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Course Overview 

This module will introduce students to key concepts and approaches within the anthropology 

of Ireland, which has been moulded and shaped by multiple local and global forces. Most 

prominent among them are the intellectual and academic traditions of both American cultural 

anthropology and British social anthropology. Alterations in anthropology within Ireland are 

reflections of social, economic, and political change throughout the island, but they mirror 

changes that are transforming anthropology worldwide. This module explores Ireland as a 

site for the development of ethnographic approaches and methods that have been significantly 

influenced by American cultural anthropology and British social anthropology. It explores 

early field researchers in Ireland and the ethnographies they produced that became a stimulus 

for a subsequent generation of Europeanist anthropologists, who continue to explore issues 

and themes many of which were first considered in the Irish context. We will explore 

anthropological conceptions of religion in Ireland, and the decline of communities as a result 

of emigration, damaging patterns of childrearing, fear of intimacy, suicide, and 

schizophrenia. We will view culturally constructed concepts of race through the lens of Irish 

diaspora in the US and historical abolitionist sentiment in Ireland. We will focus on the 

construction of national identities in Northern Ireland as well as culturally determined gender 

roles during political protests. We will explore interpretations of Irish dance that credit it as 

being indicative of such varied phenomena as sexual repression, modernity, and economic 

prosperity. The module will introduce students to a unique island perspective within global 

anthropological research projects.  

Learning Outcomes 

On successful completion of the module: 

 Students will have been introduced to the development of anthropology in Ireland and 

its main themes that continue to be of concern 

 Students will be familiar with shifting ethnographic approaches and methods to the 

study of communities, notions of tradition, and distinct shades of nationalism 

 Through a variety of case studies, students will understand functionalism, structural 

functionalism, interpretative anthropology, political economy, and postmodern 

approaches to anthropology 

 Students will have engaged in critical thinking 
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Delivery methods Hours 

Lectures 24 

Tutorials 16 

Independent reading 24 

Assessment 100% Continuous assessment 

Assignment: Assessment during this module is based 100% on continuous assessment 

 30% available for in-class presentations 

 70% available for a final 3,500 word paper 

Topic 1: Marrying American Cultural Anthropology to British Social Anthropology 

As Ireland is uniquely located between two dominant anthropological traditions, we will 

explore the complementary influence that American cultural anthropology and British social 

anthropology has had on early research on the island. We will explore the innovative 

ethnographic methods employed by Conrad Arensberg that seek to introduce modern 

societies within the scope of anthropology. Developed during the 1930s, his approach and 

methods applied to the study of community influenced generations of Europeanist 

anthropologists.  

Topic 2: Saints, Scholars, and Schizophrenics 

As anthropological interest in the theoretical concerns of structuralism rescinds, Nancy 

Scheper-Hughes’ applies new methods to the study of communities in Ireland. Drawing from 

Arensberg’s categorisation of ‘boys’ as saints, Scheper-Hughes sees a connection between 

traditions outlined by Arensberg and high instances of mental illness in Ireland. While 

Scheper-Hughes attempts to portray an accurate account of an Irish village, and employ 

anthropological methods to diagnose cultural ailments, her work was not well-received by her 

participants. We will discuss the limitations of anthropology as a diagnostic discipline, her 

subsequent apology, and its implications for future ethnographic research.  

Topic 3: Occasions of Faith 

We focus on the practice of religion and ritual in Ireland identified by Lawrence Taylor 

during the early 1980s. Rather than contrast tradition with modernity, Taylor highlights the 

dimensions of power at play between religion as a formal institution and religion as everyday 

practice. We will explore religious practice within a field of religious experience that 

encompasses shifting local, national, and international concerns. Taylor draws upon major 

theoretical traditions and incorporates Geertz, Durkheim, and Turner with Marx, Foucault, 

and Asad within a compelling and sympathetic study of religion in Ireland. We will discuss 

these theoretical traditions in the context of the continuing construction of Ireland, a process 

with its own symbolic geography that defines Ireland internally and externally.  

Topic 4: Identity and Gender 

Our focus, location, and theme shift across the border into Northern Ireland as we explore a 

seminal anthropological text that highlights the symbolic determination of gender during IRA 
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prison protests, known as The Dirty Protests. This provocative account of resistance 

challenges the existence of egalitarian sentiment amongst revolutionaries and highlights the 

ambiguous relationship, classification, and marginal status women are forced to occupy 

during political conflicts.  

Topic 5: Maintaining Identity 

We will continue our discussion of gender, but this time focus on the making of masculinity 

that profoundly shaped the institutions, relationships, and practices of workers in a Northern 

Ireland factory. Drawing from an ethnography, we will explore how group identity appears to 

be maintained at an almost esoteric level. William Kelleher’s intriguing concept of ‘telling’ 

interestingly includes such everyday objects as denim jeans, hairstyles, and trainers within 

discourse relating to marks/marques of class, religious, and national identity.  

Topic 6: Flagging Identity 

Keller’s discussion relating to processes of informally flagging identity in an everyday 

manner leads us into a discussion of the contentious issue of flags and banners in a formal 

setting in Northern Ireland. While such national symbols appear almost absent in a southern 

Irish context, they proliferate Northern Ireland’s streets, traditions, and political 

consciousness. We will focus on flags as a means to identify group membership, as a means 

of resistance to various ideologies, and as ambiguous symbols that engender emotive 

responses. 

Topic 7: Race 

We will look at the cultural construction of race with a focus on Noel Ignatiev’s How the 

Irish Became White. This unusual text looks at the historic construction of “Irishness” and 

“whiteness” in the US and draws distinctions between the Irish at home and the Irish abroad. 

Eighteenth and nineteenth century Irish migrants were fleeing a system of landlordism that 

made the Irish peasant comparable to American slaves. They fled to America and a society 

where colour was important in determining social position, a pattern they were unfamiliar 

with. Nevertheless, they adapted to it in short order. We will focus on shifting political 

realities and choices, that Ignatiev argues, made the Irish white.  

Topic 8: Dance 

Famed for placing modern Irish culture on an international stage, the dance phenomenon that 

is River Dance appears to comment on such varied themes as tradition and modernity, sex 

and religion, and economic stability. We will explore the study of Irish dance in general and 

River Dance in particular as means to unpack larger theoretical concerns relating to the body, 

self-construction of identity, and what terms such as modernity, tradition, and culture might 

actually signify. 
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