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Full Secondment Report 

Ruth Barton 

My research has been concerned with issues around cultural trauma as it relates 

specifically to narratives of clerical sexual abuse in Irish cinema. However, I also have 

broadened this out to consider how Ireland functions globally as a recognizable 

location for the setting of trauma narratives. At the August 2017 SPECTRESS 

conference, I delivered a paper titled, ‘Ireland and Irishness as a post-traumatic 

discursive space: the case of cinema’, which allowed me to explore some of these 

ideas, many of which I further developed since, during my period at USP. 

 Narratives such as Frank McCourt’s Angela’s Ashes (book and film 1996/1999), 

Peter Mullan’s The Magdalene Sisters (2002) and Ken Loach’s The Wind that Shakes 

the Barley (2006) create associative links between Irishness, poverty, colonial 

oppression, and, more recently, clerical abuse. These narratives all played successfully 

with global audiences as well as locally in Ireland. In part, this was because of their 

reliance on the language of dominant cinema – particularly of melodrama with its 

heroes, villains, conflict and resolution – but also arguably because of their 

underpinning in historical fact. That all three examples speak to audiences far outside 

of Ireland suggests that their stories were universally relatable but also that they 

offered models for the working through of feelings of personal and historical trauma. 

Contemporary Western culture lives, I would argue, in a condition of perpetual 

instability and crisis. These films thus function as analogies for the wider crisis of the 

social order, while having their origins in recognisable events. Indeed, to focus on 

these three films briefly, all were made by British directors – Alan Parker, Loach and 

Mullan. One might also add in here the work of another British director, Stephen 

Frears’ very popular Philomena (2013). Irish traumatic narratives are attractive to non-

Irish filmmakers as a way of circulating stories of white, Western histories that are at 

once ‘us’ but ‘not us’, familiar but other.  
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These films and other Irish-set narratives depend on the repetition of certain 

tropes that allow for audience recognition. One such trope is that of Ireland as an 

unspoilt Edenic paradise existing outside of modernity, defined largely by its natural 

beauty but also by its charming, simple people. This is then disrupted by a man-made 

event, associated with the imposition of an unnatural order. Thus, for instance, in The 

Wind that Shakes the Barley, the conflicts of the War of Independence (1919-21) and 

the subsequent Civil War (1922-23) take place against a backdrop of images of the 

verdant Irish countryside. 

One of the most harrowing sequences of The Magdalene Sisters is set on a 

beautiful summer’s day. One of the young women Crispina who has been placed in 

the Magdalene Laundry, which was fundamentally to be incarcerated, is being 

regularly abused by the local priest. Another decides to take her revenge by placing 

stinging nettles in his laundry. They take effect as the community is celebrating harvest 

mass outdoors. In the sequence, the priest stops abruptly, starts to itch, and then 

takes off into the bushes, under the startled gaze of the congregation, itching and 

pulling off his vestments. What starts as broad comedy soon takes on a darker hue. 

Crispina too begins to itch and hauls up her skirts to reveal an identical rash between 

her legs. It takes little for the nuns and villagers to make the connection. Worse, still, 

Crispina begins to scream, ‘You’re not a man of God’ over and over again, so that what 

started as comedy soon becomes unbearable to watch. The camera pans over the 

faces of the congregation. What, it seems to ask, what will they do about this? Will 

they silently collude in the abuse they have just seen revealed? Here, the narrative of 

the corruption of innocence, so familiar from child abuse stories and from the wider 

themes of post-trauma, is intensified to the point that it is almost unbearable to 

watch.  

To keep my argument focused, I want to stay with the theme of clerical sexual 

abuse and its narrativisation and to speculate a little more on the distinctions between 

trauma and post-trauma. One way to distinguish between the two is to consider a 

trauma narrative to depict or re-create the trauma and its immediate aftermath, and 

a narrative of post-trauma to consider the subsequent societal consequences for the 
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traumatic act. Post-trauma is perhaps not so much ‘after’ the trauma as ‘late trauma’, 

always latent with society, and ready to emerge at certain trigger points.  

