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Preface
It is with great pleasure that we present the fifteenth volume of the Trinity 
Postgraduate Review (TPR, formerly known as the Journal for Postgraduate 
Research). The TPR provides an opportunity for postgraduate students to 
present groundbreaking and innovative research to the broader community 
both here in Trinity and throughout the world. In this edition we are incredibly 
proud to showcase the informative work from postgraduate research 
conducted throughout the Trinity College Dublin campus. We sincerely hope 
that you enjoy reading the work that these thought leaders have put together.
This edition also marks a pivotal turning point for the TPR. In addition to a 
shift with our new title and rebranding, we have made several key advances 
with the advent of a new website, renewed social media presence, and 
recommitment to harnessing various forms of technology to help disseminate 
our message. Additionally, we used this year as an opportunity to expand the 
mission and purpose of the TPR. While previous editions have only featured 
works by Trinity students, this edition of the TPR features the first paper from 
an Irish student outside of Trinity. The inclusion of postgraduate research 
from other Irish institutions will foster academic collaboration and encourage 
interdisciplinary discourse. This volume highlights the scholarship of both 
Irish and international postgraduates studying at Trinity and we are delighted 
to include an article from a student at Queen’s University Belfast. We look 
forward to seeing future editions of the journal continue this expansionary 
process and work to incorporate research from across Ireland, and eventually, 
from across Europe and the globe. We hope that the TPR mirrors Trinity’s 
continued growth and contribution to the broader discourse on cutting edge 
research. 
This year the TPR seeks to achieve its aim of disseminating high quality Irish 
postgraduate research to a global audience through the theme of ‘Memory 
and Relativity’. The 2016 year saw in two great centenaries. Einstein’s theory 
of General Relativity celebrated one hundred years in 2015. Closer to home, 
2016 of course marks one hundred years since the Easter Rising. In keeping 
with the spirit of our theme, this volume of the TPR endeavours to honour 
the scientific, philosophical, cultural, political, and artistic legacies of the past 
hundred years.
This year’s theme is well represented in the work of many postgraduate 
researchers. The Irish experience reconciling emotion and memory through 
the medium of theatre is highlighted in Kurt McGee’s analysis of Martin 
MacDonagh’s ‘Beauty Queen of Lenane’ and Marina Carr’s ‘Bog of Cats.’ 
Moonyoung Hong continues this exploration in an analysis of the power 
transformation in Brian Friel’s ‘Faith Healer’ and Tom Murphy’s ‘Gigli 
Concert.’ Deirdre Dunleavy evaluates permanency, temporality, and the 

Foreword
I am delighted, as Dean of Graduate Studies, to write the foreword for the 
first issue of the Trinity Postgraduate Review. This publication replaces the 
Journal of Postgraduate Research and in doing so has sought to expand the 
scope and breadth of the offering by inviting submission of papers from 
outside Trinity. This edition of the journal includes a contribution from a 
student at Queens University Belfast that focuses on how the media portrays 
disability. Of course, the journal continues to be an excellent showcase 
for the outstanding research being conducted by postgraduate students 
in Trinity. Research carried out in multiple schools and disciplines within 
the university is presented in this issue, reflecting the breadth and quality 
of the work being done across College. Unlike the specialist journals that 
publish within narrow research themes, the Trinity Postgraduate Review 
is multidisciplinary and this year contains articles on a variety of subjects. 
Continuing the theme of ‘memory’ from Trinity Week, Moonyoung Hong 
writes about ‘Magic and Transformation Through Reshaping Memory’ in the 
work of Brian Friel and Tom Murphy. There is an analysis of the effects of 
damning on biodiversity in tropical rivers, an investigation of the visual use 
of language in the public space in the city of A Coruna, Spain and a paper 
on unlearning in engineering.  It is wonderful to see postgraduates excelling 
across such a broad range of very interesting specialist topics. In managing 
all aspects of the production of this high quality publication, postgraduate 
students demonstrate that they are committed to communicating their 
research to the wider College community and beyond. The expansion of the 
remit of the journal to include postgraduate work from other universities 
will certainly see its quality go from strength to strength.

I would like to commend the editorial team led by Editor-in-Chief Rishi 
Ahuja, Managing Editor Laura McCloskey, and Chair, Katie Crowther, on 
the excellent job they have done in producing this first issue of the Trinity 
Postgraduate Review. Furthermore, I deeply appreciate the role that peer 
reviewers and professors played throughout the review process. 

I hope you enjoy reading all the articles.

Dr Aideen Long
Dean of Graduate Studies
May 2016
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individual experience in linguistic studies. In the sciences, Robin Mooney 
provides a thorough analysis of memory, learning, and “unlearning” in the 
field of engineering.
The consequences of changing social and political dynamics in Europe and 
abroad surfaced in several papers in this issue. Ahmed Balto explores the 
Strasbourg Court case dealing with France and the Muslim minority’s right 
to freedom of religion. Annemarie Shae delves into the world of sport and 
analyzes the International Cycling Union’s attempts to integrate biological 
passports and manage increasing cases of drug use in athletics. Deirdre Ní 
Fhloinn looks at the complex intersections of state politics and social progress 
to question who should be held responsible for remediating defective housing. 
Caroline McEvoy, a graduate of both University College Dublin and Queen’s 
University Belfast, questions the broader social impact of labelling disabled 
individuals as “other” in the media. Bernadette Fox extends the concept of 
“other” to socio-cultural politics in Dublin through the lens of drama and 
literature in Sebastian Barry’s ‘The Pride of Parnell Street’ and Paula Meehan’s 
‘Mrs. Sweeney.’  
Several papers in this issue explore timely and novel themes in literature, 
finance, and the sciences. Katie Fraser takes a contemporary approach 
to analyzing Victorian representations of gender role stereotyping and 
class stratification in Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s novel Lady Audley’s Secret. 
Katharina Bergant applies a regression analysis test to explore the impact of 
the 2008 global financial crisis. Representing the intersections of biology and 
ecology, Rhianna James investigates the ecological consequences of manmade 
environmental structures on tropical biodiversity. Thus, the fifteenth volume 
of TPR provides a snapshot of some of the best research postgraduate research 
being conducted at cutting-edge Irish universities.   
We would like to express our deep gratitude to all the postgraduate students 
and faculty that played a major role in making this publication possible. 
Special thanks to Dean of Graduate Studies Professor Aideen Long and the 
faculty reviewers from the College of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences, 
Health Sciences, and Engineering, Math, and Sciences that helped ensure the 
quality of our work. Additional thanks to all the postgraduate students that 
served as peer reviewers and spent countless hours providing feedback and 
perspectives to help enhance the research presented in this journal. Additional 
thanks to Shane Finan for helping manage the printing process for the journal. 
Finally, we would like to thank Katie Crowther, GSU President, for organizing 
the funding this endeavor and providing a huge amount of support along the 
way. We hope you enjoy this journal and the incredible research of Trinity 
postgraduate students across the college. 
Rishi Ahuja, Editor-in-Chief
Laura McCloskey, Managing Editor
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French Muslims and the Right to Religious Freedom: 
An Assessment of S.A.S. v France

by
Ahmed Balto1

Abstract
The accommodation of religious beliefs in liberal, secular, and democratic societies is 
a controversial issue, particularly with regard to the wearing of religious clothes or 
symbols in public areas. Is it acceptable for women to wear the burqa in public and, if 
not, is this a violation of human rights law?

