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ABSTRACT

This is a study of popular festive laughter in Sean O'Casey’s drama. It argues that
O'Casey’s use of the strategies of laughter is an integral part of his political vision.
The concept of festive laughter is derived from the theory of Mikhail Bakhtin, and
is related, in this thesis, to the culture of low life in O’Casey’s Dublin. Through a
detailed analysis of O’Casey’s plays, this study shows how the forms of laughter
function to interrogate the hegemonic political, economic, and cultural discourses
of the Irish society of his time. The Dublin trilogy counters the nationalist ideology
and its constructions of history, while the later comedies focus on the issues of
cultural dominaticn and religious authoritarianism. This negative critique of the
dominant order is accompanied, in these plays, by a celebration of the rich energy
of popular, collective life, and its capacity to resist domination and to create an
alternative society. The study concludes by focusing on the festive nature of

O’Casey’s theatre.



RESUME

Ceci est une étude du rire populaire dans le théatre de Sean O’Casey. Elle
défend I'idée que O’Casey utilise la stratégie du rire comme partie intégrante de sa
vision politique. Le rire populaire en tant que concept est issu directement de la
théorie de Mikhail Bakhtin et est appliqué dans ]a présente thése 2 la culture de vie
populaire de Dublin. C'est au travers d'une étude détaillée des piéces de O’Casey,
que cette thése démontre que différentes formes de rire omt pour fonction
d’interroger le discours politique, économique et culturel ainsi que I'hégémonie de
la société irlandaise de I'époque. La trilogie de Dublin contredit I'idéologie
nationaliste et sa construction de I'histoire, alors que les comédies écrites plus tard
exainent la domination culturelle ainsi que le totalitarisme religieux. Dans ces
piéces, cette critique négative est juxtoposée a la richesse de la vie populaire et a sa
capacité de faire face a la domination ainsi que de créer un ordre différent, voire
alternatif. En conclusion, cette étude met 'emphase sur le coté populaire joyeux du

thédtre de Sean O’Casey.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Sean O'Casey’s drama is political in a deep and profound sense. It not only
engages with contemporary political issues, but also offers a rich and wide
understanding of the multiple levels at which hegemonic relations work in society.
It challenges maay of the dominant assumptions of cuiture, gender, art, and theatre
that structure and control social relations, and points to the necessity and possibility
of an altermative social arrangement. This political perspective is combined, in this
drama, with forms of comedy and humour. Because these forms are conventionally
associated with a lack of seriousness, it is often easy to miss the sincerity of
O’Casey’s dramatic purpose. It is my argument in this thesis that the strategies of
popular festive laughter are an integral part of O’Casey’s critical and political
consciousness; they are used to demystify and counter authoritative claims of the
dominant discourses and embody a distinct world-view.

O’Casey’s political commitment grew out of his life and experience in the slum
tenements of Dublin. Born in a Protestant family with a modest income, O’Casey
was forced to live a life of poverty and hardship when, at the age of six years, he lost
his father. A chronic disease of the eye, contracted in his early years, prevented him
from acquiring a formal education. As a result, at a very young age, he joined the
ranks of unskilled workers in Dublin, working as a stock-boy, sweeper, hod-carrier,
docker, and railroad worker with long periods of unemployment in between. His
involvement in the trade-union struggles and in socialist politics aligned him with the

cause of the working class, a cause that he remained loyal to throughout his life.



This perspective was clearly reflected in the Dublin trilogy performed by the
Abbev theatre between 1923 and 1926. Years later, in his autobiography, he recalled
the reaction this drama had evoked among some critics and his respoanse to their
criticism:

It had often been recorded in the Press, by those who could guess shrewdly,

that Sean was a slum dramatist, a gutter-snipe who could jingle a few words

together out of what he had seen and heard. The terms were suitable and
accurate for he was both, and, all his life, he would hold the wisdom and
courage that these conditions bad given him. Wherever he would go,
whomsoever he might meet, be the places never so grandiloquent or rich, the
persons never so noble in rank and origin, he, O’Casside, would ever preserve,
ever wear—though he would never flaunt it-—-the tattered badge of his tribe. Not
that he thought of praise or blame for it, but simply because he had to bring
his life around with him. But he would sew on to that badge, soiled with the
diseased sweat of the tenements, a coloured ribbon of his own making, and,
maybe, fix in its centre (like the jewel in the toad’s head) a ruby or an emerald,
giving the poor badge a gleam as good as that of any ancient order of chivalry,
or that which goes with the posing piety of the Papal Court. (Inishfallen 370-
71)

He did, indeed, continue to wear, rather proudly, "the tattered badge of his tribe”,
giving voice, in his plays, to the oppressed and marginalized sections of society,
unmasking the myths by which the ruling classes maintained their power, and
emphasizing the need for social change. If, on the one hand, his drama critiqued the
dominant order and its discourses, it celebrated, on the other, the rich energies of
the common people and their capacity to struggle for and create a non-exploitative
and just society. The joyous vision of this utopian dream illuminates the horizons of
his universe.

This political focus, leads, as in the case of many other political dramatists, to
an active exploration of radically different theatrical forms and languages as old
forms and vocabulary are found inadequate to express alternative ways of looking

at social reality. O"Casey draws upon the forms and images of the popular cultural
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tradition that were available to him both in actual life and through his unorthodox
self-training. O’Casey’s own accounts in the various volumes of his autobiography
are a testimony to the presence, in Dublin, of a vibrant popular cuiture. The
everyday realities of Dublin life, lived in its tenements, streets, pubs, theatres, and
other public arenas, were organized around the codes and norms of this culture,
which bad many points of contact with the culture of rural Ireland, as Dublin
maintained its links with the countryside through the constant influx of immigrants
from the rural areas. O’Casey’s intimate acquaintance with, even immersion in, this
life—though, at the same time, maintaining the critical distance necessary for a
writer—gives him an understanding of the working of this culture.

In theatre, he became familiar with, and participated in, the drama of
Shakespeare and Boucicault, and the Irish melodramas performed at the Queen’s
and the Mechanics Theatre as well as at smaller neighbourhood theatres. The
conventions of representation and the modes of reception of the pdpular commercial
theatre were different from those of the "literary” theatre. The patrons of the literary
theatre consciously dissociated themselves from the former. The project of the Irish
Literary Theatre, initiated by Yeats, Lady Gregory, and Edward Martyn was
conceived in direct opposition to the "vulgarity” and "triviality” of the popular
theatre, with Yeats endorsing the idea of an exclusive theatre for "a few, simple
people” which would be "for the most part remote, spiritual, and ideal . . ." (Essays
166). For O’Casey, however, art and theatre could not be divorced from the people.
Even when he criticized popular taste and the popular reception of certain plays be
did not offer exclusivity as an answer. "The people are the theatre,” he stated in an
essay written in 1946, and went on to argue: "Every art is rooted in the life of the
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people--what they see, do, how they hear, all they touch and taste; how they live,

love, and go to the grave" (Coloured Cap 213).

In this thesis I will attempt to situate O’Casey’s drama in this popuiar or "low"
cultural tradition in order to arrive at a fuller understanding of its artistic and
ideological significance. I shall focus on the ways in which popular cultural norms
shape the consciousness of his universe and affect its theatrical representation. I
have derived the theory of popular culture and its forms from Mikhail Bakhtin who
characterizes this tradition as the "culture of carnivalesque laughter.” The medieval
carnival, Bakhtin points out, existed outside the official spheres of ideology and in
opposition to the strictly hierarchical forms of social relations. As a "theatre that
does not know footlights,” in which everyone participated equally, the carnival
constituted a "second life” and a "second world" for the common people throughout
the middle ages. Its characteristic rituals of mockery, uncrowning, reversal, parody,
billingsgate, and its images of grotesque realism made up a "boundless world of
humorous forms and manifestations” which provided a special way of seeing and
knowing. Thus carnivalesque laughter became an "essential form of truth concerning
the world as a whole,” through which "the world is seen anew, no less (and perhaps
more) profoundly than when seen from the serious standpoint” (66).

Bakhtin's insights into popular consciousness and the ways in which it has
interacted with and infiltrated official culture and high literature have usefully been
applied to the study of many writers after his own analysis of the works of Rabelais
and Dostoevsky. The drama of O’Casey provides many points of contact with
Bakhtin’s thought. As a proletarian writer, O'Casey brings an oppositional stance to
bear upon his plays. His drama embodies a popuiar, collective world-view with which
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he counters the dominant discourses of his time. More importantly, the strategies
that this drama offers for resistance are comic and carmivalesque. It uses the idiom
and forms of the camnival to construct a theatre which is both subversive and

liberatory, reflecting what Terry Eagleton describes as the "vulgar cheerfulness of

social hope" (143).

O’Casey and his Critics

Bakhtin wrote of Rabelais, " To be understood he requires an essential
reconstruction of our entire artistic and ideological perception, the renunciation of
many deeply rooted demands of literary taste, and the revision of many concepts”
(Rabelais 3). In O’Casey’s case, too, critical unwillingness to recognize amy
conventions and traditions other than the dominant ones has often come in the way
of a true appreciation of his work. Such an approach is either dismissive or at best
patronizing of the playwright. T. R. Henn, for instance, believes that O'Casey was
"a pative but strictly limited genius . . . condemned to work without having bad any
literary training, or aware of any steadying tradition” (212). The literary training and
the steadying tradition that Henn privileges here is that of high literature, specially
the genre of tragedy, which O’Casey, with his plebeian penchant for low comedy,
compromises in his early plays and entirely abandons in the later ones. More
sympathetic critical efforts--even attempts to establish him as a comic genius--have
also been unable to reach a full understanding of his drama as their approach also
remains locked in the dominant concepts of high literature and culture and its

accompanying baggage of artistic evaluation.



Confusion and controversy have been the chief features of O’Casey criticism.
A brief look at the critical reception of his first three full-length plays, The Shadow

of a Gunman (1923), Juno and the Pavcock (1924), and The Plough and the Stars

(1926), first staged by the Abbey Theatre, and shortly thereafter premiered in
London, provides ample evidence of this. Radically different from the usual
theatrical fare that the audiences of the two cities were accustomed to, the plays
presented an experience that defied any conventicnal categorization. The reactions
varied from puzzlement and hostility to open admiration.

Even though the author himself had described the plays as "tragedies,” the
viewers were left in no doubt about the preponderance of the comic in them. In 2
review of Juno in The Irish Statesman (15 March 1924), W. J. Lawrence hailed
O’Casey as an iconoclast: "One cannot place his plays in any recognized category.
Nothing in Polonious’s breathless, jaw-breaking list applies; and he flouts all the
precepts of Aristotle. He lures us into the theatre under the pretext of affording us
hearty laughter . . . and he sends us away with tears in our eyes and with the
impression of direst tragedy lying heavy on our hearts. None but a neo-Elizabethan
could accomplish this, since the secret of juxtaposing and barmonizing the comic
with the tragic . . . has been lost to the English-speaking stage for over a couple of
centuries.” However, not everyone responded enthusiastically to this wilful flouting
of traditional norms by an unknown author. Andrew Malone was embarrassed by
the comic in what he considered "tragedies of disillusionment.” In a typically
confused response, he apportioned the blame for this to everyone: "Life is a
rollicking farce to the audiences, and a barrowing tragedy to the dramatist; but it
was not entirely the fault of the audience that they failed to be harrowed by
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O’Casey’s tragedies. As they were plaved at the Abbey Theatre it was the comic
rather than the tragic aspecis of the plays that were emphasized” (212). The
playwright also received his share of blame for pandering to the low taste of the
audience. That critical prejudice of this kind was pot just an initial reaction but has
persisted in O’Casey criticism is evident in John Jordan’s complaints more than
thirty years later that the unnecessary emphasis on comedy leads to a minimalization
of the tragic tone and theme in the plays. Juno, according to him, has a diminished
impact because the antics of Boyle and Joxer "inevitably convulse complacent and
aware alike” (169).

There were others, however, who saw the comic as reinforcing and enriching
the overall tragic impact of the play. Una Ellis-Fermor wrote: "he seems to belong
most nearly to a class of writers rare in all literature and very rare in drama, the
tragic satirists in whom the comedy of satire points directly to tragic implications”
(196). This view was fully developed into a theory of the modern tragi-comedy or
what was termed as the "dark comedy” in a book of that title by J. L. Styan. Styan
saw the alternation of the tragic and the comic within 2 play as the chief feature of
modern paturalist drama from Ibsen and Strindberg to the theatre of the Absurd.
This body of drama, which Raymond Williams has described as the drama of
subjective expressionism, communicates the complex and essentially tragic experience
of modern life with its incongruities, contradictions, and uncertainties. Here the
comedy is employed, neither for the purposes of satire which must presuppose the
certainty of a norm, nor in 2 Freudian release of tension, but in order to maintain
the tension of a skilfully controlled dramatic irony which alone can convey this

complex truth.



In his attempt to harness comedy to the paturalism of the individualist and
illusionist drama of the early twentieth century, Styan trivializes and marginalizes the
comic tradition that can be traced from Aristophanes through the commedia
dell'arte, medieval comic drama, Shakespeare and other Elizabethans right down to
the nineteenth-century music-hall and vaudeville. This tradition, as Bakhtin has
pointed out, is informed by the culture of popular laughter, which is oppositional
and collective and does not easily lend itself to incorporation by the individualist
world-view. Many of the playwrights dealt with by Styan, notably, Shakespeare,
Synge, O’Casey, and Brecht, write in this tradition, the inadequate understanding of
which leads to a serious misreading of their works.

It is not surprising, therefore, that in Styan’s assessment O’Casey’s drama lacks
the sophistication and complexity found in the other playwrights dezalt with in the
book. In Juno, he finds that the "violent contradictions of the pathetic and comic

. . are not preposterous, but they are too flagrantly juxtaposed at the level of
naturalism their author has chosen, and the mechanism creaks. The resulting effect
is sometimes merely hysterical.” The Plough is more successful because in it the two
discordant moods blead "more naturally” (133). The Silver Tassie is O’Casey’s best
play; in it a caiculated irony works to make a "stageworthy comment on the
callousness of war." The subsequent plays are seen as marking a decline in the
playwright's career, with Cock-A-Doodle-Dandy symbolizing "the sad demise of the
later O'Casey” (136).

Writing roughly at the same time as Styan, David Krause, one of the most
perceptive critics of O’Casey, also analysed his early drama as tragi-comedy. Basing
his arguments on the works of the same playwrights that Styan deals with, Krause
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points out that the writer of tragi-comedy "achieves something akin to Coleridge’s
balance or reconciliation of opposite or discordant qualities” (51). However, over the
vears, Krause has come to emphasize the essentially comic nature of O’Casey’s
drama and has written extensively about this. His positior will be discussed in the
following pages.

The tendency to see in O'Casey’s use of comedy a satiric purpose is shared by
many critics. However, the difficulty of this approach soon becomes apparent. Satire
is informed by a moral purpose and is directed towards individual folly and social
or institutional ills. The satirist usually works within the established framework of
society, criticizing certain practices without questioning the very basis of that society.
Satire presupposes certain clear cut norms—usually those of order, stability, reason--
againsthwhich it measures the deviant and the disorderly. There is no room for
ambiguity in the attitude of the satirist about either the standpoint from which he
operates or the object of his attack.

O’Casey’s drama refuses to allow itself to be restricted to satire, which Bakhtin
has described as the "genre of reduced laughter.” The neat divisions of satire—the
hierarchized opposition between order and disorder, sanity and insanity--are not
available in his drama in which laughter is also directed at those who laugh, ard in
which disorder and dehiscence are often celebrated. The puzzlement that this causes
critics was initially expressed by Joseph Wood Krutch in his reaction to the original

productions of Juno and Plough in The Nation (21 Dec. 1927): "No one can deny

that O’Casey bas an extraordinary gift for racy dialogue or that he can hit off the

foibles of the Irish character with malicious wit, but his plays lack form, lack



movemeat, and in the final analysis lack any informing purpose . . . To this day I do
not know where the author’s sympathies Lie. . . . "

Subsequent attempts to study his drama as satire have also produced distorted
emphases. B. L. Smith, in a full-length study of O’Casey’s satiric vision, sees itasa
central and unifying force in his drama and traces its development from the
incidental satire of the early plays to the "unmiversal implications of the satiric
fantasies of his last period” (171). Smith recognizes from the outset that O’Casey’s
laughter is not only destructive but affirmative as well. But this results in a
methodologically clumsy juxtaposition of O’Casey the satirist with O’Casey the
humorist without any concrete definition of either. His satiric purpose is described
in the most general terms: "O’Casey’s target in his earliest and latest satire is
mankind—more specifically, the stupidity and the passivity of mankind that destroy
individuals or prevent them from living life as it should be lived. In O’Casey’s vision,
organized religion, nationalistic organizations, and politics are all mad games played
by mad men."” This is followed by an equally vague, "O’Casey’s vision includes ample
room for joy and laughter, for having a good time, and for loving life in the process”
(7). Moreover, Smith presents this bi-focal vision as a highly personal, idiosyncratic
view of the author, an approach which does not provide any useful insights into the
purpose and meaning of O"Casey’s drama.

Heinz Kosok, in his book, O'Casey, the Dramatist, offers a reading of 2 single
play—-in this case, Purple Dust--in terms of satire. He begins by describing it as an
"entirely untypical” comedy in which the elements of comedy, farce, and satire
combine successfully. However, Kosok, like most other critics, fails to draw out the
artistic and ideological sienificance of O’Casey’s use of the form of farce and low
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comedy. Instead, he sees the role of satire in the play as integrating the farcical
elements into a "unified concept.” Seen from this perspective, O'Casey’s play fails
to achieve perfection, for "In the field of satire, . . . O'Casey does not remain

completely objective” (166). Comparing Purple Dust with Shaw's John Bull's Other

Island, two plays which share a similarity of theme, situation and character, Kosok
attempts to establish the superiority of Shaw’s play since it offers a "rational
analysis.” O’Casey’s criticism, on the other hand, is found to be "based on emotion,
greatly simplifying the problems; by farcical means he arouses the audience’s
laughter, his final result is a vision that cannot be rationally substantiated. O*Casey
was not capable of any such detailed analysis as Shaw . . . " (167-68). Kosok's
critique once more underlines the need to get away from dominant critical concepts
and to situate O’Casey in a different tradition in order to arrive at a proper
assessment of his work. The fact that the two playwrights might be writing two
different kinds of drama requiring different critical tools and concepts of
interpretation and evaluation completely escapes Kosok here. It is not that O'Casey
is incapable of making a rational analysis but that he chooses to write saturnalian
comedy in which reason and order do not have a normative status and chaos and
madness are positive and liberatory values.

Ronald Ayiing, a usually perceptive criticc who has made a tremendous
contribution to O’Casey scholarship and has worked assiduously towards countering
critical ignorance and prejudice against the playwright, also brings normative notions
of order and harmony to bear upon his plays. Ayling explains the persistence of
 disorder and disintegration in his drama as a "means to a greater end, elements
subservient to . . . a more inclusive theme . . . [of] order and harmony” (Continuity
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10). According to him, OCasey uses the theme of disorder through to its reductio

ad absurdum, a process which is similar to that suggested in Northrop Frye's theory

of the second phase of satire, "which is not designed to hold one in perpetual
captivity, but to bring one to the point at which one can escape from an incorrect
procedure” (Anatomy 233). However, Ayling is unable to resolve the contradiction
of the negative view of disorder and the rich eatertainment it provides in O’Casey’s
drama. He tries to dismiss this in an uncharacteristically irresponsible statement:
"That he can hugely enjoy—in his art, if not in his life—~some of the complications
and the consequences of dislocation should not obscure his perenaial concern with
bringing order out of disorder or of using chaos as a warning” (Continuity 11). The
implications of O" s enjoyment of disorder in art, or of his deployment of
disorder as a comic (rather than tragic) category remain unexplored in this criticism.
In contrast to this view, stands the unqualified celebration of disorder and
knockabcut in O’Casey’s drama by his fellow playwright and Irishman, Samuel
Beckett. In a review of Windfalls in 1934, he wrote:
Mr. O’Casey is a master of knockabout in this very serious and honourable
sense—that he discerns the principle of disintegration in even the most
complacent solidities, and activates it to their explosion. This is the energy of
his theatre, the triumph of the principle of knockabout in situation, in all its
elements and all its planes, from the furniture to the higher centres. (167)
Beckett rightly perceives the knockabout as a central element in O’Casey’s work and
as expressive of a critique of social reality. It is interesting to note that Beckett’s
appreciation derives from his own penchant for low comedy and knockabout though,
as subsequent references to him in the following discussions will make clear, there

are significant differences beisveen their social attitudes.
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The confusion of comic disorder also confounds Raymond Williams® assessment

of the early plays. In Drama_from Ibsen to Eliot (1952), Williams had dismissed

O’Casey in a small note at tre end of a chapter on Synge. He had strongly reacted
against O'Casey’s use of heightened language and comic exaggeration as cheap tricks
employed in what he felt was the degenerate art of "naturalist caricature.” In the
revised edition of the book, Drama from Ibsen to Brecht (1968), he tempered his
former criticism somewhat, but still failed to grasp the essential meaning of
O’Casey’s dramatic techniques. He interpreted the inflated language of characters,
the repeated tricks of colour, and the comical excesses in the plays as the
playwright’s attempt to at once "create . . . and criticize . . . the fact of evasion,” and
the poverty and inadequacy of "men avoiding experience”. The paradoxical force of
the language in O’Casey’s plays comes across to Williams, not as a richness but as
"the sound, really, of a long confusion and disintegration™ (150). In effect, Williams’
position comes close to those critics who see the comic action feeding into the
overall tragic or ironic atmosphere of the play. His failure to recognize the symbolic
significance of comic disorder in O’Casey’s drama leads to his placing of O’Casey
within the naturalist tra&ition and to a misreading of his work.