The narrative of child sexual abuse is inextricably linked with the narrative of 

Irish history, challenging as it does the right to authority asserted by the Catholic 

Church in Ireland in the post-Independence era. Clerical sexual abuse first entered into 

public discourse in Ireland following the coverage in 1994 of the Brendan Smyth case 

(when he pleaded guilty to 72 charges of indecent and sexual assault and was 

sentenced to 12 years in prison). It emerged that the Irish state had failed to extradite 

Smyth to answer charges in the North which led to the resignation of then Taoiseach 

Albert Reynolds and the President of the High Court, Harry Whelehan.  

The first fictionalisations of the narrative of clerical sexual abuse focused on 

the abused child and the moment of abuse: notably: The Butcher Boy (Neil Jordan, 

1997), The Magdalene Sisters, and Song for a Raggy Boy (Aisling Walsh, 2003) [& 

Sinners (Aisling Walsh 2002)]. This cycle was followed by a second cycle that focused 

more often on the priest: Doubt (John Patrick Shanley, 2008); Calvary (John Michael 

McDonagh, 2014); Broken (BBC 2017).  

The distinction between the two cycles then is that the abuse narrative moves 

from being about the abuse itself to taking on a metaphoric meaning about the abuse 

of power and trust. Or it moves between the two, between the moment of trauma 

and its consequences. Thus, to create simple divisions, The Magdalene Sisters is about 

the traumatic events while Calvary is about their consequences. 

As I and others have discussed, the cathartic release offered to survivors by 

having their stories told, is offset by the kind of melodramatic structure embraced by 

The Magdalene Sisters. Specifically, its closed ending, where the abused women turn 

on the nuns and take their revenge, establishes such events as over and in the past. 

As cathartic as it is for survivors of abuse, it militates against audiences drawing 

connections between past histories of abuse and the present-day treatment of socially 

marginalised individuals, such as children in care. It also removes from the audience 
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the power to draw their own conclusions or face ambiguity. As a melodrama, The 

Magdalene Sisters operates within a clear-cut moral universe of wicked nuns and 

priests, and their innocent victims. So too does Song for A Raggy Boy. Within this 

universe of moral dichotomies, as Elizabeth Cullingford (Cullingford, Elizabeth. "Evil, 

Sin or Doubt? The Dramas of Clerical Child Abuse." Theatre Journal 62 (2010): 245-63) 

has argued, only John Patrick Shanley’s Doubt raises the prospect of the desiring queer 

child. As Cullingford has discussed, Shanley’s point in making Doubt was for audiences 

to reach own conclusions as to whether the priest, Fr Flynn, was an abuser. 

As much then as films such as The Magdalene Sisters or Philomena unearthed 

hidden traumatic events associated with Ireland’s history as a country controlled by 

the Catholic Church, so too they located them firmly in the past. Thus, one could argue 

that such films also allowed Celtic Tiger Ireland to put its traumatic past behind it, 

which was at least one reason for their popularity. 

Yet, just as Ireland and Irishness function in so many fictions as the locus of 

trauma, so they also and equally circulate as signifiers of redemptive innocence. 

As Stephen Legg writes:  

Trauma and nostalgia are theoretically and practically linked. While nostalgia 

denotes a positive attachment to a past real or imaginary home, trauma 

denotes the negative inability to deal effectively with a past event. While both 

conditions represent problematic engagements with the past, nostalgia often 

focuses on a time and place before or beyond a traumatic incident. (Legg, 

Stephen. "Memory and Nostalgia." Cultural Geographies 11.1 (2004): 99-107. 

p. 103) 

In this manner, we can see Irish trauma and Irish innocence as complementary. 

Each reinforces and simultaneously negates the other. Hence, for instance, one could 

argue that the phenomenal success of the TV series, Moone Boy (Sky 2012-15) reflects 

both its creator, Chris O’Dowd’s, personal investment in recreating an Ireland of 
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prelapsarian innocence, and the pleasure of its audiences in consuming this kind of 

narrative. 

What I would like to conclude by questioning is whether the elevation of 

personal trauma (child abuse) to the condition of cultural trauma has dangerous 

consequences. The idea that we are all victims of traumatic events – je suis Charlie – 

may mean that we end up sacrificing the actual victims in favour of a sense of 

collective suffering. 

 

 