In S.A.S v France (2014), a Muslim French national challenged a law enacted in 2010 
that prohibits full face-covering veils in public. The French state argued that preserving 
the harmony of French society was a legitimate reason for imposing restrictions on 
the applicant’s right to freedom of religion. This paper will assess the proposition that 
there are some manifestations of religious belief that, if worn or displayed in public, 
may cause substantial disruption to the harmony of the majority within a society. The 
paper will ultimately stress that protecting individual human rights and striking a 
proper balance between the interests of the minority and those of the majority is vital 
in any democratic society. 

Keywords
Islamic veil (burqa), republican secularism, freedom of religion, European Court of 
Human Rights (ECtHR), S.A.S. v France

Introduction

In recent times, the wearing of Islamic garments has become a controversial 
issue, sparking much debate around the world. France is a useful case 
study when analysing the tension between the West and Islam regarding 
the wearing of the Islamic veil for two reasons. First, France has the 
largest Muslim minority in Europe and, consequently, conflicts involving 
Muslim integration may be more controversial.2 Second, the fact that 
France considers secularism to be an indispensable feature of its nation 
may contradict ‘the Muslims’ desires to make claims about the social 

1 Author’s affiliation: PhD student at law school, Trinity College Dublin; Email: baltoa@tcd.ie
2 Rahsaan Maxwell and Erik Bleich, “What Makes Muslims Feel French?,” Social Forces 93, 
no. 1 (2014): 156-157.
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or political value of their religious practices’.3 For example, in schools, 
secularism requires that teachers and administrators be prohibited from 
either supporting or opposing any religion. In 2004, the French state 
banned both teachers and students from wearing ostentatious religious 
symbols. Moreover, in 2011, the state extended the ban to include any 
face-covering veils in public places. Such laws call into question Muslims’ 
ability to integrate and be French because it is argued that Muslims can 
be identified as French if they follow French laws which may violate their 
religious beliefs.4 In S.A.S. v. France (2014), the Republic argued that the 
act of wearing face-covering garments contradicted the republican concept 
of ‘living together’. It must be underscored that the main concern for the 
French state is the application of its own republican values even at the 
expense of individual freedoms. In this context, the most republican value 
is the neutrality of individuals within public places as a prerequisite for 
equality and social cohesion within society. In other words, Muslims are 
asked to leave their religion at home when entering the public sphere.

In the aftermath of the Charlie Hebdo massacre, it has become particularly 
clear that social divisions exist due to resentment and alienation within 
French society. There is therefore a need to reconsider the French approach 
to the inclusion of Muslim minorities.5 The purpose of this article is to 
examine the French ban on face-covering veils in order to determine 
whether potential restriction of religious freedom are proportionate to 
the purported aim of the legislation. Firstly, an examination will be made 
of how French society perceives veiling and how it relates to the French 
concept of secularism (laïcté). Secondly, the justification of the restrictions 
placed on the right of Muslim women to wear full face-covering veils in 
the recent S.A.S. v. France (2014) case will be considered, including any 
potential inconsistencies in the reasoning of the ECtHR regarding the 
application of Article 9 of the convention. Finally, the potential type of 
harm inflicted by the Islamic veil will be demonstrated. 

3 Ibid., 156-157.
4 Melanie Adrian, “Outlawing the Veil, Banning the Muslim? Restricting Religious Freedom 
in France,” Cross Currents, 2015: 371-372.
5 John Bowen and others, “France after Charlie Hebdo,” Boston Review: New Democracy Forum 
40, no. 2 (2015): 18-19.

Policy and the Effect of the Islamic Veils on the French 
Muslim Minority

When a minority group wants to practice something which is not part of 
the mainstream, as in the case of the burqa in Western society, the state 
may respond in two ways. The first is assimilation: the minority may be 
expected to abandon its culture and adhere to mainstream, prevailing 
customs. In this instance, the majority is concerned that the new practice 
(for example, the wearing of the burqa) represents a violation of acceptable 
standards of behaviour. Therefore, they force the “foreign” culture to adopt 
the mainstream way of life.6 The second potential response by the state is 
to adopt cultural pluralism. Here, the society welcomes any new practice 
or culture. This response is based on the concepts of personal freedom and 
religious tolerance: the new practice should be preserved without need to 
abandon certain principles or force the adoption of mainstream values.7 
However, new practices must not pose any threat to fundamental human 
rights. It is useful to examine the French position toward the burqa in order 
to determine whether veiling poses a genuine threat to social cohesion 
and national unity within Western societies.8 France is a useful example 
because the French government has had a particularly strong reaction 
towards the practice of wearing burqas. 

In respect to possible divisions between majority and minority groups 
within communities, the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) 
stresses that ‘Pluralism, tolerance and broadmindedness are hallmarks of 
a “democratic society”… democracy does not simply mean that the views 
of a majority must always prevail: a balance must be achieved which 
ensures the fair and proper treatment of minorities and avoids any abuse 
of a dominant position.’9 By applying this statement to the French context, 
it becomes clear that even if the majority of French society disagrees with 
Islamic veils, this does not justify imposing such a view on minorities. 
There are some factors which have undermined pluralism, tolerance, 
and broadmindedness within the French context, most notably the 

6 Sebastian Poulter, “Muslim Headscarves in School: Contrasting Legal Approaches in 
England and France,” Oxford Journal of Legal Studies 17, (1997): 46-47.
7 Ademola Abass, Complete International Law: Texts, Cases, and Materials (Oxford University 
Press, 2012), 681-682.
8 Poulter, “Muslim Headscarves in School,” 46-47.
9 Young, James and Webster v United Kingdom, Application no. 7601/76; 7806/77 (ECHR, 
1981) paragraph 63.
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beliefs and practices associated with colonialism which gave superiority 
to the French over purportedly barbaric and uncivilised Muslims.10 This 
negative depiction of Muslims, along with other factors such as the global 
emergence of political Islam and the need for a new enemy after the fall 
of the Soviet Union, has led French society to draw the line between the 
permitted and the forbidden in a way that does not properly consider 
Muslim minorities.11 As a result, the French majority has banned Islamic 
veils in a way that neglects the fact that religion is a fundamental aspect of 
Muslim identity. Melanie Adrian (2015) confirms, ‘The more the veil and 
other religious symbols are banned, the less space there is for people of 
faith to live authentically as Muslims and Frenchmen’.12 

Banning Islamic veils not only isolates Muslims from public spaces, it also 
implies that any Muslim who decides to wear veils is not French. Banning 
Islamic veils indicates that such veils are against French principles and 
values, and the loyalty to French identity of individuals who support such 
‘prohibited’ acts is drawn into question. Laws that pit French identity 
against Islamic identity are likely to encourage the viewing of Muslims 
as one homogeneous group, an ‘other’.13 Maleiha Malik (2015) argues that 
this conflict between Muslim and French identity encourages the belief 
that the mere existence of Islam in public places poses a threat to French 
values: ‘Muslim objections to specific instances of free speech are presented 
as total rejection of freedom of speech. The veil is interpreted as a symbol 
of the wholesale rejection of gender equality’.14 A poll conducted by Le 
Monde in January 2013 supports the proposition that such arguments 
may find their place within mainstream French society: three-quarters of 
respondents reported that they consider Islam incompatible with Western 
values.15 This attitude undermines the notion of democracy in that it does 
not accord equal respect to the dignity and human value of a minority that 
attempts to express its thoughts and beliefs.16 As Heiner Bielefeldt argues 

10 Bowen and others, “France after Charlie Hebdo,” 27-28.
11 Ibid., 20-22.
12 Adrian, “Outlawing the Veil, Banning the Muslim?” 377-378.
13 Imene Ajala, “Muslims in France and Great Britain: Issues of Secularization, Identities and 
Loyalties Post 9/11,” Journal of Muslim Majority Affairs 34, no. 2 (2014): 123-124.
14 Bowen and others, “France after Charlie Hebdo,” 34.
15 Ibid., 35.
16 Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na’im, “Toward a Cross-Cultural Approach to Defining International 
Standards of Human Rights: The Meaning of Cruel, Inhuman, or Degrading Treatment or 
Punishment” in Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na’im, ed., Human Rights in Cross-Cultural Perspectives: 
A Quest for Consensus (University of Pennsylvania, 1992), 24-25.