Some interesting insights into O’Casey’s use of language in the Dublin plays
are offered by Jack Mitchell in A Study of the Twelve Major Plays of Sean O'Casey.
He perceives in the language of O’Casey’s people- an unruly vigour and
inventiveness, which comes across as an aspect of their creative rebelliousness. Their
wilful manipulation and distortion of the King's English acts to subvert the language
of the colonizer and to transform it for their own purposes. However, Mitchell’s
insight remains limited and does not extend to a fuller expioration of the comic
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energy of O'Casey’s dramatic action. Instead, he falls back into the usual critical
babit of 2 naturaiist reading of the stage action when he says, "All the force, revoit
and inventiveness which should by right find its main field of realization in deeds,

is poured into the word.” The characters are seen as squandering their energies "on

trivialities, posturing and internecine bickering—-word-fights” (65). One could go on
from here and see in these communal activities the forms and images of popular,
festive laughter that Bakhtin draws attention to. Mitchell’s view of comedy, similarly,
suffers from the same inadequate understanding we have encountered earlier. He
sets out to read O’Casey’s use of comedy as an alienating device in the Brechtian
sense but only so far as it provides "a key, a way into a more profound
understanding of tragedy” (73). Mitchell’s project to interpret O’Casey’s drama in
terms of the principles of Brechtian theatre and his sympathetic understanding of
O’Casey’s working-class politics gives him many interesting insights but his analysis
remains incomplete.

There have been some studies of other isolated aspects of festive and popular
elements in O'Casey’s drama. In an essay, "The Clown in O’Casey’s Drama,”
Elizabeth Hale Winkler argues that knockabout clowning is an integral part of his
playwriting technique. The figure of the clown, which has its source in the popular
tradition, is seen to have a variety of functions ranging from "sheer entertainment
to affirmation of life, from satire to symbolism” (IUR 79-80). Winkler draws
attention to certain important features of the clown: his grotesque exaggeration in
dress and behaviour; his marginality to the social order and his resilience in the face
of disaster; and comic verbal techniques like misunderstandings, mimicry, repetition,
comic altercations, etc. However, no serious Iexamination of these elements is
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offered. In her treatment of O’Casey’s drama, Winkler argues for the subordination
of knockabout clowning to the playwright’s essentially satiric purpose. According to
her, O'Casey portrays his clowns in a "predominantly negative light"; they are used
as comic butts, and are subjected to mockery and corrective laughter. Winkier’s
insistent emphasis on the satiric leads her to ignore the positive functions of the
clown figure. Often she treats as clown figures, especially in the later comedies,
those characters which can best be described as comic villains while she overlooks
the real clowns. Thus, her essay presents a somewhat distorted view of O'Casey’s
drama.

Another short essay by Emile Jean Dumay on the themes of merriment and
celebration in O’Casey’s plays deals with festivity as a "pervasive sign of free and
creative life” in his work (12). Dumay sees the dramatization of the rituals of joy and
celebration as an aspect of O’Casey’s utopian vision. The people’s festivity,
characterized by spontaneity and un-ordered merry-making is correctly seen by him
as antithetical to the "function, formahty, and ceremony" of official celebrations, or
in Dumay’s terms, "counter-festivals,” organized by the upholders of law and order.
Dumay aiso draws attention to the relationship of festivity to O’Casey’s theatre,
where festivity is used not only as an ingredient or technical device, but often
becomes a form of theatre. However, these insightful observations are not developed
fully.

Easily the best evaluation of O"Casey’s debt to popular tradition and its artistic
and cognitive implications for his drama comes from the Marxist writer, Jack
Lindsay. In an essay, "Sean O’Casey as a Socialist Artist,” written in 1966, he traces
back the figure of the stage Irishman from Boucicault to the culture of native folk-
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humour and to the tradition of commedia dell’arte: "By purging the sentimentalities
and falsities that had gathered round such types in the nineteenth century, O'Casey
reached back to origins and achieved what may be called the only true recreation
of Aristopbanic comedy ever made; for he found the links, not in literature, but in
life itself and in a folk tradition from which he had himself emerged."” Lindsay aligns
this plebeian cultural tradition with the playwright’s socialist politics. Seen from this
perspective, his understanding of the plays is incisive and cogent. He also recognized
continuity of form and purpose--where most others had seen a break—in O’Casey’s
later comedies which exhibit "a steady deepening of the traditional and folk elements
present in his work from the start” (201). John Arden, the British playwright, who
admires O'Casey’s drama and has acknowledged its influence over his own work,
also sees at the basis of the works of the older fellow-playwright a complex trajectory
of popular tradition runaning through the medieval morality drama, Shakespeare,
Bunyan, Victorian popular melodrama, and the Irish popular street culture of
ballads, jokes, and word-play.

The only critic to have made a detailed and comprehensive amalysis of
O'Casey’s drama in terms of festive comedy is David Krause. He has consistently
emphasized the significanee of the comic in O'Casey from the very beginning of his
interest in the author. He was the first critic to analyse the earlier tragedies in terms
of tragi-comedies: It is an impure drama which is inspired by the bastard muse of
tragi-comedy” (47), he declared, thus cheerfully celebrating the hybrid pedigree of
the plays even in the teeth of critical bewilderment and hostility. Krause also drew
attention to the dramatic qualities of the later comedies, which had too easily been
rejected by other critics as inferior work. He correctly identified the variety of comic
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experiences—comedy of humours and errors, comedy of satire and music-hall,
comedy of fantasy and circus—that these plays combined, thus indicating that
O’Casey’s comedy was on a different level from the normative, corrective comedy
upbeld by Jonson, Bergson, or Meredith.

Over the years, his understanding and appreciation of the playwright’s comic

vision has strengthened. In the preface to the revised edition of Sean O'Casey: The

Man and His Work (1975), Krause wrote:

But if I were writing it [the book] at the present time, I think I would try to
organize the book around O’Casey’s comic genius, the sources and strategies
of laughter in his work, because I believe they reflect his greatest gift. Even his
tragi-comic vision, which I had previously identified as his finest achievement,
is controlled by the comic not the tragic impulse in his art . . . . Above all it is
the knockabout comedy of O’Casey that interests me now: the comic fall or
redemptive pratfall of man, the comic profanation of what has become two
sacred, the comic non-serviam, the varieties of antic laughter that reveal him

at the peak of his dramatic power. (x)

The new emphasis on the knockabout and low comedy found expression in an
added chapter in the revised edition, many articles in various journals, and finally
in a comprehensive, scholarly analysis of Irish comedy in The Profane Book of Irish
Comedy. In this book he identified the barbarous or daimonic impulse to discredit
and desecrate the sacred and the authoritative as the dominant characteristic of Irish
comedy. He discusses the works of fourteen playwrights--Boucicault, Lady Gregory,
Synge, O’Casey, and Beckett among them--and correctly traces this comedy to the
ancient Celtic folk tradition of the Oisin-Patrick ballad dialogues.

Krause sees the laughter of low comedy as a strategy on the part of the socially
powerless individual to work out his relationship to the authoritative social order.
In Ireland, specifically, "Appolonian nets of religion, natiopality and family” are
tightly strung to frustrate the Dionysian impulses of the common people (20). But
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this repressive state of affairs is not confined to Ireland; Krause sees it as
characteristic of all civilized societies. Drawing upon Freud's analysis of human
unhappiness in Civilization and its Discontents, Krause links laughter to man's effort
to seek an emotional and psychic release from the system of guilt that modern
societies have constructed around the individual. The function of laughter is
cathartic: it maintaips the health of the psyche by relieving it of its repressed
libidinal energy. But above all, rebellious laughter proclaims the triumpk of the
pleasure principle over the reality principle, of the id over the superego. The
laughing person is set free of the repressive order even if for a brief moment. This
is the strategy of comic intervention. Krause quotes Freud: "By making our enemy
small, inferior, despicable or comic, we achieve in a roundabout way the enjoyment
of overcoming him." This momentary but intensely felt psychic victory of the
powerless and the repressed is seen by Krause as a powerful weapon of defence, as
a stratagem of survival in a world which they otherwise cannot control. It eases the
burden of their existence and helps them to "live cheerfully and resour;:efully with
defeat” (23). Each experience of psychic victory brings about a renewal of energy
which then prepares the individuals "to endure their daily repressions with
uncivilized equanimity while they wait hopefuily for their next climactic laugh" (26).

The strength of Krause’s study is his focus or low comedy as a non-romantic
and non-corrective genre. For Krause, the reformist emphasis of normative comedy
with its moralistic happy endings is too solemn and righteous, and does not
adequately explain the pleasure afforded by the boisterous antics of comic
characters. For similar reasons, he sees Northrop Frye’s classification of romantic
comedy, which portrays a temporary disharmony between the hero and his society,
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finally ending in the incorporation of the hero in that society, as having restrictive
applicability for some eighteenth- and nineteenth-century drama and fiction, and
even less relevance for much of Shakespeare and a whole host of other dramatic
traditions.

Krause sees the relationship of the individual to society in the modern age as
one of constant and never ending conflict in which no honest reconciliation is
possible. While society must necessarily bind and control individual desire, the
individual resists this policing and breaks out periodically in irreverent disorder. This
view of society as necessarily repressive blocks out the possibility of an alternate

order. In fact, for him "a country without sufficient alazons to goad the comic eirons

into actiop would be an impossible and unlikely utopia . . . . A socially and
religiously conservative country such as Ireland, therefore, creates a favourable
climate for the dangerous risks and rewards of comic rebellion. The comic characters
in Irish drama are able to act against the grain of orthodox behaviour and play
Ketman in order to guard the private sanctuaries of the alienated” (53). Repression,
according to this view, is not only something that is inevitable and a given in all
social organization; it is also beneficial for the individual as it allows him to
imaginatively create his own comic disorder and thereby transform "material defeat
into spiritual victory." The carnival of disorder and the subsequent catharsis is
essential for the maintenance of spiritual health as it teaches the psyche to "endure”
the sufferings inflicted on it in the outside, everyday world. This experience is
duplicated for the audience in the theatre, who are transported to a mythic world
of anarchic freedom and who find vicarious satisfaction of their secret desires in the
antics of the comedian. Thus, the experience of watching and reading a comedy also
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functions as a safety-valve and equips the audience/reader with the capacity to
"endure” the outside world.

The notion of a separate, hostile, external world and the inner, private space
of the individual psyche which is threatened by the former is a familiar one. This is
the awareness of the antinomic opposition and split between the public and the
private, between society and the individual, between history and comedy (to use
Krause's terms), which, as Marxist critics from Lukacs to Jameson have pointed out,
characterize the bourgeois individualist world-view and culture. In times of crisis, as
with the failure and breakdown of liberal hope in twerticth-century Western
Europe, this expresses itself as an almost tragic awareness of the utter fragmentation
and chaos of the external world and the increasing impotence of the individual
confronting it Much of the twentieth-century bourgeois drama from Ibsen to
Beckett expresses this structure of feeling (Williams). Krause invests the individual
with an inviolable inner space the very preservation of which is then seen and
celebrated as a comic victory. This is similar to what Allon White has described as
subjectivired transgression, a feature of much of modern individualist fiction, in
which the-l carnivalesque energy, no longer directed against social oppression, is
linked to the exploration of the private territories of the individual psyche. Carnival
laughter is cut off from collective action and consciousness and assimilated to the
notion of a transcendent self-hood” ("Pigs and Pierrots”).

This attempt to accommodate O’Casey to a bourgeois individualist world-view
undercuts the essentially subversive nature of his art and ideology. The laughter in
O’Casey’s drama is not the impotent laughter (however heroically presented) of a
single individual pitted against a stronger and seemingly immutable social order; it
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is the laughter of a confident collectivity, whick proclaims its victory "not only over
supernatural awe, over the sacred, over death; it also means the defeat of power, of
carthly kings, of the earthly upper classes, of all that oppresses and restricts”
(Bakhtin, Rabelais 92). In an essay titled "The Power of Laughter,” O'Casey himself
comiments on the popular source of this laughter, on its social base in the plebeian
community and on its cognitive potential:

Every chance of leisure the medieval peasant and worker snatched from his
fearsome and fiery labor was spent in low revelry, banned by the church,
deprecated by the grandees; the hodden gray put on gay and colorful ribbons,
and the hours went in making love, listening to and singing ditties mocking
spiritual pastor and master, and whirling rapturously and riotously round the
beribboned maypole. Tae bawl of the ballad came into the Abbey or Priory
Church, irritating and distracting the lord and his lady pouring over the
pictured book of hours. In story whispered from ear to ear, in song sung at
peasant gatherings, they saw themselves as they were seen by their people, and
they didn’t like it; they weren’t amused, for these things ate into their dignity,
made them nearer to the common stature of common men, who learnt that the
grand and the distant ones were but a hand’s span away from themselves.
(The Green Crow 228)

O'Casey’s own recognition of the subversive power of laughter is only a first
step in our investigation of his drama. In the following chapters, I will identify and
claborate the specific ways in which forms and strategies of popular laughter
operate, in his drama, to counter the hegemonic political, economic, and cultural
discourses of the Irish society of his time. Chapter Two offers a theoretical
perspective on popular laughter in literature and drama. It begins with a historical
overview of the different attitudes to the concept and goes on to discuss Bakhtin's
theory of carnival and the forms of popular laughter. The final section builds the
argument that the critical and interpretive instrument of carnival can be used to

lluminate what bas come to be called the radical or alternative theatre tradition in
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the twentieth-century. The drama of O’Casey is placed in this tradition. With
Chapter Three, we move into O’Casey’s plays. This chapter situates his early drama
within a historical context of nationalist and working-class struggle in Ireland and
offers a re-reading of the Dublin trilogy in which comic laughter is deployed to
critique the nationalist ideology and its constructions of history, and to posit an
alternative view of hisiory and society. Chapter Four deals with O’Casey’s later
plays, focusing on the issues of cultural domination and struggle in the context of
post-independence Ireland. These plays dramatize a vigorous popular culture which
confronts the discourses of the bourgeois state in the making and its powerful ally,
the Catholic Church. In this, they point to both an essential continuity of concern
as well as a broadening of focus and range in his drama. Finally, in Chapter Five,
I look at two important aspects of O’Casey’s theatre: his mixing of tragedy and
comedy; and the influence of the forms of melodrama, pantomime, and music-hall
on his drama. I argue that these aspects are inherent to the camnivalesque vision and
are crucial to a fuller understanding of his drama.

The texts of O’Casey’s plays used in this study are taken from the following
editions: Juno and the Paycock, The Shadow of a Gunman, and The Plough and the
Stars are from Three Plays (London: Macmillan, 1963); and The Silver Tassie,
Purple Dust, Red Roses For Me, Cock-A-Doodle-Dandy, and Drums of Father Ned
from The Sean O’Casey Reader, ed. Brooks Atkinson (London: Macmillan; New
York: St. Martin’s, 1968). The other editions used are The Bishop’s Bonfire

(London: Macmillan, 1961); and Five One-Act Plays (London: Macmillan; New



. York: St. Martin’s, 1966); Pictures in the Hallwav (Lomndon and New York:

Macmillan, 1942); Drums Under the Window (London and New York: Macmillan,

1945); and Inishfallen, Fare Thee Well (London and New York: Macmillan, 1949).



CHAPTER TWO
LAUGHTER, CARNIVAL, AND THEATRE

The debate over the nature and function of laughter dates back to antiquity.
E. R. Curtius has shown that a whole range of opinion and argument on the subject
existed during the middle ages both within and outside the church. The ascetic view
of life based on the contemplation of death as the final destiny of man had no place
for lJaughter. It was believed that laughter prevented men from meditating on the
serious and the holy, deflected them from the godly path, and thus jeopardized their
souls. It was also argued that laughter was alien to human nature. The upholders of
this position often cited the Bible to show that Christ, the most perfect example of
human nature, never laughed. Against this was the view that asserted that laughter,
which bad its physical source in the spleen, was a part of human nature. The idea
could be traced back to Aristotle’s De partibus animalium (laughter distinguishes
man from all the other ammals) It not only acknowledged the presence of mirth
and frivolity in human life and the delight it afforded to people but also went on to
emphasize its social and moral usefulness. In literary and rhetorical theory, and in
poetry also, the idea of the incompatibility of jest and earnest co-existed with a free
mixing of styles and geares in actual practice.

In the laughter that was recognized and given legitimacy during the middle
ages, V.A Kolve identifies two main modes. These could be termed as the normative
or satiric mode and the reconciliatory or comic mode. Normative laughter was
traced back to the Old Testament (Psalms 2.2-4, 36:13; 58:9) in which God was seen
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laughing in anger and scorn at the sinner. The godly could likewise laugh at the
stupidity of the evil and the demonic. In fact, to do so was almost a religious duty.
Such laughter was then fully compatible with the Christian point of view and could
be used for pedagogical purposes.

The other view derived from the recognition of the role of laughter in the
maintenance of the physiological and psychological health of human beings. The
metaphors of wine-barrels and archers’ bows were commonly used to explain the
phenomenon. Just as wine-barrels need to be opened and aired from time to time
to prevent them from bursting, or bows to be rested for fear of breaking, so too men
need rest and diversion from serious pursuits. Kolve quotes from An Alphabet of

Tales:

and we hold our brothers so straight in awe that they come to no mirth nor no
sport, we may lightly cause them to break their order. And herefore we must
sometime lose our pithe and suffer them have some recreation and disport
among all their other charges” (129).
It was also argued, as in a work known as Dives et Pauper, that just as God had
ordained the week to include both workdays and holiday, a life of devotion could
be structured to combine serious pursuits with mirth and playfulness. Laughter, then,
was sanctioned by God, was necessary for humans, and could be used for good
purposes. Mirth and sport, as in the comic action in religious drama, was to be seen
not as an aberration or digression but as part of a coherent and reverent structure
in which contention and discord is ultimately followed by the restoration of divine
order. This was the restorative or reconciliatory mode of laughter. In both the

normative and the reconciliatory modes, religious and social usefulness was

established and emphasized.



These two paradigms of religious laughter were carried over in later, more
secular, theories of laughter. During the Renaissance, the normative character of
satirical laughter was commonly recognized. Laughter was directed against social
deformity and deviance as in Ber Jonson’s "comicall satyres:”

Where they shall see the time's deformity

Anatomised in every nerve and sinew

With constant courage and contempt of fear.” (31)

However, the author’s purpose was not to grieve men but to better them by offering
them "fair correctives” (239). Laughter was not to be induliged in for its own sake but
had an expressly social function. Jonson carefully distinguished the subject-matter
of comedy from that of tragedy. The former was to "sport with human follies, not
with crimes” (91). This view of laughter as a social and ethical corrective was
reiterated and elaborated about two centuries later by Henri Bergson. In his essay,
"Laughter,” he describes it as a social gesture aimed against "unsociability” in an
individual or a group. According to him, human life is characterized by qualities of
suppleness and gracefulness. Failure to meet these norms, i.e., any suggestion of
rigidity or mechanical inelasticity automatically gives rise to laughter and ridicule.
The comic expresses a special lack of adaptability to society. Laughter is a form of
"social ragging” aimed to "break-in" or socialize the deviant into the ways of a social
group. It punishes in order to correct and thereby plays a significant role in the
maintenance of order and stability in social life.

The view of laughter as an instrument of social instruction and correction,
however, has always been accompanied by an unease about the possibility of its
negative use. Laughter directed at deformity, deviance, and inferiority is often an
expression of aggression and hostility betraying an intention to humiliate its object.
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The strongest and the most unambiguous articulation of this view has come from
Thomas Hobbes, who describes laughter as "nothing else but sudden glory arising
from sudden conception of some eminence in ourselves by comparison with the
infirmity of others, or with our own formerly." Ridiculing the imperfections of others
in order to achieve a sense of superiority in oneself "is a signe of Pusillanimity. For
of great mind, one of the proper workes is, to help and free others from scorn; and
compare themselves only with the most able" (125-26).

Hobbes’s view was echoed by Freud who also perceived laughter as a form of

aggression. In his analysis in Jokes and their Relation to the Unconscious, he saw

jokes as strategies for an open and free expression of hostile impulses. "By making
our enemy small, inferior, despicable, or comic, we achieve in a roundabout way the
enjoyment of overcoming him . . .." (103). A joke involves three persons: the teller
of the joke, the second person against whom the joke is aimed, and the listener
whose laughter signals that he shares the feelings of the narrator. The basic gesture
of this laughter, then, is that of exclusion. The joke constructs a community of two
persons who look down upon the deviant or the inferior from a position of
intellectual, social, or moral superiority.

