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The recent wave of Anti-Water-Charges protests, the refusal of meals 
by Republican prisoners in HMP Maghaberry, and the successful Gay-
marriage campaign of early 2015 are but three examples of resistance to 
the status quo in Ireland. Throughout the history of medieval, early mod-
ern, modern, and contemporary Ireland, the island has witnessed various 
forms of resistance both to foreign interference and domestic situations. It 
is a famous and overused illustration of modern Irish history that “since 
the Society of United Irishmen in 1798, in every generation, a section of 
the Irish people resisted British rule”1. Robert W. White quotes an Irish 
Republican saying: “There has never been a period of peace in Ireland” 
(2017, 3). The 1916 Proclamation of the Irish Republic states that “[i]n 
every generation the Irish people have asserted their right to national free-
dom and sovereignty; six times during the past three hundred years they 
have asserted it in arms” (Lyons 1973, 369). While this notion is true, it is 
too simplistic to narrow Irish history and resistance within Irish society to 
militant, Republican uprisings. Even at the dawn of the Northern Ireland 
conflict, Ed Moloney argues, “[t]o say, however, that violent Republican-
ism was the predominant sentiment among Northern Ireland’s Catholics 
would be wrong” (2007, 37). Resistance in Ireland indeed reaches indeed 
far beyond the Republican paramilitaries’ use of arms. Thus, Joseph Ruane 
argues that the “long history of conflict” started with the 1570s colonisa-
tions of Ireland by English and Scottish settlers (2014, 167).

The concept of resistance has attracted the attention of researchers in 
several academic fields. As diverse as the forms of resistance takes, so are 
its definitions; as diverse as the sources to research resistance are so its in-
terpretations; and as diverse as the causes of resistance so are its actors. 
Hence, “resistance constitutes a dynamic phenomenon that can occur at 

1 D. Reinisch, Interview with Ruairí Ó Brádaigh, Roscommon Town, Co Roscom-
mon, 5 April 2010.
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multiple levels and can take multiple forms” (Courpasson, Vallas 2016, 7). 
To be sure, resistance can be understood as defensive demeanour, as well 
as insubordination and offensive opposition against rules and the status 
quo in general. The field of law, for example, perceives it as obstruction 
and civil disorder. Social Sciences describe it as an action intended to di-
minish the effects of another action, while Political Sciences interpret those 
actions of a particular group as resistances which are directed against au-
thorities, rules, or governments. Psychology, furthermore, understands re-
sistance as a principled distaste of any rules, orders, or norms. In fact, the 
essays collected in this monographic section all deal with forms of cultural 
resistance. Stephen Duncombe describes cultural resistance as following: 
“[T]o describe culture that is used, consciously or unconsciously, effective-
ly or not, to resist and/or change the dominant political economic and/or 
social structure. But cultural resistance, too, can mean many things and 
take on many forms” (2002, 5). 

I agree with Duncombe that cultural resistance is political action. He 
argues that this cultural resistance creates a “free space” both ideologically, 
by creating a new language, meanings, and visions of the future, and materi-
ally, by establishing places to build community, networks, and organisational 
models. Furthermore, cultural resistance is a stepping-stone, providing a lan-
guage, practice, and community to ease the way into political activity, and is 
a political activity itself by writing or rewriting political discourse and, thus, 
political practice writes Duncombe. He, furthermore, argues that cultural 
resistance is a “haven in a heartless world”; in other words, it is an escape 
from the world of politics and problems. Finally, he stresses that cultural re-
sistance does not exist because “all culture is, or will immediately become, 
an expression of the dominant power” (2002, 8). In our example, that is re-
sistance in modern Ireland, the resistance to this dominant power is played 
on the one hand in the post-colonial arena of the Republic of Ireland, and 
on the other hand colonial arena of Northern Ireland.

Duncombe understands four means of cultural resistance. First, con-
tent: meaning that the political message resides within the content of cul-
ture. Second, form: meaning that the political message is expressed through 
the medium of transmission. Third, interpretation: meaning that the politi-
cal message is determined by how the culture is received and interpreted. 
Fourth: activity, meaning that the action of producing culture regardless 
of content or form or reception is the political message. If the scale of the 
cultural resistance is unconsciously political, the individual aims to sur-
vive. If the scale is appropriation, the development of a subculture leads to 
rebellion. Finally, if the cultural resistance is indeed self-consciously po-
litical, it takes on the form of the revolution carried by the given society, 
rather than the individuals or the subculture, as in the first two scales of 
cultural resistance (Duncombe 2002, 8).
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All of the above meanings and forms of resistance are reflected in 
Irish society through the Republican and Loyalist movements, the prison 
protests in the 19th and 20th centuries, social and workers’ struggles, the 
1913-lockout, the Belfast Outdoor Relief Strike of 1932, the Home Rule 
campaign, the Limerick Soviet, the 1960s Civil Rights Movement, the re-
cent Anti-Water-Charges protests, the LGBTQ rights movement, the suf-
fragettes, the Land League, the fight for women’s liberation and abortion 
rights, but also through culture, music, literature, film, and theatre in the 
last 250 years.