(2008), ‘A person holding a different creed ought not be treated any longer 
as “a lost brother” or “a lost sister” but as a responsible agent entitled to 
equal respect’.17

Islamic Veils and the French Concept of Secularism 

Laïcité, the key phrase that relates to the meaning of French secularism, 
exists in both the 1946 and 1958 versions of the constitution: ‘France shall be 
an indivisible, secular, democratic and social Republic’.18 Although laïcité is 
not defined in these legal texts, its main function is to guarantee ‘a protected, 
privileged, multifunctional social space within which Republican principles 
could survive and prosper’.19 Accordingly, republican indivisibility 
prohibits certain identity-based distinctions that have no relation to the 
French political structure.20 In 2003, President Chirac expressed the same 
idea in his talk on religious signs in public schools by arguing that laïcité 
not only relates to whether or not individuals believe or express a religion, 
but also to ‘the privileged site for meeting and exchange, where people 
find themselves and can best contribute to the national community. It is 
the neutrality of the public space that permits the peaceful coexistence 
of different religions’.21 This interpretation of laïcité extends beyond the 
mere institutional secularisation of the 1905 law by allowing the Republic 
to prohibit expressions (like Islamic veils) deemed dangerous to the free 
exchange of ideas. According to Chirac’s comment, individuals occupying 
public space must be recognised in abstraction from their original or ‘real’ 
identity because citizenship and commitment to public institutions should 
replace any other private individual affiliations. The French Constitutional 
Court (Conseil Constitutionnel) affirms that the principle of indivisibility 
‘precludes the recognition of collective rights for any community based 
on its origins, its culture, its language or its beliefs’.22 Another essential 
feature of this republican indivisibility is that all republican values must be 
understood by denying individual identity rather than social or economic 

17 Heiner Bielefeldt, “Muslim Voices in the Human Rights Debate” in Mashood A. Baderin, 
ed., International Law and Islamic Law (Ashgate, 2008), 339.
18 T.Jeremy Gunn, “Religious Freedom and Laicite: A Comparison of the United States and 
France,” BYU Law Review, 2004, no. 2: 428-429.
19 John Bowen, Why the French Don’t Like Headscarves: Islam, the State, and Public Space 
(Princeton University Press, 2007), 28-29.
20 Eoin Daly, “The Indivisibility of the French Republic as Political Theory and Constitutional 
Doctrine” European Constitutional Law Review 11, no. 3 (2015): 458-459.
21 John Bowen, Why the French Don’t Like Headscarves, 29.
22 Conseil Constitutionnel, no. 99-412, 15 June 1999.



14 15

Ahmed Balto| French Muslims and the Right to Religious FreedomTrinity College Dublin Postgraduate Review | 2016

difference, as Eoin Daly (2015) argues: ‘abstract republican ideas- liberty, 
equality, fraternity and so forth- could be endorsed and internalised by 
citizens independently of their non-political or private identities’.23 

One of the main results of the French revolution has been the secularisation 
of France, which has secured a civic space where individuals with differing 
beliefs and religions can coexist peacefully. This is accomplished without 
any control by the Church or any other authorities who can affect the 
peaceful participation and equal treatment of all citizens regardless of 
religious affiliation.24 However, this pluralism is belied by the banning 
of Muslim religious practices.  As will be explained in S.A.S. v. France 
(2014), the most obvious obstacle to this integration is ‘psycho-cultural, 
revealed by the shock some feel when they encounter a visibly diverse 
social landscape: scarves on schoolgirls’.25 Resentment of Islamic veils 
has redefined the meaning of French secularism. Indeed, according to the 
1905 French law which separates Church and state, secularism simply 
means that the state should be neutral in regard to religion and respect the 
consciences of individuals. However, this has been extended to include 
the neutrality of individuals in public places. This new conception of laïcité 
establishes the absence of visible religious affiliation as a requirement for 
attaining French national identity. This total exclusion of religion from the 
public domain may present an obstacle for many practicing Muslims.26 As 
John Bowen (2007) argues, the mere sight of veils in public is more likely to 
trigger ‘fears that the emergence of a public Islam challenges the particular 
institutions that guarantee life together in the Republic—a public space 
from which ethnic, religious, and other characteristics are erased’.27 

The French understanding of secularism thus conflicts with the general 
Western understanding of secularism in two respects. First, while 
international human rights law prioritises the individual over any other 
ideology, French republicanism tends to support certain republican values 

23 Eoin Daly, “The Indivisibility of the French Republic,” 469-470. This argument clearly 
underlies the insistence of Stanislas de Clermont-Tonnerre to the French national assembly, 
in discussing the status of non–Catholics in 1789, that ‘we must accord the Jews nothing as a 
nation, but everything as individuals: they must neither become a state nor a separate order, 
but become individual citizens’. For more information, please see Z. Szajkowsk, Jews and the 
French Revolutions of 1789, 1830 and 1848 (Ktav Publishing House, 1970), 581.
24 Bowen and others, “France after Charlie Hebdo,” 21.
25 Ibid., 21-22.
26 Ibid., 27-28.
27 John Bowen, Why the French Don’t Like Headscarves, 246.

even if such values go against the rights of individuals. In other words, 
while international human rights law takes secularism as a means to 
support the rights of individuals, France considers republican secularism 
as a comprehensive conception of the good meant to be in the interest 
of each individual within French society. Second, international human 
rights law generally and the jurisprudence of the ECtHR in particular 
indicate that secularism only necessitates that the state should be neutral 
in the sense that it does not favour one religion at the expense of another, 
which is to say that all religions are treated with equal respect and regard. 
Accordingly, the burden of being secular and neutral is primarily on the 
government, rather than on individuals. Hence, while neutrality is expected 
from governments and public sectors, private sectors and individuals are 
merely required not to impose their beliefs on each other. 