But whereas Hobbes saw laughter as morally reprehensible and as a sign of
individual deficiency, Freud read in this aggression a personal need for liberation
from social restraint. According to him, the process of civilization has restricted and
repressed man’s natural drives for sex and aggression by making rules of social
behaviour which forbid their uninhibited expression. Jokes, comedy, and humour
provide necessary and effective vehicles for the release of these repressed instincts.
In another essay, Freud characterized bumour as something "fine and elevating” as
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it signified "the ego’s victorious assertion of its own invulnerability. It refuses to be
hurt by the arrows of reality or to be compelled to suffer. . . . Humour is not
resigned; it is rebellious. It signifies the triumph not only of the ego, but also of the
pleasure principle . . ." ("Humour" 217).

A more conciliatory notion of laughter is introduced by Northrop Frye in his
analysis of comic laughter, which is traceable from the Menandrine tradition through
Jonson, Moliére, and the Restoration comedies down to Hollywood movies and
television sitcoms (Anatomy 163-86). Frye characterizes comedy by its spirit of
reconciliation, which makes the comic resolution possible. The tendency of the
comic society is "to include rather than exclude” (166). The festival at the end of
comedy, represented on the stage as a marriage, a dance, or a feast, generally
includes all the characters. The blocking characters who impede the progress of the
action towards its desired end, and are the butt of comic ridicule are more often
converted and reconciled rather than simply repudiated. Comedy, like tragedy,
brings about a catharsis. It raises sympathy and ridicule only to pass beyond them
into the birth of a new society and a renewed sense of social integration witnessed
by the audience in the theatre. The festive laughter at the end of a comedy then is
not simply an assertion of superiority on the part of those watching the play but an
acknowledgement of participation in the complex process of social renewal and
reconciliation.

The links comedy bas with primitive ritual and with folk festivals has been
pointed out by many scholars (Frazer; Cornford). Frye, too, traces one tradition of
comedy--established by Peele, developed by Lyly, Greene, and the masque writers,
and perfected by Shakespeare—to the popular festivity of misrule and saturnalia.
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Festive misrule drowns the normal, everyday world in its Jaughter and brings about
a reversal of normal standards, establishing "a dream world which we create out of
our own desires” (183). According to Frye, Shakespearean comedy "begins in a world
represented as a normal world, moves into the green world, goes into a
metamorphosis there in which the comic resolution is achieved, and returns to the
normal world” (182).!

The pattern of festive laughter has received a detailed amalysis from C. L.
Barber in Shakespeare’s Festive Comedy. Barber draws a parallel between the
dramatic form of comedy and the form of Elizabethan festivity. Festivals in
Elizabethan England (and, in fact, all over Europe during the middle ages and the
Renpaissance) were marked by community observance of holiday from normal work
routine and celebrations through feasts, sports, and other such activities. These
festivals, which were quite frequent, not only structured the seasonal cycle of the
year but had a deep structure of their own, which manifested a "pattern of culture,
of 2 way that men can cope with their life” (6). Barber identifies their pattern as
"saturnalian” with a basic movement which can be summarized in the formula,
"through release to clarification” (4). According to him the celebrants of festivity,
like the comic characters, experience a release from the discipline and routine of
everyday life in festive license and misrule. Barber views the wanton vitality of
festive mirth in Freudian terms, as the freeing of repressed energy "normally locked
up in awe and respect’ (7). Release is followed by clarification, "a heightened
awareness of the relationship between man and ‘nature’.” The festive celebrants, who
had mocked the unnatural, now experience an awareness of the limitations of what
is merely natural. Holiday is finally put "in perspective with life as a whole” (8).
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Barber’s view of festive and comic laughter is similar to the theories of
"catharsis” or "safety valve.” Festive license is seen by him as 2 useful] vehicle for the
expression of aberrant impulse and thought, the accumulated repression of which
may not only cause disorder and imbalance in the individual but may also create
unmanageable antagonisms in the social order. Festive disorder is a temporary affair
and understood to be so by the participants. The underlying assumption of misrule
was rule, to which people returned happily and willingly after the holiday was over.
Festive laughter, in this view, works towards the reconciliation and reintegration of

the individuals with the existing social order.

Festive Laughter and Bakhtin

Reconciliatory theories of laughter have been challenged by Mikbail Bakhtin,
who proposes a notion of laughter that is strongly oppositional and subversive. In
his book Rabelais and His World, Bakhtin locates laughter and its forms in the folk
culture of the marketplace, in rituals and festivals which flourished all over Europe
during the middle ages and the Renaissance. Going beyond what he considers the
parrow and distorted concepts of popular culture that emerged in the nineteenth
century, Bakhtin argues that the culture of folk humour was an expression of a
coherent and sophisticated folk consciousness. As such it constituted a world of its
own, with a substantive ideology or world view which distinguished it from the high
seriousness of ecclesiastical and feudal culture. This view of the world, seen from
below by people at the bottom of the social scale, was essentially comic and
manifested itself in ritual spectacles like carnival pageants, comic shows, comic
verbal compositions like parodies, and various forms of the language of the

30



marketplace. Its central embodiment was Carnival, ar extended and elaborate period
of festivity preceding the penitential fasting of Lent. However, the term
"carnivalesque” denotes the pattern of most festivals like the Feast of Fools, Feast
of Boy Bishop, May Festival, Midsummer’s Day, etc., which dotted the medieval
calendar. Carnival was characterized by {estive merriment and indulgence in bodily
pleasures such as eating, drinking, and sexual activity. The period of festivity was
marked by a suspension of all norms of orderly social behaviour. People witnessed
and participated in actual and symbolic misrule, masquerades, comic shows, and
special pageants.

Accorcing to Bakhtin, these festive forms "offered a completely different,
nonofficial, extraecclesiastical and extrapolitical aspect of the world, of man, and of
human relations; they built a2 second world and a second life outside officialdom
. .." (6). The crowd of celebrants which congregated in the public square signalled
a community organized on a different principle from the official hierarchical society
with its rigid distinctions. Carnival dissolved all differences and divisions of status,
role, and gender and affirmed the principle of collective material life. While the
official feasts and pageants consecrated the existing order of things by emphasizing
115 stability, permanence, and truth, in the rituals of carnival people were freed from
“Sﬁch gloomy categories as ‘cternal,’ ‘immovable,’ ‘absolute,” ‘unchangeable’ and
instead were exposed to the gay and free laughing aspect of the world, with its
unfinished and open character, with the joy of change and renewal” (83).

Carnivalesque laughter had an elaborate repertory of forms and images of
reversal (world turned upside-down or inside-out), uncrowning, thrashing, pulling
down, parody, and travesty, through which it collapsed the binary oppositions of high
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and low, of sacred and profane, so necessary for the maintenance of hierarchical
order. In doing so, it relativized the existing social structure and showed it up for
what it was—-not permanent and immutable, but arbitrary and capable of being
destroyed and restructured.

Festive laughter, Bakhtin points out, is different from satiric langhter. The
characteristic stance of satire is to look down at the deviant from a position of
superiority. Folk laughter looks up instead but only to pull down to its own level, to
the material bodily lower stratum, to the earth. In Bakhtin’s terms, "laughter
degrades and materializes” (20). The lower stratum of the body and the earth are
linked to death as well as rebirth; it is both the grave and the womb. Thus folk
laughter "is ambivalent: it is gay, triumphant, and at the same time mocking,
deriding. It asserts and denies, it buries and revives" (11-12).

This emphasis on the material bodily principle is the heritage of the aesthetic
concept of grotesque realism. Grotesque realism offers an image of the body which
1s incomplete, ever-growing, fertile, and exaggerated. It is not a private, closed form
but one which is connected to the outside world through its openings and orifices.
Itis a body in the "act of becoming,” (317) continuing to outgrow itself, transgressing
itself in eating, drinking, defecation, copulation, pregnancy, and death.

Festive Jaughter—embodied in Carnival and grotesque realism—functions in two
ways. It simultaneously critiques the existing power structure through a cheerful
transgression of its discrete categories and posits an alternative utopian world of
abundance apd social well-being. Bakhtin emphasizes the essentially transgressive
nature of folk laughter. As pointed above, reconciliatory theories of laughter also
recognize its tendencies to ignore prohibitions and erase boundaries. For Barber, the

32



saturnalian attitude is "a clear cut gesture towards liberty” (7). However, this is seen
as a temporary break from the everyday world, a liminal experience finally leading
to a reintegration into society.” Underlying this assumption is the notion of social
order as an ensemble of relations which is ultimately beneficial for all its members
and to which they return happily after achieving ritual clarification of the limitations
of festive excess. It disregards the possibility of the existence in society of different
social communities or classes with divergent economic and political interests
interacting in a relationship of conflict and contention.?

Ap even more unproblematical view of society as an uncontested, unified

entity, and also of its transgressive practices is offered by Ian Donaldson in The

World Upside Down when he says: "A society with an acute sense of the necessity
of everyday social distinction allowed itself briefly to re-enact an apparently ‘ideal’
state of anarchy which it had no wish to bring permanently into being" (15). The
order of social arrangements and the symbolic disorder of festive practice is packed
into a peat fit here, the latter, in fact, seen as reinforcing the former by allowing a
ritual release of pent up rebellious feeling. Indeed, this view has many adherents.
As Max Gluckman has argued, rites of reversal and transgression "are intended to
preserve and strengthen the established order” (109). George Balandier’s oft quoted
statement sums up this position neatly: "The supreme ruse of power is to allow itself
to be contended ritually in order to consolidate itself more effectively” (41).
However, the "safety-valve" or "catharsis" explanations of festivity are only
partially true. Their underlying assumption is the notion of social control, the idea
that the dominant classes have the power to control and regulate society as they
wish, their power extending beyond the economic and the political into lived social
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relations. But as E. P. Thompson has pointed out in his study of the relationship of
the patrician and plebeian cultures in the eighteenth-century: "While cultural
hegemony may define the limits of what is possible, and inhibit the growth of
alternative horizons and expectations, there is nothing determined or automatic
about the process” (Customs 86). The view of history afforded by this study and
other such investigations into popular cultural history is that of a continuous
struggle—a ceaseless process of negotiation and contestation—for power between
social groups and classes, rather than that of a onc;f:r-a]l completed or achieved
hegemony. (Bennett, Popular Culture; Stuart Hall; and Yeo and Yeo). These views
also recognize that, at any given historical moment, there exists, even within an
overarching hegemony, areas of freedom and resistance derived from the shared
experiences of popular, collective life, which pose a threat to the dominant
explanations of social reality.

Seen from this perspective, popular festive forms are not merely unthinking,
ritualistic contestations which could be collapsed back into the enclosing hegemony
once their time was over. That festivals were part of an active, oppositional culture,
and had a propensity to generate disorder and discontent and register 2 more than
temporary effect on the social order, was amply recognized by the authorities who
often subjected popular festivity to regulation and suppression. The studies of many
social historians support this view of festivity. Natalie Z. Davis has argued that comic
and festive inversion bad a direct impact on existing social structures, which it could
undermine as well as reinforce. In her study of the images of the disorderly woman
in "Women on Top,” she shows that the complicated play with sexual inversion did
not always function to keep women in their place (124-51). On the contrary, ritual
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disorders formed a part of the ongoing struggle to change power and property
relatiops within the family and society. The dramatization of the topsy-turvy world
in literature as well as festivities organized by groups like Abbeys of Misrule opened
up alternative way, of conceiving family structure, thus eccouraging reflective enquiry
into social and political bebavioural norms. Sometimes these effects were felt in
complex ways, even in areas outside of their original contexts. This is confirmed by
David Kunzle’s account of the role played by symbolic images of a world-upside-
down in the German peasants’ revolt of 1525. Martin Luther's publication in 1521

of Passional Christi and Antichristi, on the subject of the deviation of the Roman

Church from the principles of Christianity, included a simple text with cartoon-like
woodcuts with images of inversion (the Pope likened to various animals, the Pope
as antithesis of Christ, etc.) to drive home the point of Papal corruption and tyranny.
The book, addressed to lay middle classes for specific religious purposes,
nevertheless met fertile ground in a long-standing peasants’ unrest. The peasants
translated these images and symbols not only into their own relationships with
secular, local authority but also into actual social protest. Often carnival celebrations
spilled over into real life, and the festive occasion became a site for actual power
struggles. Le Roy Ladurie in his study of a similar event in 1580 in the French town
of Romans comes to the conclusion that "Carnival was not merely a satirical and
purely temporary reversal of the dual social order, finally intended to justify the
status quo in an "objectively” conservative manner. It would be more accurate to say
it was a satirical, lyrical, epic-learning experience for highly diversified groups. It was
a way to action, perhaps modifying the society as a whole in the direction of social
change and possible progress" (316).
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For Bakhtin, too, carnivalesque laughter is 2 heuristic instrument, "a specific
means of seeing and capturing reality” (Problems 137). It is a view from below which
inverts, mocks, degrades, and destabilizes the boundanes and distinctions that a view
from the top imposes upon social, political, and cultural organmization. In any
hierarchically ordered system, it is the dominant ideology which designates what is
high and low, defining and delimiting bipary oppositions of master and servant, male
and female, colonizer and subject in fixed, unchangeable relationships. Carnival, in
a contestatory gesture, "celebrates temporary liberation from the prevailing truth of
the established order; it marks the suspension of all hierarchical raok, privileges,
norms and probibitions” (Rabelais, 10).

This is effected through the symbolic processes of inversion and hybridization.*
Inversion, as we have seen earlier, inverts the categories of social classification and
reverses power relations. Popular wood-cuts show a world-turned-upside-down in
which the peasants rides while the king walks behind, wife beats husband, child
teaches teacher, donkey drives laden master, son beats father, etc. However, as
Stallybrass and White point out, inversion, while it remodels social relations by
reordering the binary terms, cannot alter the terms themselves. It critiques existing
social inequalities without interrogating the notion of inequality itself. Hybridization,
on the other hand, is a more complex form. In Bakhtin, the grotesque body is a
hybrid body, exaggerated and excessive, transgressing its own limits, ceasing to be
itself. It

reflects a phenomenon in transformation, an as yet unfinished

metamorphosis, of death and birth, growth and becoming. The relation

to time is one determining trait of the grotesque image. The other
indispensable trait is ambivalence. For in this image we find both poles
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of transformation, the old and the new, the dying and the procreating, the
beginning and the end of the metamorphosis. (Rabelais 24)

As an example of the grotesque body, Bakhtin points to the figures of laughing,
pregnant hags in the famous Kersch terracotta collection. In their simultaneously
dying and begetting, they epitomize ambivalence, contradiction, incompleteness, as
opposed to the finished, well-defined, cleansed classical body. The grotesque
collapses all differences and produces new combinations, thereby introducing
"strange instabilities in a given semiotic system. It therefore generates the possibility
of shifting the very terms of the system itself, by erasing and interrogating the
relationships which constitute it" (Stallybrass and White 58). The destabilization of
relationships also brings about a disordering of the social space and time in which
these relationships are inscribed. The fixed spaces of hierarchical divisions--high and
low, inside and outside--are dissolved in the undifferentiated open space of the
market square and the fair in which the crowd mingles freely. Special forms of
speech and gesture, which are frank and free, liberate participants from the norms
of etiquette and decency mandatory in polite so.ciety and thus abolish all distance
between people. In addition, disguise, masquerade, dancing, and comic shows
continually alter and re-alter social and physical space to create new sites and new
meanings. Carnival time similarly is a time of change and renewal. Occurring
between the celebrations fixed by the solar calendar (All Soul's, Twelve Days of
Christmas, Capdlemas) and those fixed by the juxtaposition of the lunar calendar
with the vernal equinox (Lent, Easter), it occupies a "betwixt and between™ position
in the liturgical year. It was ofter marked with ringing the church bell at the wrong

time or changing the hands of the clock (Bristol 41). From its vantage point of

37



. liminality and its links with the social and physical productive processes it could
perceive and experience time, not as an absolute, stable, eternal category, but as
brief, ever-changing, protean, and self-renewing. This awareness of the possibility of
change "relativizes” the absolute claims of the dominant order. Carnival becomes a
demystificatory experience, which reveals power structures as arbitrary and mutable.
As Terry Eagleton puts it: "its temporary retextualizing of the social formation”
"exposes its "fictive’ foundations” (Benjamin 149). It brings home the cognition of the
illegitimacy and relative powerlessness of the powerful, of the historical nature of
ideology, of culture, of political and economic arrangements, and of their
susceptibility to change.

If Carnival is a negative critique of establishment values, it also has a positive
side. This is the collective principle, embodied in the festive crowd. The grotesque
body is a body which proclaims its connectedness--to other bodies, to the earth, to
the productive and procreative process—through its open orifices. Festive life in the
marketplace is a "life lived together with others.” Bakhtin describes the carnival

crowd:

The festive organization of the crowd must be first of all concrete and sensual.
Even the pressing throng, the physical contact of bodies, acquires a certain
meaning. The individual feels that he is an absolute part of the collectivity, a
member of the people’s mass body. In this whole the individual body ceases to
a certain extent to be itself; it is possible, so to say, to exchange bodies, to be
renewed (through change of costume and mask). At the same time the people
become aware of their sensual, material bodily unity and community.
(Rabelais 255)

Since the people are linked with the daily processes of production, with material life,
they perceive this unity not as static or valid for one time only. Instead, they become

conscious of their "uninterrupted continuity within time," and of their "relative
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historic immortality” (255). The carmival celebrates the victory of an _indcstructible.
immortal people over established authority and truth, which is revealed as fragile
and temporary.

Bakhtin's insistent emphasis on the physical and intellectual bonding of the
festive crowd in the various carnival celebrations represents a form of plebeian
solidarity without which no meaningful social action can take place. That is why
carnival, for Bakhtin, has a dual movement. If it moves vertically towards
transgression, it stmultaneously moves horizontally towards solidarity. As Terry
Eagleton bas pointed out, the laughter of camnival is both "plebeian derision and
plebeian solidarity, an empty semiotic flow which in decomposing significance
nonetheless courses with the impulse of comradeship” (Benjamin 146).

This is a view that has been rearticulated by Victor Turner in Dramas, Fields,
and Metaphors and The Ritual Process. According to him, the liminal state of being
"betwixt and between,”" commonly associated with rites of passage and rituals of
symbolic ipversion, brings about a unique existential experience which he calls
communitas. Seen as an unstructured and relatively undifferentiated community of
equal individuals, communitas is counterposed to the norm-governed,
institutionalized, and often hierarchically classified social-structure. While the latter
is characterized by relationships of conflict and struggle, the former offers the
experience of homogeneity and comradeship. Turner’s concept, as he himself points
out, is similar to Martin Buber’s idea of community, defined as "the being no longer
side by side (and, one might add, above and below) but with one another of a
multitude of persons. And this multitude, though it moves towards one goal, yet
experiences ;:vexywhere a turning to, a dynamic facing of, the others, a flowing from
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I to Thou. Commurity is where community happens™ (Ritual 127). This immediate,
spontaneous, and brief encounter with generic humanness is not a product of
instinctual energies suddenly released from the constraints of law and custom.
Rather, ik i§ a result of the human capacity for conscious, rational thinking.
Communitas is an experience of "men in their wholeness wholly attending” (Ritual
128).

Turner distinguishes between the liminal phenomepa in tribal, agrarian
societies and the symbolic inversions and rituals of disorder in modern, industrialized
societies, which he terms as "liminoid." Among liminoid phenomena is included a
wide range of genres of cultural performance such as charivaris, carnivals, theatre,
novels, art exhibitions, poetry readings, films, and television. These modern forms,
since they are not rooted in a commonly shared world-view, have a sporadic,
piecemeal character. They are produced by specific individuals or groups and
address themselves to and influence particular segments of society. Moreover, they
are imbued with a historical consciousness and, therefore, are more directly
implicated in their immediate contexts. In contrast to the liminality ir tribal rituals
whose potentially subversive character could never be realized outside of the ritual
sphere, the liminoid phenomena are often actually subversive. They present a radical
critique of the existing social structure and offer alternative paradigms whereby "they
may even revolutionize it, when the originally ludic models are taken up by and help
to mobilize the dispossessed and disadvantaged, who, by virtue of their numbers,
organization, and moﬁvat‘ion, have. very real power resources in political arenas”

("Comments” 281).



Bakhtin’s theory of carnival, is part of a larger philosophy of language and
culture, which is firmly oriented towards the idea of social struggle and change. He
rejects the structuralist notion of language as a closed, unified, ready-made system
with fixed rules and norms which are then made available for individual users.
Instead, he posits 2 model of speech diversity in which countless utterances exist in
a dialogic relationship, that is, in an active, responsive relationship of contention,
struggle, agreement, or supplementarity with each other. He uses the term
heteroglossia to describe the complex stratification of language, at any given moment
of its historical existence, into socio-ideological categories—languages of different
social groups, professional groups, genres, groups defined by age, gender, economic
position, etc. This stratification does not take place in terms of neutral linguistic
components like vocabulary or grammar, which would allow mutual exclusiveness in
a horizontal diversity. Rather, in the lived relationships of material life, these
languages intersect with and combat each other, as each tries to inflect this shared
language with intentions, expressions, points of view peculiar to itself and thus,
appropriate it to its own use. For Bakhtin, then, language is a social activity
characterized by conflict and struggle in which dominant linguistic groups exert
control and power at the same time as marginalized groups resist or negotiate these
manoeuvres. In other words, the forces of centralization and upification continually
combat and contend with the forces of decentralization and disunification.

