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Class and culture in twentieth-century Ireland 
Resilience, resistance, and transformation 

 
A two-day conference to be held in the Lightfoot Room, St John’s College, Cambridge University, 

Saturday and Sunday 18-19 April, 2015  

Keynote addresses will be delivered by Prof Joe Cleary (Yale; NUI, Maynooth) and Prof Patrick 

Joyce (University of Manchester; University of Edinburgh) 

 

 
 

In one of the most frequently cited memoirs of early twentieth-century Ireland, the republican activist 

CS ‘Todd’ Andrews recalled the subtle gradations of social class in Edwardian Dublin; the 

professionals and business people of the Catholic ‘upper middle class’ played golf and croquet, owned 

carriages and motor cars, lived in salubrious suburbs with many servants, went to English Catholic 

public schools, and holidayed in Brighton. The ‘middle middle class’ employed a cook, a maid, and a 

nurse, were educated by the Jesuits and Marist brothers, ate dinner in the middle of the day, played 

rugby and cricket, holidayed in Skerries, and were ostentatious in their Catholicism, being buried at 

Glasnevin. The clerks and tradespeople of the ‘lower middle class’ lived over their shops, wore 

nightshirts rather than pyjamas, took no holidays but swam at the baths,  entertained themselves with 

melodrama, and were educated by the Christian Brothers. The working class suffered the worst 

housing conditions in Western Europe, lacked permanent or secure employment, followed soccer but 

could not afford the Zoo, suffered endemic disease, joined the British Army, and swam in the sea. A 

generation on, Andrews’ son David, a barrister, TD, and Fianna Fail minister told a group of 

constituents in Dún Laoghaire during 1969: ‘we had as near as we’d ever get to a classless society in 

Ireland and that is how it should be kept’.  

 

The gulf between father and son nicely illustrates a trajectory from the postcolonial subaltern to 

dominant bourgeois, from emancipation to modernization, and from remembrance to forgetting, or in 

Fintan O’Toole’s recent terminology, ‘oblivion’. It also demonstrates the dominance of one specific 

form of culture, namely political culture, in shaping broader discourse on class throughout most of the 

last century. The aim of this conference is to bring together scholars from a wide range of disciplines 

to interrogate aspects of class in twentieth-century Ireland beyond its political marginalization, 

embracing the spatial, social, occupational, institutional, symbolic and popular configurations of 

inequality irrespective of traditional periodization. In doing so, new approaches may be married to 

older ones, as Irish historiography still awaits (fifty years later) its EP Thompson, and is yet 

witnessing a new wave of social history akin to what Mike Savage has termed the ‘new class 

paradigm’ of ‘cultural class analysis’. Inspired by the French sociologist Pierre Bourdeiu, the latter 

conceptualises culture as capital, placing the emphasis upon patterns of consumption from politics, to 
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(as above) pyjamas. The late sociologist Stuart Hall’s life work on the constructions of popular or 

‘low’ against elite or ‘high’ cultures must also have complex relevance for Ireland, where the soi-

disant ‘most conservative minded revolutionaries’ attempted to graft a demotic ideology of cultural 

revival onto a society rent with the social antinomies of Andrew’s Dublin. Kafkaesque Irish-speaking 

bureaucrats may be as much a product of this strange amalgam as the proletarianized gaeilgeoirí 

depicted in Sean Keating’s Night’s candles are burnt out (poster image). But this dizzying 

conjuncture of east and west also speaks to the path-breaking work of geographers and 

anthropologists such as T Jones Hughes and Marilyn Silverman in shifting historical analysis beyond 

the pre-modern rusticity of Arensberg and Kimball’s County Clare, and a new wave of urban history 

is similarly revealing a  ‘hidden Ireland’ of frustrated (sub)urban modernity. Those really hidden away 

in the carceral archipelagos of every other Irish town are also at last emerging into historical focus to 

highlight the complicit abnegation of not alone Church and State, but a society obsessed with the 

strictures of social and sexual respectability as well. 

 

As we embark on a decade of official centennial remembrance itself defined by traditional 

periodization, the conference seeks to pose awkward questions about strange survivals, silent 

transformations, and subtle reinventions transcending politics within the cultures of class.  

Submissions are welcome to interrogate topics including, but not limited to: 

 

1. Gender and the relationship between social and sexual control in modern Ireland 

2. Institutional cultures e.g. constructions of deviance and carceral ideologies  

3. Moral culture and the ‘culture wars’ in Ireland (1970s, 80s) 

4. Class and culture in the Irish diaspora  

5. Educational and pedagogic subcultures 

6. Linguistic, literary, media, and vernacular constructions of class 

7. Occupational cultures i.e. manual, professional, firm-based, etc. 

8. Sporting, leisure, and associational culture 

9. Youth cultures  

10. The travelling community  

11. Queer perspectives on class in Ireland 

12. Visual and musical subcultures  

13. Confessional cultures compounding and complicating class identities  

14. The spatial contexts of locality, region, province, nation, and beyond 

15. Wartime culture 

The deadline for abstracts of c.300 words is Friday 30 January 2015. Please submit to: 

classandcultureinireland@gmail.com . Blog: http://classandcultureconference.wordpress.com/ 

Accommodation will be provided for speakers on the nights of the 18th and 19th of April, and 

limited financial assistance will be available to support the cost of travel. 
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