In this context, it is worthwhile to consider how the ECtHR deals with the 
possible conflict between secularism and the display of religious symbols. 
In Dogru v. France (2008), the ECtHR stated that ‘the wearing of religious 
signs was not inherently incompatible with the principle of secularism in 
schools, but became so according to the conditions in which they were 
worn and the consequences that the wearing of a sign might have’.28 
This indicates that the wearer of a religious symbol is not responsible for 
the prejudices viewers have as long as there is no empirical evidence to 
support such prejudices. As Robert Wintemute (2014) argues, ‘A woman’s 
clothing tells the viewer nothing about her political opinion. Her headscarf 
is no more a sign of support for Islamic extremism than a man’s short hair 
is a sign of support for neo-Nazism’.29 Furthermore, in Ahmet Arslan 
v. Turkey (2010),30 the ECtHR ruled that secularism was not sufficient 
grounds for imposing a full ban on wearing religious garments in the 
public sphere,31 particularly if there is no evidence of a genuine threat to 
the tenets of secularism.32 However, problems arise when this judgement 

28 Dogru v France, App. No. 27058/05 (ECHR, 4 December 2008) para 70.
29 Robert Wintemute, “Accommodating Religious Beliefs: Harm, Clothing or Symbols, and 
Refusals to Serve Others” The Modern Law Review 77, no. 2 (2014): 234. 
30 This case involved members of a religious group in Turkey (the Aczimendi Tarikaty) 
who appeared in public wearing religious garments such as turbans. The members were 
prosecuted for violating a Turkish legislation that bans wearing religious clothes in public 
places.  Turkish law aimed to preserve religious neutrality in public, to ensure that Turkey 
remained a secular society.
31 Shaira Nanwani, “The Burqa Ban: An Unreasonable Limitation on Religious Freedom or a 
Justifiable Restriction?” Emory International Law Review 25 (2011): 1472.
32 Myriam Hunter-Henin, “Why the French Don’t Like the Burqa: Laïcité, National Identity 
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is not extended to other cases, such as S.A.S. v France (2014), since both 
cases share fundamental elements: ordinary people, public places, and no 
proven evidence of harm.33 

Legal Analysis of the Legitimate Justifications to Prohibit 
Face-Covering Veils in S.A.S. v France

In S.A.S. v France (2014), the state offered three main reasons to ban the 
burqa: the protection of public safety, gender equality, and preservation of 
social cohesion. The ECtHR, in reaching its decision, refused the first two 
and accepted the third. The court found the principle of ‘living together’ to 
be a legitimate reason for imposing restrictions on the applicant’s right to 
freedom of religion, arguing that ‘The Court is therefore able to accept that 
the barrier raised against others by a veil concealing the face is perceived 
by the respondent State as breaching the right of others to live in a space of 
socialization which makes living together easier.’34 

The French state presumes that veiling violates women’s rights and is only 
accepted by women due to the coercion of their families or culture. This 
presumption is expressed in comments from the French parliamentary 
commission on the full Islamic veil35 which state that the veil is ‘the 
symbol of subservience, the ambulatory expression of a denial of liberty 
that touches a specific category of the population; women. In this it also 
constitutes a negation of the principle of equality’.36 The assumption that 
women’s rights are violated by wearing face-veils is based on speculation. 
There has been no research investigating how many women are forced to 
wear the garments, and how many have freely chosen to do so.37 Therefore, 
autonomy must be assumed until there is evidence to the contrary.38 
Further problems arise, as will be demonstrated, when applying these laws 
leads to an increase in the suffering of women. Even if this presumption 
were true, coerced women would probably be more oppressed by their 
relocation to private schools where the law does not apply, or by confining 

and Religious Freedom” International and Comparative Law Quarterly 61 (2012): 635-636.
33 Ibid., 636.
34 S.A.S. v. France, App. No. 43835/11 (ECHR, 2014) para. 122.
35 This commission was conducted specifically to study the wearing of the full veil in France.
36 Report of the Commission on the Practice of Wearing the Full Veil in France, Assemblée 
Nationale Rapport No. 2262, 107.
37 Nanwani, “The Burqa Ban: An Unreasonable Limitation On Religious Freedom or a 
Justifiable Restriction?” 1459.
38 Hunter-Henin, “Why the French Don’t Like the Burqa,” 625. 

them to the home.39 The Court concluded in S.A.S. v France  (2014) that 
women’s dignity was not sufficient justification for a ban on the burqa: 
‘the Court takes the view that, however essential it may be, respect for 
human dignity cannot legitimately justify a blanket ban on the wearing 
of the full-face veil in public places’.40 The Court also made it clear that ‘a 
State Party cannot invoke gender equality in order to ban a practice that is 
defended by women – such as the applicant – in the context of the exercise 
of the rights enshrined in those provisions.’41 Finally, the Court dismissed 
protecting public safety as a ground for banning the burqa because the full 
veil is already prohibited under certain circumstances to protect public 
safety under French national law. Articles 78(1) and 78(2) of France’s Code 
of Criminal Procedure state that women must submit to identity checks 
requested by proper authorities and indicate possible circumstances in 
which women wearing the full veil would be forced to remove it.

The Type of Harm Inflicted by the Islamic Veils on Others

Since the bottom line in international law is that no harm may be caused to 
others, the right to freedom of religion and expression will, to some extent, 
include forms of expression that might disturb or cause discomfort for other 
individuals living in the same society.42 In this respect, it is worthwhile 
to recall Robert Wintemute’s idea of dividing religious manifestations 
into three categories according to the level of harm they pose. First, he 
argues, are religious manifestations that do not cause any harm to others, 
such as praying in one’s private home or church. Second are religious 
manifestations that clearly inflict harm on others, such as a religious 
belief that ‘sinners’ must be beaten. Third are religious manifestations that 
cause disruption or inconvenience to others, such as excessive noise from 
church bells or loudspeakers from mosques.43 The primary aim of the court 
is to protect the individual from any harm. Clearly, the first and second 
categories do not present confusion since the former will most likely 
be tolerated (as it does not cause harm to others) and the latter will be 

39 Liu Xiaoping, “French Muslim Headscarf Ban Under the Context of International Law” 
Peking University School of Transnational Law 1, no. 1 (2013): 82-83.
40 S.A.S. v. France, App. No. 43835/11 (ECHR, 2014) para. 121.
41 Ibid., para. 119.
42 Jennifer Heider, “Unveiling the Truth Behind the French Burqa Ban: The Unwarranted 
Restriction of the Right to Freedom of Religion and the European Court of Human Rights” 
Indiana International and Comparative Law Review 22, no. 1 (2012): 117.
43 Wintemute, “Accommodating Religious Beliefs,” 230-231.
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banned by the court (as it very clearly does). The issue arises with the third 
category, in evaluating the level of harm imposed on others and whether 
there is evidence to support conclusions drawn.  

It has been proposed that French society finds the act of face-veiling 
problematic, that interaction with women wearing veils in shops or on the 
street is found to be impossible, and that veils are associated with terrorism 
and accordingly make people feel unsafe. Instead of protecting the interests 
of the minority, the ECtHR in S.A.S v. France (2014) imposed the interests of 
the majority on the minority based on the aforementioned speculations and 
fears, for which there was no real evidence.44  This prompts the question: 
should law prohibit any action that disturbs others? The answer, especially 
in a democratic society, should be no. If we prohibit any action which might 
cause social dysfunction without mediating among the competing interests, 
the real meaning of pluralism and individualism, which supposedly 
underpins Western ideology, would be undermined.45 Therefore, a crucial 
factor which has led the ECtHR to permit one applicant to wear a cross in 
her workplace and to prevent another from wearing a hijab in an educational 
institution is the element of harm. The ECtHR in Eweida and others v. UK 
(2013) concluded that wearing a cross does not provide ‘evidence of any 
real encroachment on the interests of others’,46 emphasising evidence rather 
than speculation. If so, it must be determined how the act of wearing a hijab 
can pose harm to others. On 13th March, 2015, the German Constitutional 
Court overturned a state law prohibiting teachers from wearing a hijab 
inside the school because this prohibition violates their religious freedom. 
The Constitutional Court emphasised that there must be ‘not only an 
abstract but a sufficiently specific risk’ to justify a ban on religious freedom. 
This suggests that wearing the Islamic veil does not show any real evidence 
of harm to others.47 As Robert Wintemute (2014) argues, ‘A piece of cloth or 
silk is physically incapable of direct harm, and the fact that it conceals the 
wearer’s hair, neck or forehead cannot harm others, because they cannot 
claim a legitimate interest in seeing these parts of her body’.48

44 Eva Brems, “Face Veil Bans in the European Court of Human Rights: The Importance of 
Empirical Findings,” Journal of Law and Policy 22, no. 2 (2014): 551.
45 Hunter-Henin, “Why the French Don’t Like the Burqa,” 628.
46 Eweida and others v The United Kingdom, App no 51671/10 (ECHR, 15 January 2013) 
para. 95.
47 The Huffington post, available at http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/03/13/
germany-headscarf-ban_n_6863336.htmlA Accessed 08 April 2015.
48 Wintemute, “Accommodating Religious Beliefs,” 234.