The relationship between the speaking subject and the word and, further,
between the word and its object is never direct or singular. Words and objects are

already overlaid or "overpopulated” with other words and meanings, created in
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different historical times by different socio-ideological groups, which new words then
have to negotiate. Bakhtin writes:
The word, directed toward its object, enters a dialogically agitated and tension-
filled environment of alien words, value judgments and accents, weaves in and
out of complex interrelationships, merges with some, recoils from others,
intersects with yet a third group: and all this may crucially shape discourse,
may leave 2 trace in all its semantic layers, may complicate its expression and
influence its entire stylistic profile. (Dialogic 276)
There is no room here for a purely individual consciousness or a singular use of
words. Bakhtin offers a notion of the individual which is different from the free-
wheeling, self-sufficient subject of bourgecis ideology. He situates the individual
within the soclal, identity and meaning exist only within a system of other identities
and meanings. Language, according to Bakhtin, "lies on the borderline between
oneself and the other. The word in language is half someone else’s” (Dialogic 293).
If Bakhtin’s model counters the bourgeois humanist notion of the subject as
the centre of meaning, it also avoids the deconstructionist trap in which the subject
is locked inside discourse. Language is central in Bakhtin because human beings
have no direct access to reality. Ideological phenomena can only be apprehended by
consciousness when they are realized in speech. But language, for Bakhtin, is not
autonomous, engaged in a self-generating endless play of difference, a position that
ultimately leads to the questioning of the very possibility of meaning. It is firmly
grounded in its social context: "The organizing center of any utterance, of any

experience, is not within but outside--in the social milieu surrounding the individual

being" (Marxism 93). Meaning exists not in 2 man’s head or his soul but is produced

between real people with real social interests which have their basis in economic and

social life.



However, all this does not preclude individual creativity. Iadividuals,
constituted by ideological communication, by the "already said,” creste new meanings
together with other people. In so doing they renew and recreate those very
structures, thus becoming co-authors in a dynamic process of historical change and
transformation. All living language, for Bakhtin, is characterized by an
"uninterrupted process of historical becoming” (Dialogic 288).

The notion of amy kind of formal, systematizing grammatical thought is
antithetical to this conception. Volosinov/Bakhtin points to the conservative
implications of the formalist position in this regard. Systematization assumes a
perfected, ready-made structure, whick precludes and devalues any tendency to
innovate or change: "From the system’s point of view, history always seems merely
a series of accidental transgressions” (Marxism 78).

Bakhtin situates this perspective on historical change in a "grand narrative" of
buman life, which is revealed only on the level of "great time" (White, " Struggle™).
This is the narrative of a mutual understanding forged over a long time between
peoples and nations, resulting in a "complex unity of all humanity, all human
cultures,” which forms the utopian horizon of his philosophy. Bakhtin himself
warned against the danger of reducing the concept of dialogic relations to
contradiction and conflict and of ignoring the possibility and necessity of working
towards relations of agreement (Speech Genres 123, 125).

The political significance of such a stance should not be underestimated. As

Allon White states:

Though our current fashion is to prioritize difference, and rightly, in the
struggle against the false universalism and essentialism which has so oppressed
all those who do not conform to the European, white, male, heterosexual shape
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which "Man" is evidently supposed to have, nevertheless, an ultimate political

perspective of humanity as a unity-in-difference, a complex of co-existing and

mutually understanding cultures, is just as important to any radical politics. A

politics of pure difference which refuses to theorize the unity-in-difference of

humanity ends by replicating the individualism of the self-sufficient bourgeois

ego--a dangerous fiction if ever there was one. ("Struggle” 233)

The categories of carnival and carnivalization are part of this overall project
Camnival embodies within itself the forces of decentralization, which are situated
within, or at the margins of, 2 hegemonic social system and which invite dialogic
interaction with the enclosing system. Bakhtin shows how this heteroglot discourse,
shaped through centuries, unfolded into and permeated the languages of literature
filling them with laughter, irony, bumour, elements of self-parody and, most
importantly, ioserting into them "an indeterminacy, a certain semantic
openendedness, a living contact with unfinished, still evolving contemporary reality
(the openended present)” (Dizlogic 7). This process is called carnivalization or
novelization since according to Bakhtin, the novel was the first genre to be
appropriated in such a manner.

Bakhtin has been criticized for his "uncritical populism” and "paive utopianism”
in his celebratory treatment of carnival. Allon White suggests, and rightly so, that
“carnival and politics [are] historically shifting notions . . . the complex relationship
between them makss it futile to decide in_ theory, in advance of historical
specification, what the political vector of festive activity will be” ("Struggle” 238).
This, however, is a position which Bakhtin himself would endorse. His insist it
emphasis, in all his writings, that all Iinguistic and cultural phepomena are
constituted by the prevailing economic, social, and cultural relationships in which

they are inscribed would preclude any essentialist notion of the people or their
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culture (Stewart). Dialogic relationships, according to Bakhtin, are "extra linguistic:
although belonging to the realm of the word, they do not belong to the realm of its

purely linguistic study” (Problems 182-3). In Rabelais he analyses the process of the

carnivalization of high literature within a historically specific social and cultural
formation during the Renaissance in early modern Europe. Although Bakhtin does
not focus on the determinant extra-discursive forces in which the discourse of
carnival was produced, an uaderstanding of their role is clearly implied (Bennett,
Formelism 82-92). He also briefly traces the historical transformations which the
process of carnivalization underwent in subsequent ages as new social formations
emerged. Again, a detailed analysis of these processes does not form the ceptre of
his stady.

Bakhtin’s foregrounding of the oppositional and subversive aspect of popular
culture is a political and ideological choice. It points to a vision of history as a
process in which human agency, creativity, and struggle play ar important role. His
theory counters the notion of the people as a passive, backward-looking, and
1gnorant mass which the dominant classes can easily and justifiably reform and
reconstitute in their own image. Instead, he presents the common people as a
dynamic and resourceful collectivity which, ;xdth its firm basis in material, productive
life, is capable of acting upon and transforming hegemonic cultural forms. As Bristol
writes:

The hypothesis of 2 dominant culture effectively secured from intrusions of the

popular element and capable of administering the culture of the subordinate

classes must be discarded in favor of a picture of a numerically small elite
absolutely surrounded by a veritable demographic and cultural ocean of the

‘inferior sort.” Popular culture is thus not hidden from view; virtually everything

that survives is likely to contain some traces of its impact or to reveal a
deflection from its enormous mass. (46)
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If the category of carnival in Bakhtin is derived from actual, historical fact, as
the work of many social historians has shown, it also functions as a utopian model
for a new social order. On this level, it can best be understood in terms of his notion
of the grand narrative unfolding in great time that Allon White himself draws
attention to. The truly democratic relations of carnival--both of opposition to
begemony and of solidarity between people—can then be seen not as a state of
affairs which always exists in its entirety but as a future social horizon to be striven

for.

Carnival and Theatre

Though Bakhtin himself focuses on the povel as the chief example of
carnivalized literature, his theories have a special pertinence for drama and theatre ®
In particular, the pre-bourgeois dramatic traditions of Europe, which developed in
close contact with living forms of popular culture manifest fully the Iatter’s shaping
influence. Bakhtin himself acknowledges this at many points in his references to the
medieval mystery plays, and in particular, to the drama of Shakespeare (Problems
17; also Rabelais). However, his scattered pronocuncements on drama as a genre and
on dramatic action and dialogue show that he understood drama as an essentially
monologic form:

In drama, the world must be made from a single piece. Any weakening of this

monolithic quality leads to a weakening of dramatic effect. The characters

come together dialogically in the unified field of vision of author, director, and

audience, against the clearly defined background of a single-tiered world . . .
A true multiplicity of levels would destroy drama. . . . (Dialogic 17)



For 2 modem reader the bafflement caused by these judgements is somewhat
explained by Bakhtin’s brief footnote in "Discourse in the Novel," in which he
qualifies that Le is speaking "to be sure, of pure classical drama as expressing the
ideal extreme of the genre. Contemporary realistic social drama may, of course, be
heteroglot and multi-languaged"(l_)lﬁggi_g 405). Bakhtin's remarks must be read in
the context of the history of the development of European drama since the
seventeenth century. Renaissance drama, as Raymond Williams has pointed out, had
a diversity of forms and a socio-linguistic range that was co-extensive with the whole
range of its society. With the development of the bourgeois order and its
individualist emphasis, this larger dimension was lost, and as dramatic action and
speech became more restricted, drama became 2 reduced genre (Culture 154-57).
The significance of the role that popular culture played in the carnivalization of

drama can be gauged from the fact that the diminishing of the culture of laughter

after the Renaissance in Bakhtin’s account (Rabelais) corresponds with the decline
of the dramatic and theatrical traditions established during the middle ages and the
Renaissance.

In the twentieth century, once again, attempts were made to restore the
communal and public character of theatre and to open drama towards history and
society. This led to the revival of old Elizabethan and pre-Elizabethan forms with
a conscious attempt at understanding and adopting popular cultural forms in the
works of Brecht, Mayakovsky, Sean O’Casey, John Arden, Dario Fo and many
radical theatre groups all over the world.® All these dramatists share a notion of
drama as a jorm of collective social life and participatory action which is both
critical and celebratory. Like the popular carnival it critiques the hegemonic forms
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of political and social organization and celebrates the principle of abundant energy
that the people represent and points to the utopian horizon of a coilective
management of society’s affairs.

In a common effort to establiski theatre as a strong social and political
institution, these dramatists have explored old and new devices to extend and
enlarge the scope of drama. This involved not only an in_terrogation and subversion
of conventional dramatic caiegories and structures (dramatic effect, dramatic
resolution, pure tragedy) but a re-thinking of the relationship between the author
and the audience; hence, the emphasis on performance. Brecht abandoned "drama”
for "epic" (later cailed dialectical theatre) in his search for a truly heteroglot form
which would answer to the need of the times.” He rejected the monologic character
of bourgeois drama-—its tendency to smooth over contradictions and to create false
bharmony and idealization—in favour of a form in which contradiction and
inconsistency are foregrourded, in which a complex interplay of socially and
historically significant attitudes and responses and a radical separation of dramatic
elements enables a critical and complex response on the part of the spectator. In
opposition to illusionist drama, in which the audience is encouraged to passively
identify itself with the characters and subjected to a "spiritual cleansing” by way of
catharsis, Brechtian theatre aims to represent reality in a way that enables the
spectator to think above the flow of the action, to understand it, to interpose his
judgement, in other words, to enter into a dialogue with it. Brecht was aware that
“The theatre as we kmow it shows the structure of society (represented on the stage)
as incapable of being influenced by society (in the auditorium)"( On Theatre 189).
The new theatre would treat social situations as processes; it would show that social
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norms and laws emerge from people’s life in society and are therefore "imperfect
and provisional" and subject to change by those very people.

Brecht's conception of theatre as an arenma for social experimentation and
struggle led him to seek a truly popular theatre. He defined the popular as that
which was intelligible to the masses, that which would express and consolidate their
standpoint and would use their own forms. He shares with Bakhtin what he calls a
"fighting conception” (108) of the popular, the view that the plebeian classes are not
a static, superstitious, custom-bound mass but a powerful productive force capable
of understanding and controlling social reality. Popular culture, likewise, for Brecht,
is not encapsulated in old, existing forms or well-defined rules once?gor all, but
defines itself anew with each expression: "What was the people of yesterday is no
longer so today, for the people of yesterday were not the people as it is today” (110).
This historically changing concept of the people demands new methods of cultural
expression and struggle. A truly popular literature "completely gripped by reality and
completely gripping reality” (112) must make a "lively use of all means, old and new,
tried and untried, deriving from art and deriving from other sources, in order to put
living reality in the hands of living people in such a way that it can be mastered”
(109).

In Brecht’s drama, as in the work of other dramatists in this tradition, this
awareness manifests itself in a destabilization of the distinctions that marked high
cultural forms from the low, the serious and the tragic from the comic. Elements of
music-hall, vaudeville, circus, and folk-ballads are juxtaposed with scenes of high
seriousness depicting the horrors of war, death, and destruction in these plays._)’gl‘hﬁis
fearless and irreverent heterogeneity generates an insecurity ard instability which
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may occasion terror when seen from the point of view of the dominant cuiture but
can be turned into a source of enjoyment for the people for whom inmsecurity
underlines the possibility of change, for creating new structures and meanings. In

The Messingkauf Dialogues the philosopher describes a photograph of the

destruction caused by an earthquake in the city of Yokohoma. Among the rubble
of collapsed houses were a couple of tall buildings of reinforced concrete which had
remained standing. The caption of the photograph read, "Steel stood.”" The
philosopher’s story is greeted by appreciative laughter by the worker-electrician who
represents the "new audience” in this discussion-dialogue.

The image of the laughing spectators in Brecht’s theatre again echoes the
laughing carnivalesque crowd in Bakhtin. Armed with the critical attitude, this pew
audience cheerfully reverses the existing relationship between the stage and the
auditorium. From being the passive, immobile receivers of awe-inspiring images of
kings and great men on the stage, the spectators themselves are transformed into
"kings . . . statesmen, thinkers and engineers” (Dialogues 100). The project of the
"temporary redistribution of power” in the theatre was simultaneously taken up by
many dramatists and theatre artists. Joel Schechter narrates the story of the Russian
clowns, Vladimir and Anatoly Durov, who performed in Germany at the turn of the
century. The Durovs would enter the circus-ring proclaiming themselves as "King of
Jesters, but never the King’s Jester. The Jester to His Majesty the People” (4). Their
disciple, Lazarenko, who later collaborated with Mayakovsky in his circus-theatre,
carried on this tradition as part of their effort to empower their audiences. In these
new, "democratic” theatres, the spectators were invited to examine, question,
approve, or criticize the issues and actions being presented on the stage. The stage
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. characters, Likewise, were stripped of their grandeur, uncrowned as it were, and
subjected to a thorough critical scrutiny. This is similar to Bakhtin's description of
the force of laughter:

Laughter has the remarkable power of making an object come up close, of
drawing it into a zone of crude contact where one can finger it familiarly on
all sides, turn it upside down, inside out, peer at it from above and below,
break open its external shell, look into its center, doubt it, take it apart,
dismember it, lay it bare and expose it, examine it freely and experiment with
it . . . . Laughter is a vital factor in laying down that prerequisite for
fearlessness without which it would be impossible to approach the world
realistically. As it draws an object to itself and makes it familiar, laughter
delivers the object into the fzarless hands of investigative experiment--both
scientific and artistic--and into the bands of free experimental fantasy.

(Dialogic 23)

To bring reality into direct and crude contact is to prepare the ground for
tampering with it, to intervene in the state of affairs, and to shape and transform it
to one’s liking. The alternative theatre is committed to social change--it demystifies
social and political issues like class oppression, religion, war, bourgeois nationalism,
imperialist exploitation, etc.,, by what Dario Fo has described as its "exercise in
counter-information” in order to facilitate a radical reorganization of the social
order. That in their efforts most of these dramatists and theatre groups have
occasionally fallen foul of the establishment and the dominant ideology and have
been censored, exiled, arrested, and prosecuted, is 2 measure of their radical
subversiveness.® This, however, has not blunted the edge of carnivalesque laughter;
in fact, in most cases it has helped to sharpen its thrust It is to this tradition that
O’Casey belongs. His socialist politics combined with the significant fact that he
grew up in relative isolation from the middle-class social institutions--school,

. university, middle-class profession, and work place--through which the ruling
ideology permeates individual consciousness, helped him to develop a truly popular
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. perspective towards drama and theatre. In the following chapters, I will consider the

specific manifestations of this popular tradition in his plays.



Notes to Chapter Two

. Sometimes, though, the green world is difficult to incorporate into the normal
resolution. There is critical combat between the two which makes each seem unreal by
the light of the other. This, however, according to Frye, leads to a "detachment of spirit”
born of a "reciprocal reflection of two illusory realities” ("Argument” 72-73).

Barber’s understanding of festivity is similar to the functional theory of festivity
advanced and elaborated by anthropologists such as Van Gennep, Durkheim etc.

. Barber’s and similar views of "social consensus,” especially with regard to the
Elizabethan society and culture, have been persuasively challenged by many recent
critical studies. See Bristol, Carnival 8-25; also Jonathan Dollimore’s Radical Tragedy
(Brighton, Sussex: Harvester, 1984).

. See Stallybrass and White. In a significant extension of Bakhtin’s theory, the authors
identify three processes that are at work in the carnival and the fair, the third being
demonization in which the "low" social groups turn, not against authority, but against
those who are even lower, e.g., women, Jews, animals.

. Many critics have drawn attention to this fact. For example, see Bristol; Pechey; Caputi.

. Bakhtin makes a passing reference to Brecht’s work as influenced by carnival and the
popular grotesque (Rabelais 46).

. Although all the dramatists and theatre groups mentioned above have distinct
dramaturgic methods and styles, there are important points of connection between their
works. I have taken up Brecht’s views on theatre as the connecting link not only
because, viewed in a global perspective, he is the best known and most influential
dramatist in the twentieth-century but also because he has theorized his practice
extensively. O’Casey and Brecht were writing at about the same time but did not know
about each other’s work. And yet, as subsequent discussions of O’Casey’s drama will

show, there are interesting points of convergence between their dramatic attitudes and
practices.

. O’Casey’s and Synge’s plays were denounced as anti-patriotic and immoral by the Irish
middle classes, forcing the former to seek exile; Arden and D’Arcy are virtually treated
as personae non grata by the British cultural establishment; Dario Fo and Franca Rame
have been subjected to constant censorship and persecution, even physical assault, not
only in their own country but also outside.
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CHAPTER THREE
REWRITING IRELAND: THE ABBEY PLAYS

And will there be singing in the dark times?
Yes, there will be singing of the dark times.
- Brecht

O’Casey’s career as an Abbey playwright came to a stormy end when 2 riot

broke out in the theatre on the fourth night of the perforrnance of The Plough and

the Stars, In the public outcry that followed, it became clear that O’Casey’s play had
offended the nationalist sentiments of the newly-independent state. His critics saw
him as a "guttersnipe of the slums” who had desecrated the heroic ideals of the Irish
people and had subjected them to slander. This controversy, like many of the
subsequent controversies that attended his literary career, was, in effect, a
continuation of the political struggle that he had waged against the nationalists since
be first espoused the cause of the working class. In a way, by choosing to work
through the medium of the theatre, the most political and public of all art forms,
O’Casey had ensured his continued active participation in the Irish political scene.

O'Casey began his political career as a nationalist. As a member of various
political and cultural organizations, suci as, the Irish Republican Brotherhood, the
Gaelic League, the Gaelic Athletic Association, and the St. Lawrence O'Toole
Piper’s Band, he played an active role in the struggle against colonial domination.
He was well-known in the nationalist circles for his fiery and impassioned speeches--
often in Gaelic—-and for his articles in various -‘iourna.ls. The year 1911 marked a
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turning point in his life when he joined the Irish Transport and General Workers’
Union led by Jim Larkin and started writing for the Union’s pewspaper, Irish
Worker. Under Larkin’s influence he moved towards working-class politics and
became a militant socialist while remaining true to the best traditions of Irish
republican nationalism, the tradition of Tone, Mitchell and Lalor.
During the preceding few years, "Larkinism," or what came to be known as the
"new unionism,” bad spread rapidly throughout Ireland bringing about a revolution
in the ranks of the Irish working class and infusing in it a sense of dignity,
independence, and solidarity. In 1910, James Connolly had returned from America
to join the struggle, and under tﬁe combined leadership of Larkin and Connolly, the
labour movement had become a powerful force. The employers were understandably
alarmed and sought an opportunity to crush this new movement and its leaders. In
Dublin, matters were brought to a head in 1913 by William Martin Murphy, one of
its leading capitalists and owner of the Dublin United Tramways Company and the
Irish Independent newspapers, who demanded that his workers sign a pledge against
joining the union and declared a lock-out on those who refused. The workers rose
en masse to protest this infringement of their right to organize. In an unprecedented
show of solidarity labour unions from all over Ireland and England rallied to the
support of their striking cnlleagues. The forces antagonistic to labour also grouped
together as about 400 employers joined hands in an effort to starve out a hundred
thousand men, women, and children. The capitalists were ably assisted by the Dublin
| Castle police who unleashed brutal repression on the workers by forcibly breaking
up meetings, raiding their homes, merciiessly batoning and even killing them. The
Catholic clergy, too, were unequivocal in their opposition to what they considered
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. to be the new "Satanism" among the working class. From the pulpit and the press,
they denounced the socialist aspirations of the workers and their leaders as anti-
national and anti-Catholic, and participated actively in thwarting their pians to make
the strike a success.

