernadette’s attempt to achieve “perruque” fail; Margaret, 100, performs
an act of perruque, though nlike Bemadette she performs her rebellious act on behalf of
a friend rather than for herself. Margaret establishes herself early as Crispina’s protector;

when Crispina’s St. Christopher medal is lost, Margaret leads the search for it throughout

the laundry. ibi all gi she learns that



Bermadette has been hiding it all along. So, when Margaret sees Father Fitzroy forcing

Crispi fellatio, she instantly advocate and guardian for

her friend. Outraged, she devises a plan to launder Fitzroy’s Corpus Christi obes with
poison vy, so that he will embarrass himself with endless scratching during the
ceremony. However, Margarets scheme backfires. Though Fitzroy does eventually
disgrace himself by removing all his clothing in a paroxysm of scratching, Crispina also

‘winds up humiliated when she cannot help endlessly scratching the insides of her thighs

during Margaret, Fitzroy Crispina

again, ial mas

with Crispina’s skin, as well as his own. The ceremony’s congregation therefore become
suspicious when Fitzroy and Crispina are the only people in the room who have been
affected by the itch. And, in light of the reasons behind Crispina’s presence in the
laundry and the fact that both she and the priest are scratching private areas of their

bodies,

s probable that these people have concluded that there is a sexual connecti

between the mutual itching—though it is equally likely that this assumption wrongfully

or even seduction, Crispina. Margaret's

t i ispina instead of helping her.

“This harm to Crispina only gets worse as the scene progresses. Fitzroy runs away

affer he humiliates himself by tearing off| rispina, feeling

result of Margaret’ 7 im i his
betrayal of the vow of chastity. Having listened careflly to what Margaret told her

carlier—after she leans about Fitzroy's abuse, she tells Crispina that “he is not a man of



God™—C over, yelling both the priest and

the entire congregation will understand: “You are ot a man of God!” She repeats the

» Toudly imes in what feels like a
the scene. No one speaks up or stops her, and the outburst s never again acknowledged

onscreen. All we see afterwards is the cold consequence of her actions: without looking

behind Crispina’s fit of temper—pr not

want she ill find—Brigid to have Crispina

transferred to an institution for the insane. Once there, Crispina becomes increasingly ill;

her death by anorexia whi d

her last days in a solitary confinement cell, wh

wall and sticks her fingers down her throat. Margaret’s vengeful deed, incited by the

empathy she feels for Crispina, has deadly repercussions.

Tt must be noted that although Margaret and Crispina are influenced by each other

vl e ” o oo

Crispina, si and idealistic, i 0 the injustice

that has been done to her, but Margaret’s handiwork is more a result of her desire for
revenge than her need to be fiee. Having been disowned and brought to the laundry by

her family, Margaret is resigned to her fate and has given up hope of ever leaving the

laundry. i long , she finds

herself alone one day in the laundry’s toolshed, from which she spies an unlocked gate

that opens onto a road bordering the hillside. Suddenly terrified by the possibility of an

outside world that will if it leams her st
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cautiously. When a car stops and offers her a rde, she refuses and returns to the laundry;
there, at least, she knows what sort of treatment to expect. This profoundly disturbing
scene gestures towards the deeper politics at work in the minds of those both within and
outside of the laundry’s walls. The Catholic doctrines that paint the Magdalene girls as
“fallen women" are not only accepted without question by those outside the laundry; the

girls themselves are convinced of their inadequacy.

“Thi

idea that the Magdalene girls have accepted and intemalized negative public
attitudes about them connects back to Smith’s comment that “The Well Below the

Valley” Ireland has accepted the inevitability of certain issues. But

Margaret’s moment of defiance at the time of her eventual escape from the laundry shows.

that she has nof actually accepted her incarceration as a given. Her actions undo those

Jbout her resignation that are formed in the scene g
longingly through the laundry’s garden gate. - In her final escape scene, she demonstrates

the potential agency that can oceur even individually when young girls have the support

; they need. When aundry, ily creep down a

corridor, hoping that the commotion of Christmas festivities will help them leave the

iced. Sister Brigid with the
visitors, and it have to stand pretend they
are on their i At however, ‘
Margaret i up o Sister Brigid  for all, stepping in

front of the party and shockingly asking the nun to lt her pass. Brigid laughs, and says,



You'd better be joking, girl. Because if I thought for a second you would
expect one of the persons here to step aside for the likes of you, then
1 would punish this i severely, most

severely.
Margaret stands her ground, and Brigid nonchalantly remarks that Margaret’s refusal to

she will

knces as if o beg Brigid’s forgi h i a
recitation of the Lord’s Prayer—thus, answering Brigid's authority with that of a higher
power. S0 as not to inerrupt the prayer, the party s forced to move past Margaret, who

seems 1o have struck the final blow. What seems at first glance to be a reconsolidation of

institutional power structures, i . With ¥ %

Margaret gains those

abuse to remain in power.

‘Thus, after her failed attempt at agency during the Corpus Christi scene, Margaret

Tearns that wit can embrace been denied;
fortunately, Crispina conti Jone and cts of rebellion
1o her of her life. Her. h, since i o
I ltimately be linked back to ugh re—is politically

powerful. Crispina’s anorexia becomes a way for her 10 fight back and commit her final

act of perruque: her self-destruction is agential because it underlines her final, supreme.

refusal i . Having been by Father

Fitzroy, Crispina fights back by starving her body untl it is no longer useful 50 that she

never pai in. In order to shov

‘submit her body to abuse by others she has resorted to damaging it herself.