In order to understand the kind of real evidence of harm which can be 
qualified for restricting the right to freedom of religion, it is useful to refer 
to the following two cases. In Chaplin v UK (2013), the applicant was asked 
to remove her cross during her work as a nurse for the safety of the patients 
because the cross might swing and fall into an open wound or a patient 
might grab the chain of the cross. The ECtHR decided that the protection 
of health and safety in the hospital is essential, and the local British court 
must therefore be given a wide margin of appreciation as ‘The hospital 
managers were better placed to make decisions about clinical safety than 
a court, particularly an international court which has heard no direct 
evidence.’49  The evidence provided in the Chaplin case is more compelling 
than that provided in the cases regarding wearing the Islamic veil, and 
can therefore create a basis for restricting the right to freedom of religion 
according to Article 9 of the ECHR. Another case which demonstrates 
the manner in which the ECtHR effectively justifies a restriction on the 
right to freedom of religion is the case of Ladele v UK (2013) in which the 
applicant refused to serve same-sex couple due to her belief that same-
sex civil partnership is contrary to God’s law. The Saskatchewan Court 
of Appeal notes that ‘It is not difficult for most people to imagine the 
personal hurt involved in a situation’ where someone is refused service 
due to sexual orientation.50 Indeed, a law allowing religious individuals to 
discriminate against same-sex couples is ‘itself an affront to the dignity and 
worth of homosexual individuals.’51 It can be seen that Ladele’s religious 
beliefs affected her work, while the act of wearing the Islamic veils does 
not implicate similar issues. Therefore, it can be argued that the ECtHR 
in S.A.S v. France (2014) accorded too much weight to the potential harm 
to others in restricting individuals from wearing burqa, as no real harm to 
others can be demonstrated to result from the act of wearing the Islamic 
garment.

The Credibility of the Principle of ‘Living Together’

The ECtHR in S.A.S v. France (2014) found that respect for ‘the minimum 
requirements of life in society’ was a legitimate justification for restricting 
the right to freedom of religion in public places. In order to examine 

49 Eweida and others v. UK, para. 99.
50 Marriage Commissioner Reference 2011 SKCA 3, para. 41.
51 Ibid., para. 107.
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whether this justification can constitute grounds for restricting as 
important a right as freedom of religion, it is first necessary to consider 
the potential justifications provided by Article 9 of the ECHR: protecting 
public safety, public order, health, morals, and the rights and freedoms 
of others. It is not clear that respect for ‘minimal requirements of life in 
society’ fits under any of the legitimate justifications provided by Article 
9.52 On the other hand, when the French Council of State encountered the 
French ban before sending the case to the ECtHR, it suggested that the 
minimum requirements of life in society could be accommodated as an 
interpretation for preserving public order. However, the Council noted 
that this justification would be vulnerable to constitutional challenges 
and therefore concluded that ‘no incontestable legal basis’ could be firmly 
provided for such a general ban.53 Finally, it has been argued that this 
justification may be understood under the ‘rights and freedoms of others’. 
This argument supposes the existence of a right to see the faces of others 
in public places. Since there is no legal right to see others’ faces, such an 
argument seems untenable.54 

In order to assess whether respect for the minimum requirements of life in 
society can qualify as a legitimate basis for restricting freedom of religion, 
it is useful to refer to Vajnai v Hungary (2008). This case involved an 
applicant who wore a red star during a demonstration. The Hungarian 
state claimed that wearing the red star was sanctioned by the Hungarian 
criminal code because the symbol connotes totalitarian beliefs and bears 
negative memories for victims of the communist regime. The ECtHR 
ruled that the Hungarian law violated the individual’s right to freedom of 
expression on the basis that the Hungarian state did not provide evidence 
of ‘an actual or even remote danger of disorder’ to Hungarian society by 
displaying the symbol of the red star.55 Moreover, the ECtHR concluded 
that ‘a legal system which applies restrictions on human rights in order 
to satisfy the dictates of public feeling – real or imaginary – cannot be 
regarded as meeting the pressing social needs recognised in a democratic 
society, since that society must remain reasonable in its judgement’.56 To 

52 Brems, “Face Veil Bans in the European Court of Human Rights,” 535.
53 French Council d’Etat , Etude relative aux possibilités juridiques d’interdiction du port du voile 
intégral (2010) 26-27.
54 Brems, “Face Veil Bans in the European Court of Human Rights,” 536.
55 Vajnai v Hungary, App. No. 33629/06 (ECHR, 8 July 2008) para. 55.
56 Ibid., para. 57.

the extent that the face veil can be seen as a symbol, the same reasoning 
can be applied. However, the ECtHR could not provide any empirical 
evidence of the negative influence of the face veil on French society, and 
instead based its decision on negative notions about the face veil prevalent 
in French society.57 

The ruling in S.A.S. v France (2014) may indeed offer other states an 
opportunity to legislate what society considers to be ‘a minimum standard 
of life’ and to impose it on individuals. For example, a state might decide 
that its society’s members cannot properly communicate unless everyone 
wears a face veil. It is very unlikely that the ECtHR would support such 
a decision. Hence, the focus of the ECtHR should be drawn, as in Vajnai 
v Hungary (2008), to the rights of individuals rather than the wishes of 
a given majority group. Furthermore, individuals should be free from 
coercion, particularly that which is imposed by society. As Eva Brems 
(2014) argues, ‘Social integration is a matter of goodwill… and is likely to 
be better realised by inclusive means rather than ones that are repressive.’58 
Accordingly, Susan Edwards (2014) concludes, ‘The French path to this 
“living together” has been one of cultural genocide where anxiety 
about “the other” has resulted in oppression, domination and enforced 
assimilation. The history of France’s treatment of “the other” has been 
marked by intolerance’.59

Conclusion

The West generally and France specifically need to give more consideration 
to Muslim minorities who live within Western communities by attempting 
to integrate Muslims without neglecting the vital significance of religion 
in their lives. Regardless of whether one feels comfortable with Islamic 
veils, imposing a full ban may affect the Muslim minorities who live in the 
West and undermine the wider conceptions of tolerance, democracy, and 
liberty.60 

57 Brems, “Face Veil Bans in the European Court of Human Rights,” 517-519.
58 Ibid., 541.
59 Susan SM Edwards “Case Commentary No Burqas we’re French! The Wide Margin 
of Appreciation and the European Court of Human Rights Burqa ruling: SAS v. France 
(application No. 43835/11) Unreported July 1, 2014 (European Court of Human Rights) 
Grand Chamber,” Denning Law Journal 26 (2014): 258.