Ranged against such an array of powerful forces, the strikers could not hold
out beyond eight months. But, even though the strike failed, and the workers bad
to go back to work without their terms having been met, the experience of the
struggle had aroused the consciousness of the working class and shown to it the
potential strength of organized labour. It had also awakened the conscience of the
nation. In his warm tribute to the fighting spirit of the workers, George Russell
(AE) spoke for many who bad been moved by the experience:

I am a literary man, a lover of ideas, but I have found few people in my life
who would sacrifice anything for a principle. Yet in Dublin, when the masters
issued that humiliating document, asking men—on penalty of dismissal--to
swear never to join a trades union, thousands of men who had no connection
with the Irish Transport Workers—many among them personally hostile to that
organisation--refused to obey. They would not sign away their freedom, their
right to choose their own heroes and their own ideas. Most of these men had
no strike funds to fall back on. They had wives and children depending on
them. Quietly and grimly they took through hunger the path to the Heavenly
City . . . . Nobody has praised them, no one has put a crown on their brows.
Yet these men are the true heroes of Ireland today, they are the descendants
of Oscar, Cuchulain, the heroes of our ancient stories. For all their tattered
garments, I recognise in these obscure men a majesty of spirit. It is in these
workers in the towns and the men in the cabins in the country that the hope
of Ireland lies. The poor have always helped each other, and it is they who
listen eagerly to the preachers of a social order based on brotherhood and
cooperation. (Clarkson 248)

As one of the striking workers who was involved in the day-to-day activities at
Liberty Hall, the headquarters of the Union, O’Casey was deeply influenced by the

evenss of 1913. One of the chief lessons of this struggle was the necessity of an
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organized and disciplined force of the working class. As a result the Irish Citizen
Army was formed. O'Casey became its secretary and actively participated in the
drafting of its marnifesto and constitution. The experience of these struggles aiso
brought home to the workers that there was a basic conflict of interests and
objectives between the middle-class nationalists and the proletariat While the
nationalist agenda focused only on the ending of British colonial rule and transfer
of governmental power to the Irish, the socialists also aimed at a radical
recrganization of the entire social structure. There was a fierce debate within the
Citizen Army over the question of its attitude to the Natiopal Volunteers, a
bourgeois nationalist group, which was formed at about the same time as the ICA
and which had as its members some of the very employers who had provoked the
1913 strike. O"Casey wrote in Irish Worker: "Is it not clear that Irishmen differ very
widely as to the end to be attained and the means to be used, and that on these
points, there can be no apparent or actual union?" (Feathers 101).

As matters came to a head, he resigned from the Army but continued to argue
persuasively in his writings against what he believed was the process of co-optation
of the socialists by the nationalists. He was dismayed by Connolly’s move to forge
an alliance with the militant wing of the Volunteers, which finally led to their joint
participation in the Easter Uprising. O’Casey, though moved by the heroic
commitment of the martyrs, saw it as a betrayal of the working-class cause, especially
on the part of James Connolly. In a short history, The Story of the Irish Citizen
Army, written in 1919, he described the "revolutionary change” that had come over
Connolly who had "stepped from the narrow by-way of Irish socialism on to the
broad and crowded highway of Irish natiopalism . . . . The high creed of Irish
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Natiopalism became his daily rosary, while the higher creed of international
bumanity that had so long bubbled from his eloquent lips was silent for ever, and
Irish Labour had lost a Leader” (Feathers 226).

Subsequent events, culminating in the partition of Ireland and the
establishment of the Irish Republic in 1922, merely confirmed and vindicated
O’Casey’s political views. The strength and dynamism that the labour movement had
achieved during the Larkin and Connolly days and the hope that it bad held out as
a viable political force in Ireland were gradually lost. Even though the membership
of the labour unions increased phenomenally over the next three years and the
movement continued to try to maintain a distinct political identity by focusing on
labour issues and developing a socialist programme, it was increasingly sidelined by
the mainstream nationalist struggle of the Sinn Fein led by Arthur Griffith and
Eamon de Valera. Neither of these leaders was known for his sympathy for the
working-class cause. During the 1913 struggle of the Dublin workers and the period
before that when the working-class movement was gaining strength all over Ireland,
Griffith, through the pages of United Irishman and Sinn_Fein, had consistently
dismissed its aspirations as antithetical to the interests of nationalism and had
denounced its leaders. At the time of the strike, he had sided with the employers
and the clergy in their efforts to suppress the workers. De Valera, too, did not give
much thought to the interests of the working class beyond inviting them to join the
nationalist struggle as a subordinate partner on the basis of vague promises: "we ask
Labour to join with us to free the country. We recognise that we can never free it
without Labour. And we say, when Labour frees this country--helps to free it-
Labour can look for its own share of its patrimony” (Clarkson 337).
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Despite the fact that the working class had no illusions about receiving its share
of patrimony from the nationalists, the Irish Labour Party was forced to stand down
at the general elections in 1918 and 1921 for fear of dividing the nationalist vote. Its
complete marginalization as a political entity by the bourgeotis nationalist forces was
finally made evident by the Sinn Fein takeover of political control and the signing
of the treaty with England in 1921, which resulted in a bitter year-long civil war
between the Republicans and the Free Staters over the question of partition.

The working class was the worst affected by the economic chaos that engulfed
Ireland in the pre-independence years. The official figures of the Irish Department
of the British Ministry of Labour showed that in 1921 about 26% of industrial
workers were totally unemployed and 4% were on systematic short time. A large
proportion of those fully employed received wages that were below the minimum
requirement for the support of an average working-class family. The housing
conditions of the working poor in Dublin were deplorable. The buildings were
dilapidated and crowded, often with three i1 four families sharing a single room
(Clarkson 441-44).

The establishment of the Free State did not bring about any appreciable
improvement in this state of affairs. Repeated deputations and proposals made to
the government by the National Executive of the Labour Party and Trades Union
Congress over important issues of unemployment, import policy, decent wages, etc.,
evoked no response. The ideals of Connolly and Pearse, which the Dail Eireann bad
affirmed and officially adopted as part of its democratic program in 1918, and which
had filled the utterances of the Republican leaders during the ensuing struggle, were
quietly pushed under the carpet. In fact, the Frée State government, characterized
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as "a heavy-handed, beavy-taxicg capitalistic regime” (Clarkson 472), bad a worse
record in matters of social legislation than the governmeants of Northern Ireland and
Britain. It favoured policies that clearly protected the interests of the mew social
classes that had ridden to power on the nationmalist bandwagon, namely, the
landowners and rich peasants in the countryside, and the bourgeoisie and the petit-
bourgeoisie in the urban centres. In this, once again, it had the blessings of the
Catholic Church, which had always thrown its weight behind the men of property
and, as in the days of Connolly and Larkin, opposed the social aspirations of the
working poor. Thus the new republic inaugurated, what Sean O'Faolain has called
a "holy alliance between the Church, the new businessmen, and the politicians” (qtd.
in Lindsay, "Sean” 194) in which Connolly’s dream of 2 "Workers'" Republic” receded
far into the background.

This was the immediate historical context that informed O’Casey’s Dublin
plays, which were written and staged between 1923 and 1926 soon after the
establishment of the Free State. In all of them he went back to the major political
events of pre-1922 Irish history. The Shadow of a_Gunman was set amidst the
guerilla warfare of 1920 between the L.R.A. and the Auxiliary units of the British
forces popularly known as the Blacks-and-Tans; Juno and the Paycock in the civil
war of 1922-23 between the Free Staters and the Republicans; and The Plough and
the Stars during the Easter Uprising of 19216. Written from a clearly pro-people and
anti-bourgeois perspective, these plays offered an interpretation of recent history
that was sharply at odds with the dominant political sentiment in post-independence
Ireland. From the bourgeois nationalist point of view, these events formed a part of
the glorious history of an anti-colonial struggle. The Easter Uprising, in particular,
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had acquired a2 legendary status. Though it had little popular support at the time of
its occurrepce--an inconvenient fact that most Insh chose to forget--events
subsequent to its failure, especially the execution of its leaders by the British
authorities, made them into martyrs and helped to reinvigorate the flagging
nationalist struggle by providing it with a new mythology. The Easter rebellion was
a powerful political symbol that could be used effectively by the dominant classes
to legitimize and comsolidate their position in the new political order. By
interrogating and demythologizing the cult of blood sacrifice and heroic idealism
that had been constructed around tie herocs of the uprising, O'Casey had in fact
struck at the very roots of the new power structure. It is not surprising, therefore,

that his plays provoked a hostile response.

Cathleen of the Slums: History from Below

The critique of the bousgeois appropriation of the nationalist struggle is only
a part of the overall project of these plays, which is, to restore to the history of
Ireland its common people. During the long course of the acti-colonial struggle,
Ireland was often described, in poetry, drama, and political speeches, as a young,
beautiful woman by the name of Cathleen ni Houlithan. However, O'Casey's
experiences in the working-class struggle made him aware that there were, in fact,
two Cathleens, each distinctly separate from the other:

one, like the traditional, in green dress, shamrocks in her hair, a little brian-

boru harp under her oxster, chanting her share of song, For the rights and

liberties commeon to all Irishmen; they who fight for me shall be rulers in the

land; they shall be settled for ever, in good jobs shall they be, for ever, for

ever; the other Cathleen coarsely dressed, hair a little tousled, caught roughly
together by a pin, barefooted, sometimes with 2 whiff of whisky off her breath;
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brave and brawny; at ease in the smell of sweat and the sound of bad language,
vital, and asurge with immortality. (Drums 336)

It is the second Cathleen, the Ireland tucked away in slum tenements, that O"Casey
makes visible and celebrates in his dramatic and other writings. His principal actors
are the common men and women of Dublin who are caught 1n hbistorically closed
situations of poverty, exploitation, and war. But for all that, they are not portrayed
as passive victims of impersonal historical forces. Even in the most coercive social
and political situations, these people display a capacity for purposeful action and a
self-management of affairs that makes them into active historical agents. O’Casey,
who had himself lived in the tenements and worked as a manual labourer for a
considerable part of his life, had a deep knowledge of the culture of the everyday
material life of the people, their vast resources of strength and their ability not only
to cope with alienating circumstance, but also to appropriate and mould it to their
own purposes and to maintain some control over the immediate conditions of their
existence even in the worst of times. In more favourable times, as the historic
examples of the 1913 strike and the October revolution in the Soviet Union had
shown, the people could wrest initiative and power and become the vanguard of
social change.

It is this particular plebeian experience and perspective, with its joys and its
sorrows, that O’Casey brings to bear upon his plays. They present an alternative
history, lived and created collectively by the people in crowded tenements, in streets
and marketplaces, and in pubs. It is a history that is contaminated with laughter,
obscenities, curses, tears, and sweat. As such, it is contrary to the serious, authorized

Eistory of the nationalist struggle in which heroes figure, and courage and sacrifice
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are upheld as great values. The dramatic representation of these vaiues can be seen
in Yeats's Cathleen ni Houlihan where Cathleen is a young and beautiful woman
who has the "walk of a queen.” She travels through the country successfully
exhcrting brave, young men to give up their pleasures and follow ker te fight for her
right to Ler green ficlds.

The polarization of the two positions was clear from the fact that ardent
natiopalists, such as, Maud Gcnne, Mary Quinn, and Dudley Digges, who had

played leading roles in Yeats’s play, had earlier protested against Synge's The

Shadcew of the Glen for its "decadent intrusion where the inspiration of idealism
rather than the downpull of realism was needed” (Robinson 36). O'Casey, too, was
accused of denigrating the nationalist ideals in The Plough in a public debate led by
Mrs. Sheehy-Skeffington. O’Casey argued against what he described as "the
nationalist determination to make of Ireland the terrible place of a land fit ounly for
heroes to live in" (Letters 1:175).

The idealization of the past, 2s Bakhiin points out, distances it from the present
world of living reality and makes it "completed, conclusive and immutable, as a fact,
an idea and a value” (Dialogic 17). History is seen to possess a single, unitary
meaning imparted to it by its heroes and martyrs which holds good for all times and
all people. The "history from below” breaks down this distance and examines and
interrogates the past in the light of the requirements of the present. It also opposes
official history’s highly abstract and universalized notion of the "people,” in which
the interests and experiences of those at the bottom are seen to be identical with the
interests and experiences of those at the top, by portraying the people in all their

concreteness, sensuousness, and hetercgeneity.
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The most direct examples of this approach to history are found in O’Casey’s
autobiographies. Written in 2 narrative style-~though the dramatic element in them
is considzrable-the books describe, or rather construct, in vivid detzil some of the
momentcus political events of Ireland’s history. O’Casey focuses on that part of
history which is made not in courtrooms and parliaments by a handful of political
leaders and legislators but by large collectives in open assemblies. His usual locale
is the street or the public square where crowds gather to play their role in the

political process. In a chapter entitled "I Strike a Blow for You, Dear Land” in

Pictures in_the Hallway, the second volume of his autobiography, he describes the
period of the Boer War, an event that had generated a furious controversy among
various political factions in Ireland. The nationalists kad thrown their weight behind
the Boers and had formed a Transvaal Committee, with James Conaolly, Arthur
Griffith, and Maud Gonne ss its organizers, tc help and support the Boer cause. But
the war had entered the lives and homes of the common Irish people in a more
immediate and complex manner as thousands of their men enlisted in the British

army and were sent to the froat to fight its war. Johnny’s own brother had gone to

- Natal causing his "whole world . . . [to] divide . . . against itself" (197). O" ’s

account gives a picture of the popular involvement in the event by situating itself in

the public space of the street.

Ireland had become a place of stormy argument, with Dublin as its centre.
Every man, woman, and child fought battles hour by hour, either for the
British or the Boers. Transvaal flags were in evervore’s house, in everyone’s
window, or in everyone’s hand. At times spontaneocus processions formed in
the streets, marched through the city, booing every redcoat that passed, and
often coming into colliston with the irritated police. All fancy-goods shops and
newsagents were filled with Boer symbols; streams of ribbons flashing the
colours of England’s enemies flowed through every street and sparkled in every
second window. Every patriot carried in the lapel of his coat a buttoned picture
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of Kruger, Steyn, Botha, Joubert, or De Wet; and a story went everywhere

that De Wet was really Parnell come to life again, and up in arms against the
English. (198)

He goes on to describe a particular scene outside a newspaper office where peopie

bad gathered to hear the latest news about the war. The account, though long, needs

to be quoted in full:

Today Johnny and Ayamonn were standing in the crowd watching the lights,
when the news was flashed on the screen that the British had lost ten guns,
and a great cheer, thundering defiance, made the street tremble in an agony
of joy. Ayamonn, hoarse with mad emotion, whipped his kat from his heavily-
haired head and waved it round in circles, as he shouted with the crowd.

—~We should bha’ gone to where th’ meetin’ was to be, he said, proclaimed or
no.
—-We’re batter here, said Jobnny; for he didn’t relish the chance of a tussle
with the police; and here he knew that wasn’t likely to happen.

In the crowd, right in front of Johany, stood a lissome young woman dressed
in a gay dark-green dress suit, the skirt barely reaching to her ankles; a black
bolero jacket, trimmed with flounced epaulettes which were immed with 2
brighter green than the green of the suit, and flecked with scarlet. She wore
high-laced boots that disappeared up under her skirt, which, whenever it was
swung by a lively movement of the girl’s, showed the fringe of a white lace
petticoat. Perched damtily on a curly roll of reddish hair was a dark-green felt
hat sporting a black-and-white wing of 2 bird iu its side. Several times Johnny's
knee had touched her thigh, timidly at first, then with steadier resolution; and
now, with a beating heart, Johnny found that the girl hadn’t taken her leg away
from his touch.

Ayamonn full of bimself, was gently swaying too and fro, as far as the crowd’s
pressure would permit, and singing, half to himself and balf to the crowd, his
eyes filled with a far-away look

My boyish ear still clung to hear

Of Ey-eyrin’s pri-ide of yore,

Ere Norman foot did dare poliute

Her in-independent shore;

Of chiefs, long dead, who rose to head
Some gallant pathriots few;

Till all my aim on earth became

To strike one blow for you, dear land,
To strike one blow for you,

To stri-ike one blow for you, dear land,
To stri-ike one blo-ow for ycuooo!
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A woman striding towards middle age, wearing a disorganized straw hat on
ber tousled head, patched boots, one brown, one black, the brown one
darkened with blacking to make it fzel more at home with the other. She wore
a black-and-white check skirt, the white square making up to the black ones
by the grime gathered in street and house, the whole scalloped by wear and
tear along the edges. She wore a large brown shawl fiowing down to beyond
her hips. Suddenly, she darted out from the crowd to a vacant place on the
sidewalk, flung ber shawl open with a sweeping flip and tucked it more closely
round her body, as if she were clothing herself in armour. '
-1 don’t care who hears me, she shouted, for we’re full of life today, an’-puff-
we're goite tomorra. To every man an’ woman their own opinion, square or
round or crooked or cornered, which is only right an’ proper, an’ a fair
division. Sayin’ nothin’ calculated to hurt a soul, I'll say yous are a lot o’ starin’
fools, watchin’ an’ waitin’ for somethin’ yousll never be spared to see.
wondber, she went on, raising her voice to a screaming pitch, I wondher what
all of yous, what any of yous "ud do, if England went undher!
--Die with joy! a man’s voice shouted from the crowd, and a great cheer
added an amen to the declaration.
The protesting woman flapped ber shawl like a bird flapping its wings, gave
a clumsy little lep from the pathway into the air, flapping open her shawl] again,
and closing it tighter as she did a nervous defiant dance on the pathway.
—~There’s ne’er an element of surety in your shoutin’, she yelled, or the
pourin’ out of your poor white ignorance an’ coloured venom. It "ud be fitther
for yous to work to help yourselves than to set yourselves dhreamin’ of help for
the Boers; for listen to me-in about as much time as it "ud take a clever hand
an’ a sharp knife to peel an apple, England’ll put the sign o’ death on Kruger
an’ his gang!
The lissome young lassie standing in front of Johnny, with her leg touching
his knee, moved angrily, and turned her pretty bead to stare at the yelling
woman; and Johnny cursed the oul’ one for an ignorant, meddling bitch. Then
with a handsome wriggle of her young body, the girl slid from the crowd and
stood, red-faced and defiant, before the ill-dressed, blustering woman yelling
out for England.
~-Will you go home, for God’s sake, woman, she said fiercely, an’ clap
yourself in bed, since you can’t help yourself to a suitable understanding!
We're serious people here, in no way wishin’ to confuse our decency with the
dirty tournament of England’s attack on inoffensive peoples.
--General Robert, General French, an’ General Kitchener, three Irishmen--
remember that! shouted the blustering woman. They'H soon put the lonesome
sign of death on Kruger an’ his gang!
—Will they now? asked the young woman. You know all about it, don’t you?
Well, if I.read the news right, Gatacre didn’t do it at Colesberg, or your great
--Lord Methuen at Magersfontein, where he led thousands of th’ poor
" bewildered Scots o’ th’ nghland Brigade to leave an everlastin® farewell to

their wives, -sisthers, an’ sweetheans. And your Butler hasn’t done it at
- Colenso, has Ee?.... :



-Irishmen all! yelled the older woman, flapping her shawl, doing ber little lep
up from the pavement after every sentence, Kitchener, Roberts, Kelly-Kenny,
French, Mahon, fightin’ for England. Five o' th’ best, an’ Irishmen all--
remember that, now!

—-Maybe you've forgotten how th" Eaglish went clattherin’ down Nicholson's
Nek, so’s you couldn’t see taeir heels for dust, went on the young lassie, an’
thousands now of their best are floatin’ fast dead an" down th’ Tugela river,
headin’ out for the sea!

~Inishmen all - you can't get over that, now! screamed the oul’ one.
Whenever oul’ England’s in a quandary, up comes th’ Irishman, tearin’ up he
comes, an’ turbulent to pull her out of it - ah! me faithful, darlin’ Dublin
Fusiliers! (198-201)

The passage is characteristic of O'Casey’s general method of describing history
in the process of its making. He shows the people participating in events by
commenting, arguing and acting upon them. The crowd is organized not by means
of any vertical mobilization but spontaneously, on its own. It constitutes an
alternative social, political formation with its own dispersed form of political power,
which is different from the power that stems from a centralized or unitary political
organization. The people in the crowd are unified by a single purpose, but they are
also differentiated by their disparate experiences and responses. In the frenzied give
and take that takes place, a dialogic situation is created in which various views
contend with each other in a free and familiar interaction. Ayamonn’s sentimental,
dreamy republicanism, Johnny’s fear of physical danger and his sexual attraction for
the young woman, the old woman'’s defence of England combined with her insistent
pride in Irishmen, and the young woman's equally insistent condemnation of
England while at the same time responding pleasurably to Johnuny's advances
construct a multi-voiced, heteroglot reality which refuses to fit into any neat or
ready-made categories of Republican, Orange or Socialist. Like the grotesque body

and the carnivalesque crowd in Bakhtin, it is open, incomplete, protruding,
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concrete, and sensual. It symbolizes an alternative political culture in which conflict
and disorder are seen not as aberrations but rather as a powerful flow of social
energy in which people animatedly question, refute, or affirm others’ ideas, thoughts,
and positions. It also signifies a refusal to accept the officially sanctioned truth
positing against it the authority of the collective experience of the people.