Crispina’s death ifest the limits of her indivi ity to perform
an act of agency that works to her advantage. In the end, her perruque serves her aims.
instead of the aims of the de Certeauian “machine.” but she has to die in order to achieve:

these aims. By destroying her body in an attempt to demonstate ageney, Crispina

this agency. her revolt also.
transform her into a martyr for the cause of social justice for young girls who have been

abused by Orders of the Church. Her martyrdom exposes the unfaimess of her

specially since all three of her fri escape from the laundry
‘and thus achieve at least a small degree of autonomy. Even though they have all

previously tried and failed to gain independence, by the end there is still hope for them.

A fundamental aspect of the other gi that none of them acts alone: in

cach case, they need the assistance of others in order 1o be successful. As
aforementioned, Margaret gains courage to stand up to Brigid in the presence of her

brother. Bernadette and Rose escape together, realizing in the end that gtting away

unnoticed i i i Crispina,
. Her story, which i ich the film ends,
by the other indivi f in the film: taking
tion against injustice i high level of risk, particularly ing al
the three i
in collectivity they establi on for their escape, Crispina’s story d

from the other girls® when she is sent 1o the asylum. Once there, she is forced to actin

isolation. y from those of girls from the very



beginning of the film—the details of her fe have been revealed in snippets, unlike the
clear linear exposure of the other girls® pasts—at the end of the film, she remains
sequestered so that when she rebels, she ends up lterally destroying herselfin the

process. Crispina’s solitary confinement a the time of her death upholds the idea that

children are too often excluded from the process of making the decisions that affect their

lives.2*

Itis impor that Crispis powerful position of

martyr. In sacrificing her life, she reinforces Mullan’s call to end injustice against

ights 1o freedom and citizenship. But the martyr is only

powerful because of the potential future change it might inspire. The Magdalene Sisters
hints that the collective is less risky and therefore holds more weight for the present. In

both life and death, Cri i i

individual. Thus, in separating Crispina’s story through his namative technique, Mullan

emphasizes that any conception of agency that is disconnected from the collective is

ineffective. This moral directive transforms the film into a social model for change.




Chapter Five

Conclusion
On the 8" of July, 2001, the Government of Ireland replaced the United

Kingdom’s Children Act of 1908 with a new Children Act in order “to make further

provision in relation to the care, i ‘children"™-

person in the Republi age of eighteen (“Children
Act 20017). isic ‘the original 10 “provi matters™
that i the course of | (“Children Act 2001)—some of

which are addressed in the Ryan Report, published in May 2009 (The Commission to
Inquire into Child Abuse). However, a sustained examination of the lost gils in The
‘Snapper, Down by the River and The Magdalene Sisters shows that despite the changes

enacted 10 investigat

children’s rights, as well as the strides that are currently being made in women's rights

through A.B.& C. v Ireland, young Irish girls are still not permitted the level of

ip 1o which they are entitled. In theis ion to Wild Colonial Girl: Essays
on Edna O'Brien, Lisa Colletta and Maureen O"Connor reflect on the similar failure of

the Republic to provide equal rights for women:

Connolly, who was militant not only in his Irish nationalism, but in his
sosialsm and eminism, envisioned a ation that would e the social

sexual
Britsh colonial rule. The Irish Free State, however, vvpmduced all ar its

ol and
obibition. The excreis of pover i ndependen rland has continod
10 be patriarchal and exclusionary. (7)
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‘Thus, in the twentieth century, Ireland failed in its duty to uphold women's rights. The

failure, ion of the

‘vow made in the 1916 Proclamation, which pledged to “cherish™ all ts children equally.

Ttis not easy to determine who exactly fits into this “children” category. Even

though “children” are defined by Ircland's Children Act of 2001 as every person in the

Republic i i show that childhood is

defined by much more than age. In The Snapper, Sharon is actually twenty years old,

ugh ional i ity and her level of indi she still has

profoundly childish instincts. On the other hand, Mary MacNamara is thirteen and
therefore fits into the child category. Age is not revealed atall in The Magdalene Sisters,

but it is clear that many of the young girls are under the care of adults before they arrive

£ £

at the laundry. Thus,

indicating maturity, experience, or citizenship.

‘When it comes to assessing levels of maturity, children must depend on the

discretion of them. The risk of such when
in an ambi ition) find themselves in i
y The Snapp: i ied by the

in-between position of children who have children in contemporary Ireland. Sharon’s

cert theories of e girls.

Since she is twenty years old, she cannot be considered a child. Further, even if national

laws and theories of citizenship

discrepancy, Sharon chooses not to exercise her rights to citizenship. Her silence

92



icatesthat the process of child citizenship is flawed.

However, the adaptation of the X case from fact to fiction in Down by the River

‘potential for forward i children’s citizenship,

and The Magdalene Sisters shows how

action. i spathy and

teasing out potential scenarios that might lead to a questioning of social ideas, they

exhibit the empathy that must i in order gi e
in ffect them. It i only ive acti and between
et il i
toget ide a way to i
tually lead to active citiz for young girls. The Snapper,

Down by the River and The Magdalene Sisters indicate that girls must be respected as

human beings—not simply as indivi their parents
the state. Even though girl i i
emotional or intellectual capacity to it 3
recognized and they need to be i i iscussions; that i, if

participate. Even when they remain silent, they need to be made aware that they can have

input into what happens in their lives.

pi e narrati to analyze

nage pregnancy i Jans'’s theory, i i still

requires flexibility. The texts leave many “what-ifs” unexplored. Just as theories and



laws are only i them, the impact of

th vhe Therefore

‘and perhaps unf 1y, the works studied he

in Ireland goes beyond imagined possibility and becomes an actual reality, the nation’s

young girls will continue to lead precarious lives.
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