60 Adrian, “Outlawing the Veil, Banning the Muslim?” 374-375.
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The objection made by the French republic in S.A.S. v France (2014) to 
the Islamic veil in general is twofold. First, Muslim women who wear the 
veil in public make a clear statement that their identity is at least in part 
defined by Islam. This statement contradicts the republican proposition 
that the best place for religion is at home. Second, wearing the Islamic 
veil implies that the wearer grants more authority to Islam than to the 
republic.61 Indeed, if the notion of being loyal to the French republic as well 
as to another ideology was always considered incompatible with the spirit 
of republicanism, then the situation should be worse when the ideology 
in question is Islam because it supposedly contradicts French republican 
ideology.62 Such objections indicate that the French republic seems to 
eliminate individual rights in the public sphere by arguing that republican 
values must prevail in public even at the expense of individual rights.63 
.John Bowen (2007) affirms that such use of laïcité in banning Islamic veils 
‘conveys the double illusion that everyone knows what laïcité means and 
that this meaning has long been central to French Republicanism’.64 

Therefore, enacting laws that impose a full ban on veils leaves Muslims 
with only two options: disregarding the laws and consequently being 
considered fundamentalist and ‘other’, or accepting such laws without 
reference to individual conscience or religion due to the pressure of 
Western power.65 In a viewpoint published after the French ban on burqa, 
the Commissioner for Human Rights of the Council of Europe stated that 
‘Prohibition of the burqa and the niqab will not liberate oppressed women, 
but might instead lead to their further exclusion and alienation in European 
societies’.66

61 Indeed, French secularism considers certain republican values as an end in themselves 
in the sense that it does not leave any room for individuals to decide their own ends. As 
Interior Minister Sarkozy put it in 2003, ‘freedom is the rule in the private sphere; republican 
conformity is the rule in the public sphere’.  (Le Monde, May 2, 2003).
62 Sudhir Hazareesingh, Political Traditions in Modern France (OUP, 1994), 77.
63 For more discussion on this topic, please see Pierre Kahn, “La laïcité est-elle une valeur?” 
(2007) 39 SPIRALE - Revue de Recherches en Education 29.
64 Bowen, Why the French Don’t Like Headscarves: Islam, 32.
65 Elizabeth Hurd, “Contested Secularism in Turkey and Iran” in Anders Berg-Sorensen, ed., 
Contesting secularism: Comparative Perspectives (Ashgate, 2013), 199-200.
66 Thomas Hammarberg, Human rights in Europe: no grounds for complacency (Council of 
Europe Publishing, 2011), 39-43
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External Adjustment and the Crisis
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Katharina Bergant1

Abstract
In this paper, we look at the external adjustment process and its determinants since 
the crisis in 2008. In a regression analysis, we test if the present contraction of current 
accounts is still significantly related to imbalances that emerged in the pre-crisis 
period. We find that the peak of adjustment was reached in 2013 where 90 percent of 
the pre-crisis current account gap was closed. For the medium term, we also find the 
pre-crisis net foreign liabilities position to be significantly negatively correlated to the 
change in the current account. Furthermore, we also look at several macroeconomic 
indicators. We find that countries with the greatest negative pre-crisis current account 
gap experienced slower growth of real output, a greater decline of inflation, and a 
stronger improvement of the structural fiscal balance. In addition, we suggest that 
the adjustment was marked by changes in imports rather than in exports. Although 
we expected the real effective exchange rate to move in a stabilizing direction in the 
medium-term, we could not find a significant effect of the pre-crisis current account 
gap. Using forecasts from the International Monetary Fund, we suggest that the 
adjustment will be reversed only slightly until 2020 with current account imbalances 
far below pre-crisis levels. 

JEL Classification Numbers: F31, F32

Keywords
Global crisis, Current account adjustment 

Introduction

In the last two decades, increasing financial integration has been a first 
order concern in international macroeconomics. Although current account 
balances are not seen as primary economic targets, their increasing 
dispersion before the crisis has caused considerable concern among 
economists. During that time, rapidly increasing cross-border financial 
flows led to easier external financial conditions and credit booms which 
were accompanied by rising oil prices and asset price bubbles. While 
volatility as well as investors’ risk aversion was low, implications of these 
developments were hard to assess. Therefore, in the absence of strong 

1 BSc MSc, Trinity College Dublin, Department of Economics, Dublin2, Ireland, Email: 
bergantk@tcd.ie
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policy responses to these changes, financial global integration could 
advance inexorably2. Especially in the decade before the crisis, advanced 
economies seemed relatively optimistic about the impact of financial 
globalisation although risks attached to international financial integration 
are widely discussed in the literature3. While current accounts can play 
a welfare-enhancing role by enabling intertemporal smoothing and 
efficiently allocating capital, the main concern thereby is that excessive 
and persistent imbalances can reflect underlying distortions, such as 
competitive advantages or failures in financial regulation.

The beginning of the global crisis was then characterized by contrary 
conditions such as a decrease in financial asset prices and limited external 
finance. Especially countries with a high degree of trade integration 
suffered from strong responses of macroeconomic aggregates to sudden 
stops4. This dramatic change in the financial environment also implied a 
compression in current account balances and the crisis caused a decrease 
in output as well as in demand. For some countries, this adjustment was 
especially painful with unemployment rates up to 30 percent (e.g. Spain, 
Greece) and falling real estate prices. Now, more than seven years after 
the start of the crisis, we might ask: Are we at a turning point of external 
imbalances? Or more precise: Are we still suffering from imbalances that 
emerged in the pre-crisis period?

In this paper, we look at the post-crisis evolution of the current account and 
several macroeconomic variables regarding their relation to the current 
account imbalances that emerged in the pre-crisis period. We focus on the 

2 Lane, Philip R.. “Financial Globalisation and the Crisis”. Open Economies Review, 24(3):555–
580, 2013. 
3 Blanchard, Olivier and Gian-Maria Milesi-Ferretti. “Global Imbalances: In Midstream?” 
CEPR Discussion Papers 7693, 2010; Blanchard, Olivier and Gian-Maria Milesi-Ferretti 
“(Why) Should Current Account Balances Be Reduced?” IMF Staff Discussion Notes 
11/03, International Monetary Fund, 2011. Edwards, Sebastian “Thirty years of current 
account imbalances, current account reversals and sudden stops.” NBER Working Paper 
10276, 2004; Freund, Caroline and Frank Warnock, “Current Account Deficits in Industrial 
Countries: The Bigger They Are, The Harder They Fall?” NBER Chapters: G7 Current Account 
Imbalances: Sustainability and Adjustment, 133-168, March 2007;Obstfeld, Maurice. Does the 
Current Account Still Matter? American Economic Review, 102(3):1-23, May 2012; Obstfeld, 
Maurice and Kenneth S. Rogoff. “Global Current Account Imbalances and Exchange Rate 
Adjustments.” Brookings Papers on Economic Activity, 36(1):67-146, 2005; Obstfeld, Maurice 
and Kenneth S. Rogoff. “The Unsustainable US Current Account Position Revisited”, NBER 
Working Paper No. 10869, November 2004.
4 Ozkan, Gulcin and Filiz Unsal. “External finance, sudden stops and financial crisis: what 
is different this time?” Discussion papers, Department of Economics, University of York, 2010.

adjustment of the current account which builds on work of Lane and Milesi-
Ferretti5 where the convergence process up to 2010 (2012) is analysed. An 
extension of this research enables us to look at medium-term dynamics of 
current account balances as well as other macroeconomic indicators. We 
find that countries with the greatest negative pre-crisis current account gap 
experienced slower growth of real output, a greater decline of inflation, 
and a stronger improvement of the structural fiscal balance. In addition, 
we suggest that the adjustment was marked by changes in imports rather 
than in exports. Although we expected the real effective exchange rate to 
move in a stabilizing direction in the medium-term, we could not find a 
significant effect of the pre-crisis current account gap. Using forecasts from 
the International Monetary Fund6, we suggest that the adjustment will be 
reversed only slightly until 2020 resulting in current account imbalances 
far below pre-crisis levels. We also present a specific analysis for the Euro 
Area. The monetary union facilitated large capital inflows and a financial 
boom in its weakest member countries followed by a sovereign debt crisis. 
While it was able to provide a buffer for the most affected countries, it 
constrained all member countries in their tools of monetary policy. Again, 
we focus on current account convergence and its asymmetric adjustment 
trend within the Euro Area. 