In the account that follows, this collective authority asserts itself in the gay,
cheerful crowd which mocks the policemen who are ordered to follow the procession
and, later, when attacked by mounted policemen fights back with poles, sticks,
stones, and bare fists. Barring a brief glimpse of the leaders who ride ahead, "pale-
faced and tight-lipped,” in a car drawn by "two frightened hearse horses,” O’Casey’s
description continues to focus on the laughing, crving, shouting, cursing mass which
swiftly adapts itself to each changing circumstance and rises to act in its own
interest. In a characteristic carnivalesque gesture, the people pull the policemen
from their horses and subject them to thrashing. The battle between the figures of
repressive authority and the resisting force is described in bodily terms with sweat
rolling down, blood oozing out of hidden wounds, Jesh separating from the body
and being clapped back to its piace, violent retching of the stomach and vomiting.

The basic principle of grotesque realism, as Bakhtin points out, is to degrade,
to transfer to the material level of the earth and body everything that is socially and
spiritually exalted. The downward movement emphasizes the bodily lower stratum—
the buttocks, the beily, and the genital organs, relating to the activities of
alimentation, defecation, copulation, and reproduction. Degradation follows a
cyclical process; to uncrown, to pull down to earth and the bodily lower stratum also
means social renewal and regeneration. The grotesque body is associated with the
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images of feasting. Food and drink renew the body while establishing its links with
the productive lower stratum. This process can be seen in the following description
of Ayamonn, Johnny, and the young woman who seek escape from the assault in a
pub and are treated to free whisky by the barman in a gesture of nationalist
solidarity. From there Johnny walks the young woman home and is invited inside.
The chapter ends with an intimate scene in which nourishing food, a warm fire, and
sexual pleasure are combined in a symbolic celebration of material, bodily life.
An example of the embodiment of the energy of plebeiaa misrule in a single

figure can be seen in the person of Mild Millie in Drums Under the Windows whose

life’s experience has given her a fiercely independent spirit. A "terrible female,
powerful woman, takin’ ten men to lug her to the station when she goes wild with
red biddy," she spreads terror in the hearts of the city policemen. As the constable
warns the new sergeant, she "would hav'e the pair of us on the broad of our backs
in th’ mud of the sthreets while you’d be winkin’i"(101). As drink takes effect on
her, Millie comes into her full form. The sign of the English lion and unicorn carved
on the gate of Hutton’s coach-building factory, a reminder of colonial and capitalist
exploitaticn, takes on the role of a symbolic antagonist. She smashes ber empty
bottle against it, exhorts an old street musician who has been playing a moumnful
tune on his fife to play something that would "show th’ English lion an’ unicorn that
Ireland isn’t even half-way outa step with life” (109), and breaks into a defiant
dance, accompanied by a frenzied yelling and spitting at the British arms.
No beaviness in her clumsy boots kept her from whirling round at the end of
each bar of music like a humming-top when it had passed from the speed of
a sleep to that showing its speed plain, its hum louder and more menacing; so
she spun, stopping occasionally to face the lion and unicorn, to bring a foot
down with a wild stamp to the ground, and send another spit flying up at the
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British arms. The crowd had grown bigger, and the fifer, old as be was, danced
jerkily now, and a number of men and women in the crowd were doing
spasmodic steps, sending spit after spit on to the wall over which strutted the
symbolic animals of England’s greatness, the rest of the crowd cheering
whenever any of the moisture was carried to the wall anywhere near them;
prescing nearer to the gesticulating, dancing, demented woman . . . (110)
In a final demonstration of festive disorder, Millie takes a wild leap which makes the
crowd press back into a grocerwoman’s shop causing a pile of boxes to fall and the
fruits and vegetables to come rolling down into the street where "ferrety women and
agile youngsters stretched out swift hands to gather in the barvest, taking whatever
came their way through an act of God" (111). The whole scene is conceived as a
people’s carnival; it depicts a laughing community which mocks and desecrates
repressive authority at the same time that it celebrates its own utopian desires for
a fuller life. Through sach scenes, which occur frequently in his writings, O’Casey
makes visible 2 vital popalar culture that existed in the Dublin of &is time aad that
was as much a part of Irish political and social history as any elitist reconstructions
of it.

O’Casey places his individual subjects firmly within this larger, shared culture
as is evident in the image of Millie occupying centre stage in the crowded street.
Individual transgression, far from being a subjectivized, isolated phenosenon, is
always sustained by, and in turn feeds into, collective action. By de-emphasizing this
collective aspect critics have often distorted the meaning and purpose of O’Casey’s
work. Thus David Krause sees in the comic rebellion of O'Casey’s plebeian figures
an attempt to work out a personal salvation in the face of an inexorable, repressive
social reality. Through rituals of carnivalesque disorder individual characters achieve
a transcendental freedom of soul and thus transform their "material defeat into
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spiritual victory.” This victory is more psychic than real as the explosion of
transgressive energy shakes the rigid structures of society only "metaphorically.”
However, it has a pragmatic aspect as it helps the individual through a cathartic
release of repressed energy to maintain his spiritual health and learn 10 "go on living
in an unlivable world" (18-58; 223-83).!

Based within an individualist perspective, Krause’s position argues for a
subversive energy which does not really subvert anything since it is directed inwards
and is not allowed to interact with the external reality that it contends against. In
such 2 view the role prescribed for human agency is carefully restrictive. Isolated
individuals can range freely in a private world of "unrestricted senses” and illusion-
making without being able to create, destroy, or modify anything in the world
outside. This restrictive notion of human agency derives not only from the
individualist world-view~-in which the individual will always be less powerful and
therefore helpless before the much larger social order--but also from a view of
power that sees the social order as being constituted exclusively by the ruling
1deology. Krause recasts the relationship between the individual and society in terms
of "comedy” and "history" in whick history is seen to inhabit the public sphere where
decisive events take place under the watchful control of the dominant social groups
while comedy is given over to the playing out of fantasies through which the socially
marginalized figures learn the art of escape from a tragic reality or at best seek an

ironic accommodation with it (Profane 233-55).

In O’Casey’s work, however, comedy, has a transgressive and transformative
potential far beyond what any individualist ideology or any notion of absolute power
could allow. Comic action is collective action grounded in the culture of popular
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laughter through which the socially suppressed groups engage in 2 contestatory
struggle against the official culture and ideology, positing against them a counter-
culture and counter-ideology. History, in this perspective, is not the exclusive agency
of the powerful, but is animated with what Bakhtin cails "beteroglossia,” in which a
multitude of social voices exist in a dialogic relationship. Again, this is not an
argument for pluralism or a harmonious co-existence of separate domains, as
interpreted by Krause,” but a view of history and society in which struggle and
difference are oriented tcwards collective social action and change. People’s culture
is seen as a powerful, relatively autonomous, alternative culture which continually
interacts with the cominant culture in an effort to intervene in history (Bristol,
Carnival 40-53).

This pattern is clearly evident in his later comedies, but even in the early plays,
set in an atmosphere of suffering and death, the sense of ceaseless struggle and
resistance is always present. These plays are open-ended; their final horizons are
never closed, always pointing to a utopian future of a happy and just social order.
Even amidst the intense suffering brought about by the loss of her son and the
betrayal of her daughter, Juno can look forward to the new life growing inside her
daughter which, though fatherless, will have "what's far betther—it'll have two
mothers” (71). Similarly, in Plough, Bessie’s message of hope and affirmation
triumphs over the ravages of death and destruction: "We’ll bave to be brave, an’ let
patience ciip away th’ heaviness of th’ slow-movin’ hours, rememberin’ that sorrow
may endure for th’ night, but joy c;.ometh in th® mornin™ (206). More fundamentally,

the plays are open-ended not only becauss they illumine a future horizon but



because they embody within their structures carnivalesque energies that continually

interrogate and destroy all tendencies to absolutize knowledge or power.

Bourgeois Nationalism and Carnivalesque Travesty

In post-independence Ireland the most powerful manifestation of this
absolutizing or centralizing tendency was seen in the ideology of nationalism by
which the bourgeoisie sought to mobilize the consent and support of the Irish
people. The consolidation of the new order necessitated the minimization of social
conflict and the maintenance of social discipline and respect for authority. The
ideologv of nationalism was an effective instrument through which the idea of a
common identity of interests, both in the anti-colonial struggle of the past and the
shaping of a prosperous life in future, was propagated. The religious establishment
assisted in this task by aggressively upholding the values of respect for law and
order, of family and work ethic.

The early plays offer a critique of the idealization of nationalism and of the
values associated with it. This is done through the use of parody and travesty, images
of crowning and uncrowning, of pulling down to the level of the material bodily life
of the people. This material life is sustained by the processes of production and
reproduction in which people participate collectively. The social energy generated
by these processes gives rise to social conflict and disorder which, far from being
viewed as negative or tragic, Secome the basis of an alternative political culture in
whick change and impermanerce are seen as positive values. For all this, the plays
are not anti-natiopalist in perspective. They do not negate the ideology of
nationalism, but offer a more inclusive concept of the nation based on the principles
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of self-management, freedom from exploitation, and the sustenance of the material
and spiritua] life of all its members.

All three plays are located in the everyday lives of working people in the slum
tenements of Dublin. This is the zone of ihe earth and the body to which all abstract
ideals of patriotism and Leroism are pulled down so that they can be freely
investigated and unmasked of their falsities and pretensions. O'Casey’s men and
women, through thkeir irreverent dialogue and bebaviour, constantly mock and
debase the historical events, institutions, and persons upheld as sacred by the official
ideology.

The strategies of parodic travesty in Gunman centre in the figure of Davoren,
the romantic poet who is insistently, though wrongly, identified as a guerilla fighter
by the tenement dwellers while the real republican gunman, Maguire, remains in the
background. Though not conceived as a comic character, unlike Boyle and Fluther
in the other plays, Davoren nevertheless becomes 2 carnival king whose crowning
is performed in a comic ritual. Tommy, who is slightly drunk, solemnly assures
Davoren of his undying loyalty to the cause and offers him his hand: "Two firm
bands clasped together will all the power outbrave of the heartless English tyrant,
the Saxon coward an’ knave. That's Tommy Owens’ hand, Mr. Davoren, the hand
of a man . . ." (94). He then breaks into a patriotic song and, as the nationalist
fervour in him mounts, shouts militant slogans, "Up with the barricades . . . it's now
or never, now an’ for ever” (95). This is followed by the entry of Mrs. Henderson
and Mr. Gallogher who ceremoniously read aloud and hand over to him a letter
addressed to the "gentlemen of the Irish Republican Army" requesting them to
intervene in a dispute between him and his neighbour. The finale to the crowning
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comes in the form of a kiss from Minnie who is charmed by the man she is
convinced is a brave gunman ready to die for his country. Through this comic
crowning of the false hero, the play demystifies the idealization of revolutionary
republicanism. Davoren himself counters the notion of heroic martyrdom: "No man,
Minnie, willingly dies for anything” (92). His behaviour also undercuts the role that
is assigned to him by the others. When the British soldiers raid the building, he is
filled with fear and later shows total helplessness when Minnie is arrested and finally
shot in an attempt to save him and Ireland.

Festive laughter is also directed at the system of judicial administration set up
by the republicans in Ireland after their victory in the 1918 elections. At a meeting
in 1919, they constituted themselves the Dail Eireann (Assembly of Ireland) and
formed a parallei government backed by the moral authority of the people in
opposition to the English colonial power, which stood solely on its military might.
During this time republican courts were established in many areas whose decisions,
administered by designated members of the IRA, were usually accepted by the
people. The authorities at the Dublin Castle reacted strongly to these measures, and
the Blacks and Tans frequently raided these areas and arrested people suspected of
involvement in the courts.

In the play, Mr. Gallogher, assisted by Mrs. Henderson, approaches Davoren
to have his "wrongs righted.” In a letter as good "as was decomposed by a scholar”
(98), he urges the Army’s intervention in 2 matter of great importance. He has made
out a2 "Primmy Fashy Case" against his neighbour Mrs. Dwyer and "all her heirs,
male and female,” who live in the back drawing room of the tenement, and, who, in
response to the protests of Mr. and Mrs. Gallogher against the former’s habit of
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keeping the hall-door open and using the ball as a playground, have taken to using
abusive language and making threats. While leaving the matter "entirely in the hands
of the gentlemen of The Republican Army” (100), he reminds them to tell their men
to bring their guns with them. The letter is delivered after a long, unhurried, mock-
formal ceremony through which Minnie and Tommy and Mrs Henderson freely
gloss, comment on, and debate the use of particular words and phrases in the letter
in a hilariously comical scene.

The comic debasement of nationalist history through the antics of the people
in the teperaents does not megate this history altogether. What their laughter
destroys is the serious and narrowly exclusive view of the nationalist movement. The
issue of the dispute between Mr. Gallogher and his neighbour posits an alternative
conception of pationalism which can accommodate the everyday needs and concerns
of the people. Furthermore, the humour is double-edged. If it makes fun of the
IRA, it simultancously mocks the British authorities. Considering that the
punishment for participating in the republican courts was severe, the fact that the
people knowingly exercise this option indicates a will to resist colonial domination.
The patriotic sentiment of the ordinary people is also reflected in their awe of
Davoren and later in Mrs. Henderson’s brave defence of Minnie when she fights
with the soldiers and is arrested for it.

In Jupo, too, carnivalesque travesty is employed to counter nationalist
constructions of history. There is a critical view which sees the larger political
situation as merely providing the framing conflicts for what is essentially the private
tragedy of a family (Smith 36). However, tiroughout the play numerous references
are made to Irish political events which are woven into the texture of the dialogue
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and the action. Far from being incidental or gratuitous they continually point to the
play’s openness to history and society. The parallels betweer personal relationships
and the larger social and poiitiml relationships are presented comically as in Boyle's
"Today, Joxer, there's goin’ to be issued a proclamation be me, establishin’ an
independent Republic, an’ Juno’ll have to take an oath of allegiance™ (24).

The parodic relationship between the people and the official bistory finds its
most coherent expression in the legacy plot The news of the legacy echoes the
national situation in which the leaders of the newly independent state held out
promises of a new social order and a better life for its people. Some critics view the
plot only as a meledragiaiic device designed to increase the theatrical interest of the

play (Krause, Man and His Work 92; Goldstone 36). Others have recognized the

allegorical reference as pointing to the parallel between the tragic condition of the
people and that of the whole state (Ayling, Continuity 8; Mitchell €1). I would like
to suggest, however, that the business of the legacy and the action suirounding it be
read as a comic travesty of national politics. The images anc forms of camnival
reversal and masquerade operate within the play to demystify political power by
revealing it as arbitrary and tramsitory. O’Casey also highlights the tragic
consequences of the struggle for political power, but by simultaneocusly subjecting
these processes to comic treatment, he undercuts the notions of absolute, inscrutable
power as well as the awe-inspiring inevitability of tragedy.

The play dramatizes the process of transformation that the legacy sets into
motion for the Boyle family. Mrs. Boyle orders ber busband to "take off” his
moleskin trousers (already established as a symbol of his working class status) and
"put on" a collar and txe to receive the big news. As he goes in, she tidies up the
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rcom in order to receive her gentleman visitor. The act of putting on a pew identity
is simultancously emphasized and subverted in a2 comic scene. Thus Mrs. Boyle,
despite her attempts at gentility, welcomes Mr. Bentham with "Himself 1l be here in
a minute; he’s just takin’ off his trousers™. Soon after is heard the loud wrangling
offstage between Johnny and Boyle:

Voice of Johnny inside. What are you kickin’ up all the racket for?

Boyle (roughly). I'm takin’ off me mcleskin trousers!

Johnny. Can’t you do it, then, without lettin’ tb* whole house know you're

::iz;'ooﬂ’ your trousers? What d’ye want puttin’ them on an’ takin’ them off

Boyle. Will you let me alone, will you let me alone? Am I never goin’ to be
done thryin’ to please th’ whole o’ yous? (26)

This is followed by yet another commotion as Boyle is unable to find his braces. The
disorder and the confusion that attend this dressing up underline the arbitrary and
fragile nature of social distinctions the official ideology upholds as divinely
sanctioned and/or essential to social well-being in order to maintain order and
discipline in a hierarchically organized social system. A similar demystificatory use

of the symbolism of clothing also occurs in his autobiography, Inishfallen Fare Thee

Well, in a chapter entitled, "A Terrible Beauty is Borneo,” in which he bumorously
describes the spectacle of the Irish middle classes attempting to adopt the manners
and dress codes appropriate to their new social status.

Juno dramatizes the comic revers:i of identity and status on other levels too.
When Boyile is first informed of the death of his relative, he can only call him a
"prognosticator an’ procrastinator” for wnom "Sorra many’ll go into mournin”." But

no sooner does he come to know that the same gentleman had left him a fortune,
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than he solemnly declares that he and his family will have to go into formal
mourning for "poor Bill" (28-29). Sccial respectability also brings about a reversal
of social attitudes. Boyie's views on the role of the clergy in Act I, when he decries
their anti-nationalist politics and their domination over the lives of the people, are
in sharp contrast to his attitude in Act II when he warns Joxer not to speak
disrespectfully of Father Farrell. I ar arbitrary reconstruction of the "History o’ me
couatry” he declares that "the priests was always in the van of the fight for Irelan’s
freedom” (33).

Critics have often read this and simiiar changes in Boyle’s attitudes as evidence
of his opportunism (Goldstone 41; Papke 108). In carnivalesque literature, however,
the isclated individeal consciousness has no place. O’Casey, in spite of Lady
Gregory’s early comment--"your strong point is characterisation™-is not interested
in psychological verisimilitude.? Characters, in his drama, as in most carnivalized ait,
are continually defined and redefined by their dialogic relationships with others.
Boyle’s transformation, toen, does not point to an inviolable core of his individual
personality but, rather, underlines the fact of change itself, in this case a change
effected by new social and political relationships.

The second reversal in Juno is dramatized through images of uncrowning.
Boyle, who goes about "like a mastherpiece of the Free State counthry” (54), is
gradually stripped of his possessions and pretence as people come to know that the
legacy is false. Clothing is again emphasized as Nugent carries off the new suit in
spite of Boyle’s protestations, and the latter is left wearing his old moleskin trousers.
- Mrs. Madigan leaves with the gramophone saying, "You're not goin® to be swankin’
it like a paycock with Maisie Madigan’s monéy—l'll pull scme o' th’ gorgeous

79



feathers out o’ your tail!" (59). Finally, as the furniture is removed piece by piece,
the bare stage becomes a visual symbol of Boyle's uncrowning. The uncrowning
comes across as simultaneously tragic and comic. Beyond the personal tragedv of
Boyle, it points to the fragility and impermanence of the power and affluence of the
new bourgeois social order.

Idealized history receives its most powerful thrashing in Plough as O’Casey
takes issue with the bourgeois appropriation of the greatest Irish nationalist symbol,
the Easter Uprising. The play, which has a larger action, more characters, and a
more complex structure than the two earlier plays, offers a comprehensive critique
of the official order through its portrayal of a disorderly community and its counter-
culture. The play sets the everyday life of the tenements against the grim and bloody
war that is carried on outside. The events of the outside world enter and affect the
life of the people, somctimes tragically, but without ever being able to take it over
completely. Carnivalesque culture is governed by its own norms. It links with the
productive life of the community and provides it with special ways of interpreting
and shaping social reality. Carnival emphasizes the material principle through its
celebration of the body and bodily functions, especially those associated with eating,
drinking, sex, and reproduction. The images of the body are juxtaposed with the
rhetoric of idealized social and political behaviour in a bid to unmask the latter of
its pretensions and false claims.

Act II provides a full scale dramatization of this dialectic. The scene is set in
2 pub in which people gather to drink and to converse. Through the window can be
seen the silhouetted figure of the speaker addressing the crowd outside. His voice
is heard within at intervals. The speech, which is based on excerpts from actual
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speeches of nationalist leaders at the time, represents the official world in the play.
Against this is counterposed the transgressive energy of the collective expressed
through their celebration of low life. The Voice exhorts men to lift arms and
prepare for glorious blood sacrifice: "The old heart of the earth needed to be
warmed with the red wine of the battlefields . . . . And we must be ready to pour
out the same red wine in the same glorious sacrifice, for without shedding of blood
there is no redemption!” (164). The people, however, pay their homage to the heroic
ideal by drinking and talking excitedly. Peter remarks: "A meetin’ like this always
makes me feel as if I could dhrink Lochk Erinn dbry!" (163). They counter the
speaker’s glorification of the "exhilaration of war” with their own war of words and
with the physical fights which erupt between them from time to time. Bloodshed is
also associated, in the official ideology, with manhood: "Bloodshed is a cleansing and
sanctifying thing, and the nation that regards it as the final horror has lost its
manhood . . ." (162). The popular conception of manhood, howeygr, is shaped by the
Jower-bodily orientation. Thus Fluther asserts his manhood by his willingness to fight
for Rosie’s honour and by going away with her for an evening of drinking and sexual
pleasure. The bawdy song they sing together as they emerge from the snug in 2
drunken state celebrates the continuity of life in the midst of a war that maims and
kills. Earlier, too, Rosie mocks the high ideals of the men going to war:

Rosie. They’re all in 2 holy mood. Th’ solemn-lookin’ dials on th* whole o’
them an’ they marchin’ to th® meetin’. You’d think they were th’ glorious
company of th’ saints, an’ th’ noble army of martyrs thrampin® through th’
sthreets of paradise. They’re all thinkin’ of higher things than a girl’s
garthers . . . ." (161-2)

The assertion of the material bodily-principle is most powerfully dramatized in

the looting scene in Act IIi. As news of the looting of the shops in the city comes
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in, the tenement dweilers rush out to try their luck. The Covey returns with 2 heavy
sack of flour and some ham on his back while Fluther staggers in with a half gallon
jar of whisky. Bessie and Mrs. Gogan have acquired odd pieces of furniture, fancy
clothes, shoes, hats, etc. The scene celebrates the collective endeavour of the people
towards the satisfaction of their material needs. The carnival principle, according to
Bakhtin, is a2 "banquet for all the world” (Rabelais 278). In popular culture the
abundance of material life is viewed as an appropriate conclusion to the process of
social labour and struggie. It is also the criteria of communal well-being and of a

democratic and just social order.