This monographic section of Studi irlandesi serves to provide a wide 
selection of different forms and interpretations of resistance in Irish histo-
ry and culture. This is merely a humble effort to provide insight into sev-
eral case studies of modern Irish resistance. For this special issue, we were 
looking for papers that examine the various forms and interpretations of 
resistance in Irish history and society since the late 18th century. We re-
ceived a wide range of thematic topics, covering many disciplines and pe-
riods of modern Ireland. A selection of these proposals is published in this 
edition. The contributions range from an analysis of non-violent resistance 
in the work of Samuel Beckett, and political Folk music in contemporary 
Republicanism, to an examination of the LGBTQ equal rights movement 
and one of Ireland’s most recent social movement, the Occupy movement.

As the selection of the articles reflects, our research of resistance in 
Ireland is an All-Ireland approach. While Ireland was divided into two 
separate states, the Republic of Ireland in the south, and the British part, 
Northern Ireland, in 1922/3, developments in each of the two states cannot 
be understood in isolation from each other. To be sure, the post-colonial 
resistance in the Republic of Ireland is due to its share history and poli-
tics, strongly interlinked with the colonial resistance in Northern Ireland. 
This becomes most obvious when the forms of resistance are Republican, 
as the articles of Seán Ó Cadlha and Robert White explain. However, the 
significant but all too often neglected forms of both non-Republican and 
non-violent resistance analysed by Patrick James McDonagh and Frédéric 
Royall are two separate case studies on social movements in the Repub-
lic of Ireland. Contrary to these forms of resistance, the contributions by 
Rosa Gilbert, Tracey Iceton, and Laurence McKeown put their geographi-
cal focus North of the Irish border. Additionally, Keith Hopper and Neil 
Murphy, Molly Ferguson, and José Francisco Fernandez write about forms 
of resistance in contemporary Irish literature and theatre.

The first essay of the monographic section on “Resistance in Mod-
ern Ireland” takes the readers to the emerging conflict in the North of 
Ireland. Rosa Gilbert analyses the popular campaign which was initiated 
in response to the re-introduction of internment without trial in summer 
1971, while Robert W. White writes about the contemporary Irish repub-
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licans and multi-method approach to the dynamics of “resistance” in Ire-
land. Patrick McDonagh takes us away from the anti-colonial conflict in 
the North to the struggle for LGBTQ rights between the 1970s and 1990s 
in the Republic of Ireland; similarly, Frédéric Royall looks at the recent 
mobilisation cycle of Occupy in Ireland. It is Seán Ó Cadha who brings 
us back to Irish Republicanism: his essay on death, immortality, and the 
Otherworld in modern Irish Republican ballads introduces the contribu-
tions on cultural studies. Molly Ferguson focuses on clown techniques in 
devised theatre pieces by Charlie O’Neill and Brian Fleming, claiming 
those strategies as an emergent category of human rights activism in Irish 
theatre. José Francisco Fernández explores Samuel Beckett’s Catastrophe 
effectiveness of advocating the idea of non-violent resistance by setting it 
in the context of Beckett’s complex relation with Irish history. The final 
essay of the first part of the section is written by Keith Hopper and Neil 
Murphy who offer a detailed analysis of how Dermot Healy’s Fighting with 
Shadows exemplifies acts of resistance while seeking to engage with Healy’s 
provincial Irish context.

The second part is amalgamated of two contributions. First, Tracey 
Iceton provides a fictional account of the experience of being a woman in 
the Provisional IRA, based on extensive reading on women in the Northern 
Ireland conflict. The second contribution contains the transcript of an in-
terview with former IRA member and hunger striker turned academic and 
playwright, Laurence McKeown. The interview was conducted by Alexan-
der Etkind and me, Dieter Reinisch, during the conference ”Irish Society, 
History, and Culture: 100 years after the Easter Rising”, held in Florence 
in October 2016, co-hosted by Lorenzo Bosi (Scuola Normale Superiore), 
the General Editor of Studi irlandesi, Fiorenzo Fantaccini (Università di 
Firenze), and me, Dieter Reinisch (European University Institute).2 In-
deed, the conference and the publication of this issue of Studi irlandesi are 
the results of an intensive collaboration in the field of modern Irish history 
of various institutions and scholars in Florence during the past two years: 
the contributions of Rosa Gilbert, Robert W. White, Patrick McDonagh, 
and Frédéric Royall are, in fact, based on papers they previously presented 
at the “Irish Society, History, and Culture” conference in October 2016. 
I want to use this opportunity to thank again all those who made the or-
ganisation of this conference possible, in particular, Pieter Judson for the 
Department of History and Civilization, and Brigid Laffan for the Robert 
Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies, both from the European Univer-
sity Institute.

2 D. Reinisch, Conference on Irish Society in Florence, 11 October 2016, <https://
me.eui.eu/dieter-reinisch/blog/conference-ireland> (05/2017).
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As an addition to the contributions in these two parts of the journal 
and in line with the general topic of “Resistance in Modern Ireland”, Gian-
luca de Fazio reviews Lorenzo Bosi’s Italian-language book on Provisional 
IRA members, while Kaan Orhon reviews a German-language Oral History 
study on women in the Provisional IRA and Cumann na mBan. Finally, 
I want to thank everyone who made the publication of this monograph-
ic section possible, in particular, the General Editor Fiorenzo Fantaccini, 
Journal Manager Arianna Antonielli, and all the anonymous reviewers.
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