Following this introduction, section two will look at global trends in current 
account convergence which includes a specific analysis for the Euro Area. 
In section three, we explain sample and methodology, and section four 
presents the findings. Section five concludes.

Global Imbalances and External Adjustment
Current Account Convergence

What is casually known as “Financial Globalisation” was the sharp increase 
in cross-border financial flows that allowed exorbitant debt levels between 
countries accompanied by a substantial widening of global current 
account imbalances in the years before the crisis. In 2007, the United States 
registered the largest deficit with 719 billion USD (5 percent of GDP) and 

5 Lane, Philip R. and Gian Maria Milesi-Ferretti. “External adjustment and the global crisis”. 
Journal of International Economics, 88(2):252–265, 2012.
Lane, Philip R. and Gian-Maria Milesi-Ferretti. “Global imbalances and external adjustment 
after the crisis”. IMF Working Papers 14/151, International Monetary Fund, 2014.
6 WEO April 2015 Database, International Monetary Fund, 2015
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but also in the 1980s and 1990s9.We could observe increasing financial 
integration for Europe with the rapid increase in gross investment income 
flows for the first 12 Euro countries in the last decade. Notably, the adoption 
of the Euro gave typical deficit countries access to large capital inflows as 
interest rates across countries converged considerably. This can be seen as 
the result of accommodative monetary policy and the elimination of the 
exchange rate risk. While the increased goods market integration should 
have made it easier for those countries to repay their debt, reforms were 
delayed as bad decisions were imperceptible under the loose financial 
conditions. Therefore, private as well as public debt rose inexorably in 
some member periphery countries10.

9 Blanchard, Oliview and Francesco Giavazzi. “Current Account Deficits in the Euro Area: The 
End of the Feldstein Horioka Puzzle?,” Brookings Papers on Economic Activity, 33(2):147–210, 2002.
10 Fernandez-Villaverde, Jesus, Luis Garicano, and Tano Santos. “Political credit cycles: The case 
of the euro zone”. NBER Technical Report 18899, National Bureau of Economic Research, 2013.

China held the largest current account surplus with 353 billion USD (10 
percent of GDP)7. The rest of the surplus emerged largely in Germany and 
other surplus economies in Europe, Japan, and other surplus countries in 
Asia as well as in oil exporting countries. Besides the United States, the 
deficit was held by European deficit economies (mostly Euro periphery, 
United Kingdom, and Eastern Europe) and the rest of the world (e.g. 
Australia, South American countries).

Although those flow imbalances were most likely not the trigger for the 
crisis, in 2007/2008, a sudden stop in capital flows caused a reversal and 
therefore a contraction of flow imbalances. With the exception of a “relapse” 
in 2010, current account imbalances decreased ever since the crisis started 
in 2008. Figure 1 shows that not just total dispersion but also configuration 
of flow imbalances have changed markedly. China halved its surplus in 
relation to world GDP through expansionary fiscal policy, lower demand 
for the country’s exports, and a sharp increase in investment. Similarly, 
Japan even joined the deficit group due to higher imports in the energy 
sector (after the earthquake in 2011) and an increase in public spending 
to countervail the crisis. On the other side, European deficit countries 
adjusted quickly, turning the Euro Area into a surplus area are as a whole. 
More importantly, the United States deficit shrank by almost two-thirds 
as a percentage of world GDP which represents the largest adjustment of 
all countries (around 400 billion USD). Consequently, the concentration 
of deficits also decreased dramatically where the top five deficit countries 
now represent around 65 percent of the total deficit while in 2006, the 
United States alone held around 70 percent. However, we could also 
note individual contrary developments: some emerging markets (Brasil, 
Mexico, India, Indonesia, and Turkey) and advanced commodity exporters 
(Canada and Australia) increased their deficits. Germany also increased its 
surplus, replacing China as the largest surplus economy8.

Imbalances in Europe

Economic integration in Europe caused capital to flow from rich to poor 
countries which generated large current account deficits not only recently 

7 International Monetary Fund. “World Economic Outlook: Uneven Growth: Short- and 
Long-Term Factors”. April 2015.
8 International Monetary Fund. “World Economic Outlook: Legacies, Clouds, Uncertainties.” 
October 2014.

Fig 1. Evolution of current account imbalances (Percent of World GDP). Author’s 
Calculations. Data: WEO April 2015 Database
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What is most striking about the convergence process in the Euro Area, is its 
asymmetry which we can see in Figure 2, especially from 2011 until 2014. We 
can see that deficit countries followed the global trend of current account 
contraction. In absolute terms, Spain underwent the greatest adjustment 
going from being the biggest debtor in 2008 to being a surplus country in 
2014. We can observe similar trends for Greece, Italy, and Portugal. While 
France has not always typically had a negative current account, it now 
represents the exception among the adjusting deficit country: its current 
account deficit increased in both absolute terms and percent of GDP from 
pre-crisis values to 2014 and forecasts11 suggest an increase in the current 
account deficit until 2018. The OECD12 thereby points out the country’s 
weak growth due to an inflexible labour market, weak competition in 
some industries, and the high public spending.

On the other hand, surplus countries failed to adjust. Germany’s and the 
Netherlands’ current account even increased in percent of GDP. For the 
German case, Kollmann et al. 13 show that this is due to a succession of 
distinct shocks: the increase in the saving rate, big labour reforms, and 
an increase in the demand for German exports as well as other positive 
aggregate supply shocks. The savings rate, in particular, is expected to be 
relatively consistent due to demographic reasons which is why one can only 
expect a gradual current account adjustment. Similarly, the Netherlands 
also show a high and rising trade surplus with a weak domestic demand14.15

Sample and Methodology
Sample

The overall sample includes 65 emerging and advanced countries (see 
Appendix A). Oil exporters are excluded due to the strong dependence 
of their trade balance on oil. Also, small countries are excluded as their 
current accounts are strongly influenced by transfer payments, debt 

11 WEO April 2015 database
12 OECD. “2015 OECD survey of France - Growth and Jobs”. Technical Report, April, 2015
13 Kollmann, Robert, Marco Ratto, Werner Roeger, Jan Veld, and Lukas Vogel. “What drives 
the German current account? And how does it affect other EU member states?” Technical 
Report 516, European Commission, 2014.
14 Vandevyvere, Windy. “The Dutch current account balance and net international investment 
position.” Technical Report 465, European Commission, 2012.
15 Hobza, Alexandr and Stefan Zeugner. �Current-account surpluses in the eurozone: Should  Hobza, Alexandr and Stefan Zeugner. �Current-account surpluses in the eurozone: Should �Current-account surpluses in the eurozone: Should 
they be reduced?”, April 2013. http://www.voxeu.org/article/ should-eurozone-current-
account-surpluses-be-reduced.

forgiveness, and other irregularities. We also run the regressions for a 
variety of subsamples that can be found in Appendix B. 