Disorder, Conflict and the Rhythm of Alternation

The locting scene provoked strong criticism for its mockery of nationalist ideals
and its denigration of the Irish people. While O’Casey concurred with the first
readmmg, acknowledging that was part of his purpose in writing the play, he
countered the second charge by stating that the looting, which was a historical fact,
was a brave thing to do since it involved grave risks. Later, in his autobiography, he
described the same event in terms of a people’s carnival, and commented:

Sean watched their wonderul activity, and couldn’t desecrate their disorder

with dishonour . . . he was glad to see they hadn’t lost their taste for things
material. In spite of the clergy’s fifing about venial and mortal sin, they were .

stretching out their hands for food, for raiment, for colour, and for life .. ..

The time would come when they would no longer need to take their kingdom
of heaven by violence, for they would build it themselves, and ‘warmth,
adornment, and satisiaction in the midst of fair sounds and bright colours
would be their own. (Drums 412)

The fulflment of material needs and desires pecessitates disorder and

destruction. People break into the shops, "Smashin’ th’ windows, battherin® in th’
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doors, an’ whippin® away evervthing!" (187). Through their energetic disruption of
the norms of law and order, they not only desecrate the ideals of heroic behaviour
set up by the Voice in the pub but also radically confuse and obliterate the
distinctions necessary for the maintenance of the social order. In the Carnival,
images of disorder combine with those of order in a topsy-turvy arrangement. The
wearing of borrowed clothing, disguise, and masks are employed to unsettle the neat
divisions of rank, status, and gender, which lie at the basis of the hierarchical social
order. The looting destroys the demarcation between public and private property as
people generously help themselves to whatever suits their fancy. It also destroys, if
ouly temporarily, the internai differences within the community. The people’s
strategic misuse and misappropriation of costumes and practical objects underline
the artificiality of all social forms and point to the possibility of new social structures
and combinations. Bessie and Mrs. Gogan resourcefuily use a child’s pram to pile
up their loot; Fluther enters with a colourful woman’s hat on his head, the arm of
a new shirt hanging out of his pocket as he cradles a big jar of whisky in his arms;
Mrs. Gogan holds a chair on her head while she talks of the pointed toes and cuban
heels of the shoes she has filched. Bessie’s earlier appearance, too, showed her with
a varied assortment of things—a new hat, a fox- fur around her neck, three umbrellas
tucked under one arm, and a box of biscuits under the other. The haphazard mixing
of objects and the exaggerated and inappropriate dressing transgress orderly social
life at the same time that they create a utopia of social wealth and plenitude.
The disorderliness of O'Casey’s people is also expressed through a chronic
dissonance that characterizes their lives together. In almost all of O'Casey’s plays,
there are scenes depicting people fighting and bickering with each other. This aspect
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of their portrayal has generally been read as evidence of their moral and intellectual
degradation. Socialist critics, t0o, bave interpreted this as satire directed against the
working class, Thus Peadar O’Donnell is reported to have complained that
O’Casey’s drama "gave the opportunity to the good, fat Dublin middle class to have
a laugh at Dublin’s workers.” In Carl and Anpa Reeve’s view the plays depict the
workers "as caricatures and their revolt as laughable” (Krause, "Recent Research”
222). Mary Papke reads the Dublin plays as a criticism of the false consciousness of
the working class which led to the disintegration of moral structures and of
communal and family life (Papke 106).

The dominant ideology emphasizes the values of harmony and order based on
a hierarchical division of society implicitly characterizing discord as foolish,
disruptive, and harmful to social interests. In popular culture, however, conflict and
dissonance are viewed as a normal state of affairs in social life based on labour and
struggle.* The multiple forms of discord experienced by the people can be broadly
groupsd under two categories.” While there is a more or less permanent conflict
between the people and the ruling elite, a more complex form of conflict relates to
the variovs oppositional interests and alliances that exist within the people
themselves and which divide them horizontally. Popular culture acknowledges this
dissonant diversity and develops strategies to channel conflict in the best inter:st of
the community. |

This popular acceptance of conflict is manifest ir. the carnivalesque celebration
of the opposition between Carnival and Lent. This ritualized opposition, as Bristol
points out, represents the statc—';af a perpetua;, inner conflict that exists within
plel;eian society. Seen from the popular perspectxve, the battle between the two
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figures does not lead to a resolution in victory or defeat, or even reconciliation, but
maintains a "rhythm of alternation” in which "alternate periods of ascendancy are
followed by ritualized thrashing and expulsion” (Carnival 77). The management of
social conflict in this way ensures "a purposeful and dynamic pattern of social
regulation” (72) in which authority as well as responsibility are shared on a
reciprocal basis.

O’Casey’s portrayal of low life in early twentieth-century Dublin acknowledges
this aspect of popular culture. The plays dramatize fully the political, religious, and
economic differences that divided the plebeian society into many vertical and
horizontal formations. The class conflict between the working people and the ruling
elite was overlaid with differences between Catholic and Protestant, Orange and
Republican, Diehard and Free Stater, and various other gradations of rank, wealth,
and social respectability. This makes for a compiex network of relationships of
discord and solidarity which characterize the collective life of the people.

The constant fighting and bickering that go on in the tepements travesty the
myth of a singular Irish identity and purpose fostered by bourgeois nationalism. In
Plough, a large part of the action is taken up by the squabbles and scuffles that
frequently erupt in utter disregard of the heroic battle being waged outside.
- Fluther’s reprimand to Mrs. Gogan and Bessie and his assertion of the need for
normative l:_»gbgfiour during a fight between the two women falls on deaf ears: "it's
a derogatofy‘?hit;g to be smirchin’ a night like this with a row; it'’s rompin’ with th’
feelin’s of hope we ought to be, instead o’ bein’ vice versa!l" (171). It is further
undercat by his own wild behaviour immediately after when be challenges the Covey

to a bout.
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Peter, an irascible old man, is an easy target for everyone. His ecthusiastic
nationalism, expressed sartorially through his elaborate Foresters’ uniform, is an
cbject of generai derision, which usually results in a war of words. The Covey, on
the other hand, personifies contradiction. With a face that shows "a perpetual
protest against life as he conceives it to be,” he remains at loggerheads with
everyone else. His "twartin’ animosities” directel' specially at Peter generate a lot of
comic action and free exchange of abusive language. The Covey’s name-calling ("th’
little malignant oul’ bastard, you lemon-whiskered oul’ swine") provokes Peter to
charge after him with a drawn sword, and later when he is worsted in the fight he
takss recourse to shouting and cursing (146). The Covey and Fluther also clash over
the issues of religion and nationalism, and their first argumeat ends with each
abusing the other: "you wurum,” "oul’, ignorant savage," "word-weavin’ little ignorant
yahoo of a red flag Socialist!" (142-44). The fight between Mrs. Gogan and Bessie
Burgess starts as an argument over religious and political matters conducted by both
while sitting at a distance from each other in the pub. However, personal and moral
issues are soon brought in, passions are inflamed, and the two move centre-stage
where they scream and shout and adopt aggzessive postures in preparation for battle
while the others stand around them. This is followed by a similar battle between
Covev and Fluther, also perfofmed in the ceatre of the stage as Fluther moves up,
whips h off his hat and coat (just as Mrs. Gogan had divested herself of her
encumbrance by giving her child to the unsuspecting Peter), and chaﬂt;ngcs Covey
with: "Come om, come on, you lowser; put your mits up now, if there’s a man’s blood
in you! Be God, in a few minutes you'll see some snots flyin’ around, I'm tellin’ you

... "(176).



Fights, abuse, and curses form an essential part of carnival biilingsgate, the
language of the market-place. They are almost always associated with the lower
domain--hell, earth, animal world, and the lower bodily functions. Bakhtin sees them
as an integral part of carmivalesque celebrations as gestures of thrashing and
uncrowning. But in pulling down to the body and the earth, they also regenerate and
revive. This dual nature of billingsgate is aiso evident in the fertile and creative use
of words and images that make up the abuses and curses.

The people’s energetic debasement of the ideals of nationalist struggle is
further contrasted with another equally valid response. After her mockery of men
marching to war, Rosie suddenly remarks, "It’s 2 tremendous meetin™. A lttle later,
she responds to the voice of the orator with "It’s th’ sacred thruth, mind you, what
that man’s afther sayin™ (162). This is not merely ironical. The people are genuinely
inspired and aroused by patriotic sentiment. Peter and Fluther enter the pub in a
state of great emotional excitement, which they express in bodily terms. To Peter’s
recounting of his experience of the meeting outside--"Every perve in me body was
quiverin’ to do something desperate!"--Fluther answers by putting his arms under
Peter’s face and rolling up his sleeve: "Looka here . . . . The blood was BOILIN’ in
me veins!” (163).

The contineous alternation of contradictory voices dramatizes a complex, multi-
voiced, heterogeneous reality. The various perspectives and points of views do not
live in a state of static co-existence but in an active, sometimes violent, interaction
which counteracts the normative view of a neatly ordered reaiit;,' capable of being
organized and controlled versically. The festive anarchy of O’Casey’s plebeians not
only negates the established order but provides the basis for an zlternative
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interpretation of social reality in which everything is destroyed and recreated
continuously.

The rhythm of alternation provides the basic structural principle in Juno. Juno,
introduced as a working-class woman, whose face has assumed a typical look of
"listless monotony and harassed anxiety, blending with an expression of mechanical
resistance” (6), is a Lenten figure which contends with the festive persoma of
Carnival in the form of her husband Jack Boyle. The opening scene establishes her
unequivocal adherence to the values of family responsibility and social discipline.
She disapproves of Mary's efforts to overstep her social limits as reflected in the
latter’s preoccupation with clothes: "I don’t know what a girl on strike waats to be
wearin’ a ribbon round her head for, or silk stockin’s on her legs either; it’s wearin’
them things that make the employers think they're givin’ yous too much money” (7).
In her view, a quiet acceptance of one’s station in life and proper show of deference
to one’s social superiors constitute practical wisdom. By the same logic, the
aggressive assertion of the pﬁnciples of non-exploitation and justice by the working
class appears foolish as it disrupts the precarious balance of production, exchange,
and consumption through which the dominant crder ensures the survival of the
working force. Her Lenten severity is evident in her constant supervision and
criticism of others, which is often resented by them. As Boyle says, "Tisn’t Juno
should be her name at all, but Deirdre of the Sorras, for she’s always grousin™ (11).

Her main antagonist, however, is Boyle whose daily routine consists of strutting
about "like a paycock” from one pub to the other with his butty Jaxer Daly, and
"constantly singin’, no less, when he ought always to be on his knees offerin’ up a
Novena for a job!" (7). Boyle’s evasion of work is dictated by a transgressive refusal
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to allow himself to be controlled by the norms of social discipline. "I don’t want the
motions of me body to be watched the way an asthronomer ud watch a star” (15),
he tells Jerry when the latter chases him with information about a job. The sudden
eruption of pain in his legs as soon as a job is mentioned is part of the improvisatory
ability and versatility of the Carnival figure with which he puts on various masks and
disguises. His fantasies of adventure as sea-captain are also part of a strategic
resistance to constraining social roles that allow no opportunity to be "other."

The agon between Juno and Boyle is played out within the space of the family.
In bourgeois society, the norms of social discipline are mediated through the
institution of the family. In the long history of the bourgeois order, the family has
come to be seen as an autonomous, non-public, and non-political unit associated
with seemingly independent values of responsibility, especially related to the private
care and nurture of children. Seen from this perspective, evasion of work translates
as abrogation of moral responsibility, a charge often levelled at Boyle who contrasts
unfavourably with Juno in the fulfilment of obligations to the family. However, in
the context of the larger society, his evasion could be read as a resistance to the
social relations of expropriation and domination. Boyle himself displays some
awareness of the operation of power through ideological mobilization. Reacting
sharply to Father Farrell's offer of work for him in return for Johnny’s services to

the country, he says:

It’s a curious way to reward Johnny by makin’ his poor oul’ father work. But
that’s what the clergy want, Joxer—work, work, work for me an’ you; havin’ us
mulin’ from mornin’ till night, so that they may be in betther fettle when they
come hoppin’ round for their dues! Job! Well, let him give his job to wan of
his hymn-singin’, prayer spoutin’, craw-thumpin’ Confraternity men!" (22)

89



The elevation of work as a social value traps the poor in a vicious circle. which
encourages them to support the very institutions that exploit them and keep them
in miserable conditions. Thus, through Bovle’s negation of approved forms of
behaviour, the piay interrogates and unsettles the bourgeois notions of work and
family.®

Boyle also embodies the principle of material abundance, visually represented
on stage by his eating and drinking in the company of friends. While Juno's
relationship to food is that of practical necessity, Boyle transforms even the most
ordinary meal into a feast, accompanied by singing and fantastic story-telling.
Barring a temporary disowning of his butty, Joxer, during the time he was trying to
become respectable, Boyle maintains a generous hospitality towards his friends
throughout the play.

In material life, Carnival and Lent are alternative but not mutually exclusive
principles. Their inconclusive battle follows an alternative pattern of co-existence.
Boyle's uncrowning leaves him defeated and confused. As he leaves the stage, Juno
takes control of the situation. Her Lenten severity mandates social discipline and
abstention from physical pleasures, but it also has a positive side. Her concern for
survival commits her to the preservation of the new life that is to be born. She and
Mary will work together to maintain the new family that takes the place of the old
one. The play, however, does not end here. Boyle’s return indicates that the conflict
will go on, has to go on. The principle of abundance and transgressive disorder will
continue to be resurrected and celebrated. Lest the appeal for hearts of flesh, for
love and for peace, should lull people into complacency, they have to be reminded

again of the ‘chassis’ that lies at the heart of the social order.
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Collective Life: Coping with Death

The rhythm of alternation provides a model of collective existence which
affirms the plenitude of productive life and pojats to its ever-present capacity for
change and renewal. This heuristic principle also operates through the popular
attitude to death. Death and life wage a never-ending struggle in a bid to limit each
other’s ascendance. In collective life, as in nature, the individual death does not
signal a final and irrevocable end inspiring fear and tragic awe. It is, as Bakhtin puts
it, "not a negation of life seen as the great body of all the people but part of life as
a whole—its indispensable component, the condition of its constant renewal and
rejuvenation. Death is here always related to birth . . .” (Rabelais 50j. Even today,
iz many collectively organized cuitures, death is often attended by laughter, music,
and feasting, thus celebrating the continuity of collective life.

In the Dublin plays, death does not observe the natural order of things. It is
not preceded by a life lived to its fullness, but imposes itself prematurely, urged on
by war and poverty. In spite of this, its pain and horror are never ailowed to
dominate and destroy the life of the community. The popular orientation to material
life devises its own strategies to meet the challenge of death. Mrs. Gogan expresses
her awareness of the precariousness of human existence in the slums through her
constant preoccupation with death. Her cheerfully narrated stories about sudden
death frighten Fluther though her own attitude remains ambivalent:

It always gives meself a kind o’ threspassin’ joy to feel meself movin’ along in

a mournin’ coach, an’ me thinkin® that, maybe, th’ next funeral "Il be me own,

an’ glad, in a quiet way, that this is somebody else’s. (141)

The mingling of oontradictory. emotions suggests a simultaneous acceptance and
resistance of dying. The acknowledgement of death does not stem from a position
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of spiritual transcendence, but is firmly located in the experience of material life
which at the same time and with equal vebemence asserts a claim for living. The
same grotesque ambivalence is powerfully dramatized in the scene depicting Bessie's
death. When shot accidentally while trying to pull Nora away from the window,
Bessie screams with fear of impending death. In her agony she showers abuses upon
Nora ("you bitch,” you jade,” "blast you") and then breaks into a hymn affirming her
hope in salvation after death. Her furious battle for life as well as her affirmation
of life after death reveals the vigour and confidence with which popular energy
subverts the permanence of death. Death is not a grand and noble affair as in
official culture. It can be treated irreverently, pulled down to its place in the earth
and in the process fertilized.

Death also serves to-uncrown pretensions of grandeur and heroism in other
contexts. Mrs. Gogan’s genuine admiration of Peter’s Foresters’ uniform is
accompanied by a comically grotesque picture of death:

When yous are goin’ along, an’ I see them wavir’ an’ noddin’ an” waggin’, 1

seem to be lookin’ at each of yous hangin’ at th’ end of a rope, your eyes

bulgin’ an’ your legs twistin’ and jerkin’, gaspin® an’ gaspin’ for breath while

yous are thryin® to die for Ireland!" (167)

The concrete materiality of death, expressed in the vivid detailing of the distortions
of the body, cheerfully mocks and pulls down the romanticized image of the patriotic
martyr.

Death becomes funny when seen in relation to the socially powerful, but it also
has a serious side. Mrs. Gogan"s obsession with death is a reminder that she keeps
constant company with it in the form of her diseased daughter, Mollser, who dies

towards the end of the play. However, after Juno, O’Casey foregrounds the
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community rather than the family in his plays. In the Plough. unlike the earlier two
plays, the locale does not remain confined to the lodgings of 2 single family but
moves to other rooms or to common public spaces. Nor does the play focus
overmuch on the biological relationship between Mrs. Gogan and Mollser. Mollser,
in fact, is a child of the tenement and is looked after variously by Nora, Mrs. Gogan,
Bessie, and Fluther. Her death, consequently, is an event in the shared life of the
people. Similarly, as war encroaches upon the tenements, bringing with it more
death and destruction, the community organizes itself spontaneously to meet its
challenge, cheerfully asserting its communai solidarity. Mollssr dies, but Nora is
saved by Fluther. Bessie takes upon herself the responsibility of tending to Nora,
and when she is killed in the process, Mrs. Gogan quietly replaces her and offers to
put Nora in Moliser’s bed. In Juno, too, death brings about a new consciousness of
togetherness as Juno, in a gesture of identification with Mrs. Tancred, repeats the
very words she had spoken at the death of her son. And her formal speech, usually
delivered in a non-naturalist choric style, projects not the private mourning of an
individual loss but the public expression of communal grief.

A poignant example of the characteristic self-reliance and resourcefulness that
the community of the poor reveals, especially when confronted with death, is found
in O’Casey’s one-act play, Nannie’s Night Out. Nannie is a beggar woman who has
never known a2 home and has lived on the street all her life. When she dies, there
is neither a doctor nor a priest available to tend to her. Her life as well as her death
are too insignificant for the State, which has bigger things like the "Boundhary
Question” to settie first. In the absence of any official help, however, the people of
the street form a self-sufficient community to provide her with an impromptu
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religious service in which the ballad-singer chants whatever he can remember while
the others act as chorus.

Seen from the standpoint of the people as a whole, and not from the limitad
perspective of the "sealed-off individual life,” death loses its tragic finality. In
popular collective life, images of death are always juxtaposed with those of renewal.
In Juno, the tragic void created by the deaths of Robbie Tancred and Johnny Boyle
is filled with the hope of new life in Mary’s child. In Plough, as noted above, the
community asserts the continuity of life through a subtle but continual transfer or
reallocation of space and of responsibility in the management of the affairs of the
community. The claims of life and of the future are upheld over that of the dead
past. Thus, in spite of Bessie’s taunts, Brennan takes the right course when he leaves
the fatally wounded Clitheroe to die while he saves his own life. Act IV opens in
Bessie’s room with Mollser’s coffin propped up on two kitchen chairs while the
Covey and Fluther play cards on the floor. Death is not allowed to arrest the flow

of everyday life; rather, it becomes an integral part of the struggle that constitutes
life.

Shared_Spaces, Shared Lives

The strength of the collective life of the poor is also revealed in their
resourceful management and organization of the spaces that they inhabit. In his
plays, O’Casey uses the locales of the tenement, street, and pub and their special
characteristics to underline the relative autonomy of everyday collective life. These
spaces, which exist outside the direct control of the social elite, enjoin their own
norms of behaviour in consonance with the values and ethics of the community.
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The miserable conditions in the Dublin slums have been documented
adequately in many historical accounts and government reports. The tenement
buildings, usually in disrepair and lacking minimal facilities, many of them officially
certified as unfit for human habitation, were overcrowded with people and had
become breeding places for disease and squalor. In his writings, especially in the
autobiographies, O’Casey describes in vivid detail the difficult conditions under
which the urban poor lived. However, even in the most coercive situations, what
comes across is not the misery which confines and cripples but the vital, surging life
that struggles to assert itself again and again.

Critics have generally tended to view these spaces and the life that inhabits
them against the norms of bourgeois respectability. Thus William Thompsor

complains that "life does not have quite enough room to behave in a proper manner”

(emphasis added) in the tenement setting. As examples he lists Mrs. Gogan's
violation of privacy in opening and inspecting Nora’s package and Peter’s wandering
about the room in various stages of undress—both offensive to middle-class values
of individual privacy and freedom (Imagination 208). Ronald Ayling likewise feels
that the lack of privacy in the tenement stifles people’s attempts to better their
situation and allows no opportunity for creative expression (Continuity 30-32). This,
however, is a misguided view which stems from the practice of reading plebeian
culture in the light of the normative standards of polite, middle-class culture.
Tenement life is lived in close and crude contact with others. As such it
develops an alternative ethos of a collective sharing of experiences and concerns.
The tenement room, in contrast to the drawing room in bourgeois drama, is not an
individualized or private space. The doors are usually open, the convention of
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knocking before entering does not exast. and people walk in and out freely. The lock
put on Nora's door symbolises a proprietary individualism that marks her separation
from the community. In addition, her new hat, her short skirts and "glad-neck”
gowns, the painting of Venus on her wall, her consciously polite behaviour, and her
general disdain of tenement life are "notions of upperosity” (137) which are
subjected to derisive laughter by her neighbours. Her bourgeois refinement receives
its most comical thrashing at the hands of the Covey and Uncle Peter, who
cheerfully subvert all her efforts to "keep up a little bit of appearance” (147) by
throwing their things about, running wildly around the room banging doors and
shouting at each other, and misbehaving at the carefully laid out tea-table. When she
chides the Covey for leaving his dungarees on the floor, he answers with
carnivalesque incomprehension: "Ah, they won’t do th’ floor any harm, will they?"
(150).In the Gunman, Davoren is placed in a similar situation. His desire for privacy
is continually thwarted by the stream of neighbours who claim his attention. But
both Nora and Davoren are self-absorbed, romantic figures, whose demands for
privacy are a measure of their conscious withdrawal from the collective life of the
people. As a result they are reduced to a position of isolation and helplessness as
the plays progress. The reactions that they evoke from the rest cannot be explained,
as Ayling does, simply as jealousy, suspicion, or apathy (Continuity 30-31), but they
underline the basic difference of orientation and values between two ways of life.
The people in the tenements also reveal a creative imagination and a capacity
to enjoy beauty and laughter. Their creative use of language has been commented
upon by many critics. Mitchell, for example, rightly talks £ the merry subversion of
the "King’s English” in the spontaneous manipulation and contamination of language
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that goes on in the tenements all the time. The images are concrete and mimetic
and display an aggressive encrgy and an inventive imagination (62-65). However, this
rich use of language does not focus on the "individuality” and "onginality” of a few
people. Instead, it highlights the active and interactive life of the people in which
language is collectively developec ind enriched. O'Casey’s characters are not defined
by their specific and individual speech styles but share and continually recreate a
commeon repository of idiom, images, and styles.

The resourcefulness and solidarity displayed by the tenement dwellers in times
of trouble have been referred to already. However, even more than the solidarity
forged by sorrow, it is the practice of shared pleasure that reveals fully the ethos of
the collectivity. The plays dramatize the people’s collective participation in the
appreciation of beauty and laughter. Boyle celebrates his coming into money by
singing, dancing, and drinking with his neighbours. In the Plough, after the looting
scene, Bessie and Mrs. Gogan can be seen in the street animatedly discussing the
lovely dresses they have jointly procured for themselves. The shared pleasure of their
enterprise has dissolved their old differences. Peter and Fluther, similarly, drown
their animosity in a game of pitch and toss in an effort to keep themselves from "th’
sin ©’ idleness.” (187). The collective celebration of life’s joys--in song, dance, and
games~—transforms the space of the restrictive tenement and the street into open,
carnivalesque spaces in which the people act out their utopian desires for.an
alterpative life.

Another significant space in th;leeof the community is that of the pub. The
centrality of the pub in working-class life has been commented upon by many social
historians (Harrison; Delves; Wrightson). In Juno, as well as Gunman, we frequently
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hear of characters going to or coming from the pub. In the Plough, O'Casev brings
the pub onto the stage by using it as a setting for one of the acts. The direct
representation of the pub enables 2 more immediate and comprehensive portraval
of the everyday culture of the people.

Popular drinking establishments have long been associated with the festive life
of the people and consequently have been the subject of struggle for the control of
popular culture by the dominant social groups.” The elite perceive the pub as a
place of distepute, associated with indecent, unruly, and often criminal behaviour.
That the situation in Dublin was not much different is clearly borne out by the fact
that the Plough was criticized for insulting the heroic men of the Easter Uprising
by showing them in a public house. This was clearly an attempt by the nationalists
to establish their cultura}l hegemony, and O'Casey countered by asserting the right
of the people to their way of life. In the debate with Mrs. Sheehy-Skeffington he
stated that while the elite would welcome the shutting down of the pubs, he himself
was "anxious to bring everyone into the publichouses to make them proper places
of amusement and refreshment” (Letters 1:130).

C’Casey’s cogent understanding of the Dublin pub culture and its role in
popular life is evident in his autobiographies. The "warm beer "n whisky cosiness”
(Pictures 72) of the pub offered not only a place of rest and refuge from the rigours
of the outside world, but it also constituted an alternative world in which the
community could interact and organize itself in its own way. The pubs were
characterized by their easy access, informal atmosphere, and the availability of cheap
drink which, as Wrightson points out, "was an essential and ubiquitous social
lubricant” (6) of free and familiar social intercourse in lower-class life.

98



In the politically charged atmosphere of Dublin in O’Casey’s time, the pubs
were the natural site for hectic debate promoting political subversion as well as
solidarity. The association of anti-colonial activity with the pubs was preserved in

folklore. In "Cat 'n Cage” in Pictures in the Hallwav, during a visit to the pub in the

company of older brothers, the young Johnny remembers the Royal Oak, a pub in
Parkgate street, where the Invincibles bad a last drink before assassimating
Cavendish and Burke in Phoenix Park. O’Casey goes on to describe the events in
the pub as his brothers, two of them in army uniform, enter into a heated argument
with a group of hurlers over Pamnell. In the process abuses are exchanged freely, and
the barman gets hit when he ventures to offer his opinion. The events take a sudden
turn, however, when some policemen try to intervene. The common hatred of the
local forces of colonial law and order forges a new solidarity between the two
groups. Mick starts to sing the latest street song which makes fun of the "peelers.”
Derisory laughter leads to a violent physical confrontation in whick Johnny sees "the
lovely sight of Mick sending a short jab to the constable’s jaw that tilted up his head
with a jerk, and . . . a straight-left beauty to the poor man’s chin that sent him in a
curled-up heap to the floor” (61). To escape punishment they make a quick getaway
together by stealing a horse-car parked outside, which is then driven proudly by the
young Johnny himself. Conspiratorial solidarity often crossed the barrier between
the seller and the buyer of drink too. The barman, in wilful transgression of his dual
role as a "responsible citizen" and as a businessman, would make common cause with
his clients and secretly treat them to free drinks.

Thus, the carnivalesque disorder that prevails in the pub is a popular assertion
of a collective social and political identity. The pub is the people’s own space
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regulated by the norms of the collectivity in distinction from the hierarchically
organized spaces outside. The setting of the pub in Act IT of the Plough symbolizes
this oppositional relationship. The act begins in a deserted pub with Rosie
complaining of a lack of business because of the political events taking place outside.
However, the official world cannot regulate popular life for long. Soon the place
starts to fill up with people who prefer to combine the "exhilaration of war" (169)
offered by the Voice from outside with the "bawdy exhilaration of the pub” (Drums
33). The pub affirms bodily life and counters the ideals of abstract nationalism,
positing in its place a collective desire for a truly free nation of people. This is
visually represented on the stage by the placing together of the labour and
nationalist flags, The Tricolour and The Plough and the Stars. O’Casey viewed the
participation of the Irish Citizen’s Army in the Easter Uprising as a co-optation of
the labour movement by the bourgeois nationalists. In the play, he reverses the
situation by bringing the two flags inside the pub in a symbolic gesture of re-
appropriation of the people’s symbols.®

The life in the pub, the tenement, and the street brings home a reality that is
in conflict with the official truth. It represents the noisy, drunken, disorderly life of
the people, a life that elite history, for all its efforts, is unable to control and limit.

The Dublin trilogy dramatizes this tension powerfully and irreverently.
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Notes to Chapter Three

. For a similar, individualist view of comedy, see Caputi, according to whom comedy "affirms
the sufficiency of the individual in the world" (203).

. Krause approves the view held by Styan that O'Casey's plays “reproduce the sensations of
life with its complexities and contradictions” (Profane 263).

. See Lady Greqory’s Journals 73. This is an attitude that has persisted in O'Casey criticism
in spite of an early waming by Denis Johnston: ‘it is becoming more and more clear that as
a realist he is an imposter . . . his dialogue is becoming a series of word poems in dialect;
his plots are disappsaring and giving place to a form of undisguised expressionism under
the stress of a genius that is much too insistent and far too pregnant with meaning to be
bound by the four walls of orthodox realism® (85).

. This argument has been developed at length by Bristol in Camival and Theatre. | draw upon
his analysis in the following discussion of the conflictual nature of social relationships and
the symbolism of Camival and Lent.

. See Le Roy Ladurie, who suggests this paradigm in the context of early modemn European
society. Mao Tse Tung offers a similar explanation in his analysis of Chinese society in 1957.

. O'Casey’s awareness of this dialectic is also reflected in the relationship between Sean and
Mrs. Casside in Drums. In spite of his great love and admiration for his mother, the author
presents another perspective: "Ah, t'hell with it! he thought, he wouldr't stay here to dry up
and die! She'd have to stick it, but he wouldn't. Her life was nearly over. She belonged to a
different world, the world of submission, patience, resignation; he, to that of discontent,
resentment, resistance . . . . But his life was away from her, and he'd have to leave her . . ."
(311).

. See Delves; and Wrightson. Wrightson sees a continuity between the institution of the
alehouse and the pub. According to him, the role of the pub *maybe seen as less of an
innovation than might otherwise appear, for in its recreational habits, as in certain of its
attitudes and values, the emergent working class drew upon a long cultural tradition® (5).

. The gesture was indeed understood as subversive by the bourgeois nationalists who strongly
objected to the desecration of the nationalist flag in this manner. See O'Casey, Letters 1:180.
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CHAPTER FOUR

CULTURAL CONTROL AND POPULAR RESISTANCE:

THE FESTIVE COMEDIES

You've escaped from the dominion of the
big house with the lion and unicorn on its
front; doa’t let yourselves sink beneath
the m=aner dominion of the big shop with
the cross and shamrock on its gable.

- Bishop's Bonfire

Registering his disenchantment with a heavily compromised and sterile labour
movement in post-independence Ireland, O’Casey wrote:

The workers must come out of their one-room tenements and out of their
dimly-minded Trade Unions--occasionally at least--to pull the plough a little
nearer to the stars. They must learn that self-realization is more important than
class-consciousness . . . And this is the silent need of the workers: loss of
ignorance and acquirement of culture. However the worker may shout for an
increase in his wage, or protest against a reduction, be he at work, or waiting
wearily at the Unemployment Exchange, his greatest need and most urgent
claim is a share in_the culture of the society of men. (The Irish Statesman
Dec. 22 1923)

If organized political movements had failed to fulfil popular aspirations for a new
and just order, the apswer lay in a widening of struggle to encompass other areas
of social life. O’Casey does not see self-realization as antithetical to class-
consciousness. Rather, the claim to culture is envisaged as a vital part of the overall
struggle for economic and political power. O’Casey’s class-perspective as well as his
close association with working-class life had given him an understanding of the

distinct forms of its culture. For him, the cultural empowerment of the workers lay,
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not in the replacement of their culture by forms of high culture, but in the free
development of popular culture itself and in the mutual exchange between various
cultures.

In the earlier chapter, I have shown how the Abbey plays make visible the vital
forms and traditions of working-class life in the Dublic tenements in order to
critique the exclusivity and parrowness of bourgeois pationalist ideology and its
constructions of history. The plays counter elite misrepresentations of popular
cuiture as debased and inferior, and celebrate its collective traditions which enable
its survival and resistance, in however limited ways, in the most coercive situations.
In his later drama, too, O"Casey continues to articulate these same concerns. As
pointed out earlier, the achievement of political independence did not bring about
a radical change in the situation of the working class and other marginalized sections
of Irish society. In fact, the issues of cultural domination and control took or an
added significance as the new bourgeois state set out to consolidate and strengthen
its position in the new power structure.

The changing balance and relations of social forces in the nmew republic
expressed itself in struggles over forms of popular culture. Even before this,
throughout the history of colonial rule, there was a continuous process of re-
formation and re-education of the Irish people in accordance with the needs of the
dominant classes.! This process of the transformation of popular cultural traditions
and practices was continued in the new social order under the hegemony of the Irish
bourgeoisie and its powerful ally, the Catholic Hierarchy. The institutions of the
state, and more particularly, of the Church, intervened actively in popular life in
order to regulate and control it both through censorship and proscription as well as
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through reform and re-education. However. as studies of cultural transformations
elsewhere and in Ireland have shown, the course of the success of this enterprise was
peither smooth nor easy. For, while popular culture lent itself to manipulation and
incorporation, it also became a principal sight of resistance to.t‘ne changss being
imposed from above. The process of the making of the working-class, of making
people what the ruling classes wished them to be, was a violent one, often involving
the law and order machinery, and the religious authority. Resistance to this
aggressive radicalization of popular life took different forms. This resistancc could
be spontaneous or organized, passive or active, private or public; it could end in
containment, negotiation, or victory. But it was there. The subordinate classes
intervened actively at every step against the attempts of the power bloc to legislate
and regulate their traditional ways of life and fought to retain control over their
conditions of existence.

This embattled terrain of popular culture, marked by a continual struggle
between the holders of social power and the people forms the location of O’Casey’s
later drama. This chapter will focus or O’Casey’s portrayal of this dual movement
of control and resistaﬁoe in'popular culture. I will show that in plays, such as, Purple

Dust (1940), Red Roses for Me (1942), Cock-2-Doodle-Dandy (1949), The Bishop'’s

Bonfire (1955), and Drums of Father Ned (1959), O’Casey exposes, on the one
hand, the attempts of social and religious authorities to contain or to disrupt existing
traditions and practices and to introduce new forms of domination and exploitation,
and, on the other, re-affirms the capacity of collective life to resist these intrusions

and to exercise greater control over their own lives.
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The subversion of official cultural norms, in these plays, are effected through
the strategies of carnival and festive transgression. While the Abbey plays also drew
upon the images of carnival in the portrayal of working-class life, in his later drama,
O'Casey puts festivity in the centre of the dramatic action. The plays are built
around festive occasions—they portray either official celebrations whick are then
countered and subverted by the people from an opposite notion of festivity, or
popular festivals directly controlled by the socially powerless, which threaten to
unsettle existing social categories. In another extension of focus, the characters in
these plays represent not just the workang class but other marginalized sections, such
as, peasants, youth, and women whose multi-dimensional contradictions and
struggles criss-cross with more specific class-cultural struggles. This extension of
range and focus, I will argue, does not represent an abandonment of the class
perspective and of the notion of class struggle which remains central to O’Casey’s
writings. If anything, it points to a deepening of that perspective since it
acknowledges the presence of a complex network of sovial relations in Irish society
in which forces of class, gender, and religion cut across each other to create a
subject identity for the Irish people. Since the Catholic Church had—as it still does--
a powerful presence in Irich life, I will begin this discussion by a brief account of its
special position in Ireland and of its attitudes to certain political, social and cultural
issues as a necessary background to O’Casey’s drama. In the following sections, I
turn to O’Casey’s representations of popular resistance to the dominant discourses

of the Church and the bourgeois state.
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The Church and the People

The Catholic Church in Ireland bad always been more than a devotional
institution. It was a social establishment which wielded immense power and was
deeply implicated in the political, social, and cultural life of the nation. In his
autobiographies, O'Casey portrays the Church--with notable exceptions among
individual clerics--as anti-people and reactionary. As an organization, it had
invariably used its power to subjugate the people to the dominaat economic and
political interests. This was borne out clearly during the working-class struggle in the
1910s under the leadership of Larkin' and Connolly.

The religious hierarchy had all along viewed with disfavour the rising
aspirations of the poor, and as their movement gained strength, the Church came
out openly on the side of the capitalists and launched a virulent attack on the
workers from the pulpit and through the press. The Bishops used the Lenten
pastorals to warn against the dangers of socialism which they saw as antithetical to
Christianity (Connolly 60-162). Larkin and Connolly, both self-professed Socialists
and Catholics, who saw Socialism as the practical appiication of essential Christianity
in everyday life, were denounced as agents of Satan, appointed to plant unrest and
discontent among the people. At the same time, the clerics upheld the "right of
ownership” as a right sanctioned by the Church, thereby lending support to the lock-
out declared by the employers, which had condemned thousands of men, women,
and children to penury and starvation. After several months of hardship, when the
Workers’ Union evolved a plan to send some of the starving children to the homes
of the workers in England, priests led demonstrations at the railway stations and the
docks to prevent this action. The Archbishop himself issued an appeal to the
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Catholic mothers exhorting them not to endanger their faith and morals by letting
their children be sent away to be cared by people of other faiths or no faith at all.
He also expressed concern that the food and comfort that they would receive in the
English homes might make them discontented and unwilling to return to their own
families (Krause, Man and His Work, 10-18).

In the nationalist struggle, too, the Catholic Churck had displayed a strategic
ambiguity, paying lip service to the cause of nationalism but decrying all actual
militant resistance to colonial rule. The Church’s traditional attitude of deference
for lawful authority often resulted in its collaboration with the Protestant
Ascendancy against the interests of the people. In many instances, the British
government worked through the papacy in Rome to exert pressure on the Irish
Church and exact its submission to the Crown. In the long history of anti-colomnial
struggle in Ireland—in the moement of the United Irishmen in 1798, the Young
Irelanders’ campaign against the tyranny of the landlords and the British crown
during the famine years of the 1840s, the Land League struggles of the 1880s and
1890s, and thé treatment accorded to Parmell at the height of the Home Rule
campaign--the Hierarchy had always acted with caution. Not wanting to alienate the
people by its open opposition to their struggles, the Church had maintained a
rhetoric of patriotic sentiment while effectively quashing any m&ement that
promised to bring about a radical change in social relations, and, above all,
threatened to usurp its own power over the pecple (Connolly ; O’Shea).

With the establishment of the Irish Republic, the Catholic Church acquired
greater power in the twenty-six counties. The alliance between the Church and the
new State was never formalized, but the former was granted a "special position” as
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the guardian of the faithk of the majority of Inish people, which ensured its supreme
authority in all matters of state. The 1922 Constitution had stated that the power of
the government derived "from the people of Ireland.” In 1937, this was changed to
"under God from the people” which effectively meawut "under the Church.” The new
constitution also acknowledged the Most Holy Trinity as the final authority in all
matters (Blanshard 52-55). The democratic rights of the pecple, such as, the right
to freedom of speech and assembly, were qualified with the proviso, "subject to the
moral law." This gave the Church, as the sole arbiter of faith and morals, wide
ranging powers, making it, as O’Casey observed, "ipso facto, the government of the
country.”" * Earlier, too, O’Casey had criticized the subservience of democratic
principles to religious authority as symbolized in the humiliating practice of the
government officials, including the head of the state, of kneeling down in public to
receive the blessings of churchmen. Commenting on the state of affairs, he wrote,
"Ireland wasn’t any longer a Republican state, either in theory or in practice—she
was a theocracy, fashioned by the Vatican, and dressed in the brightest sacerdotal
array by the bishops of Maynooth" (Inishfallen 216).

The infamous case of Dr. Noel Browne in 1952 highlighted the extent of the
Church’s interference in the business of a modern day democracy. In an attempt to
solve the problem of the high infant mortality rate in the country, Dr. Browne, who
was the Minister of Health in the Costello government suggested a programme of
maternity education and care under 2 mother-and-child health scheme. This was
immediately quashed by the Church in a characteristic behind-the-scenes
manipulation of the state authorities. The Church feared that the scheme would
endanger the morals of the Irish, in particular of the Irish women, by introducing
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non-Catholic teachings on sex, birth-control and abortion. It also objected to the
scheme on the grounds that it was not important enough an issue to be allowed to
strain the resources of an already burdened welfare state. The government meekly
accepted the decree of the Hierarchy on this issue of Catholic morality and, instead,
forced Dr. Browne to resign from his position (Blanshard 55-66; O'Casey, Letters
11:787, 810, 816).

The clergy’s acceptance of social inequality as a natural state of affairs and
their distrust of any social welfare scheme that might kave alleviated the sufferings
of the unprivileged was also evident in their disapproval, in the 1950s, of the
proposal to serve free meals to poor children in schools. This move was opposed on
the argument that "community meals is the thin edge of the we