Current Account

In this regression analysis, we want to look if the present contraction 
of current accounts is still significantly related to the imbalances that 
emerged in the pre-crisis period. The regression analysis builds on the 
work of Lane and Milesi-Ferretti16. Their fundamental hypothesis is that 
an unsustainable component in current account imbalances arose with the 
exceptionally easy external financial conditions in the years preceding the 
crisis. Therefore, we test if the crisis can be seen as a correction of these 
“excessive” imbalances that emerged in the period 2005-2008.

Since they suggest that a zero balance is not an accurate benchmark for the 
majority of countries, in a first step, an empirical model is constructed to 
determine the medium-term equilibrium current account over the years 
1969-2008:

16 Lane and Milesi-Ferretti. “External adjustment and the global crisis”, Lane and Milesi-
Ferretti. “Global imbalances and external adjustment after the crisis”. 2

Fig 2: Current Account Imbalances in Europe. Source: Hobza and Zeugner 
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 (1)

where CAit is the current account in percent of GDP and  are the 
explanatory variables, both in four-year averages to smooth business-
cycle fluctuations. The regressors try to capture underlying fundamentals 
including the demographic structure, financial centre status, fiscal balance, 
lagged net international investment position, level of output per capita, 
natural resource endowments, output growth rate, and past experiences 
of crisis episodes. The model explains 45 percent of the variation of the 
current account.

The “excess” portion of the pre-crisis imbalances was then defined as the 
pre-crisis current account gap (CAgapi,05−08). It represents the difference 
between the actual average current account 2005-2008 and the fitted 
equilibrium value from the estimated regression:

(2)

We can now look at the relationship between this CAgapi,05−08 and the 
adjustment process until the end of 2014 which is represented by the 
change in the current account. We expect further improvement of the 
current account which would result in a similar and most likely larger 
coefficient (in absolute values) for the CAgap. Therefore, we extend the 
following multivariate regression until 2014:

(3)

First, we run the regression for the entire sample (see Appendix B). 
Completing the extension of previous findings, we run the regression for 
a variety of country samples. We first distinguish between economies with 
and without a pegged exchange rate regime. The idea is that countries with 
flexible exchange rates should be able to adjust faster as nominal exchange 
rates would facilitate shifts in the real exchange rate. As a first robustness 
test, we run the regressions for variations within these subsamples. Due to 

dramatic changes in the current account and the nominal exchange rate, 
we drop the Baltics and Iceland, respectively.

We also extend the expanded specification including an interaction effect 
with the exchange rate regime dummy variable:

(4)
In the same manner, we add other dummy variables and interaction terms: 
another determinant for current account adjustment might have been 
official assistance from external sources such as the International Monetary 
Fund, the European Union, and European Central Bank liquidity provision 
to banks for which we add a support dummy variable. Ten countries 17 

of our sample received exceptionally high external assistance for at least 
two years after 2008. Official finance is given to countries who were more 

17 Belarus, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Latvia, Portugal, Serbia, Romania, Spain, 
and Ukraine 3sometimes referred to as GIPS: Portugal, Ireland, Greece, and Spain.

Fig 3. CAgap and the change in the CA 2005-2008 until 2014 in percent of GDPe. 
Author’s Calculations. Data: WEO April 2015 Database
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dramatically affected by the turnaround in capital flows. Thus, adjustment 
might have been larger per se. On the other hand, external assistance might 
have significantly limited the need to reduce current account deficits. 
Furthermore, we interact with a Euro dummy. The interaction of support 
and Euro membership leaves us with net debtor countries in Europe that 
received bailouts 3. Finally, we also split the sample again to distinguish 
between countries who had a positive and a negative CAgap in the years 
preceding the crisis. As it is shown that current account surpluses are more 
likely to be sustainable than deficits18, we expect deficit countries to adjust 
faster.

Adjustment Mechanisms

Next, we look at several macroeconomic variables that are typically 
associated with external adjustment and their relationship with the CAgap:

(5)
where Zi,0508−14 is (i) natural log-change of the real effective exchange rate, 
(ii) the change in inflation (CPI), (iii) natural log-change of the real GDP 
in local currency, (iv) volume growth in exports and imports, and (vi) 
the change of the structural fiscal balance in percent of GDP. In the same 
manner as with the current account, for some macroeconomic variables, we 
also look at the interaction with the support and the euro dummy variable. 
In addition, we distinguish between advanced and emerging countries for 
the real effective exchange rate and the real GDP.

Results
Current Account

Concerning the current account, all results can be found in Table 1 - Table 
3. Starting with Table 1, all countries of the sample are included in column 
(1). We can see that the coefficient indeed became greater in absolute 
values compared to the results from Lane and Milesi-Ferretti19 which 

18 Milesi-Ferretti, Gian-Maria and Olivier Blanchard. “(Why) Should Current Account 
Balances Be Reduced?” IMF Staff Discussion Notes 11/03, International Monetary Fund, 2011.
19 Lane and Milesi-Ferretti. “Global imbalances and external adjustment after the crisis”. 2

indicates further current account improvement from 2012-2014. From the 
value −0.868 we can say that about 87 percent of the measured CAgap was 
closed over the 2008-2014 period for the average country of the sample. We 
can therefore conclude that, overall, we experienced a further correction of 
current account imbalances over the last two years. In addition, we note 
that the pre-crisis net foreign asset position becomes more important for 
the medium-term adjustment. While Lane and Milesi-Ferretti20 did not find 
a significant impact of the initial stock position on adjustment during 2008-
2010 and the effect for 2008-2012 was significant only on a 10 percent level, 
we find a significant negative coefficient on a 5 percent level. Therefore, 
countries with the greatest negative net foreign liabilities position showed 
the strongest adjustment in their current account in the medium-term.

In columns (2) and (3), we see the basic regression for countries with and 
without a pegged exchange rate regime. Looking at the full subsamples, we 
see that in the medium term, the adjustment process is of almost equal size 
relative to pre-crisis CAgaps. This finding is confirmed in columns (6) and 

20 Lane and Milesi-Ferretti. “External adjustment and the global crisis”. 2

Fig 4:.Inflation 2005/2008-2014 (CPI percentage change over previous year). 
Author’s Calculations. Data: WEO April 2015 Database
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(7) as the interaction effect turns out to be insignificant. When we exclude 
the Baltics and Iceland, the coefficients of the CAgap in (2) and (3) become 
more different but the interaction effect remains insignificant (column (7)). 
The coefficients remain considerably more similar than in the short-term: 
Lane and Milesi-Ferretti21 showed that in 2008-2010, countries with pegged 
exchange rate regimes adjusted twice as fast. Also, the interaction term 
turned out to be significantly negative for the time 2008-2010 as well as 
2008-2012. Therefore, for our sample, we can conclude that while in the 
short run, pegged countries adjusted significantly faster, the exchange rate 
regime does not make a statistically significant difference in the medium-
run (2008-2014).

Table 2 confirms our hypothesis: countries that had a negative CAgap 
before the crisis adjusted significantly faster. In column (1) and column 
(2) we can see that the coefficient for the CAgap is almost twice as 
large in absolute terms. This finding is confirmed with the significant 
negative interaction effect in column (3). The result is mainly due to the 
fast improvement of the current account of many countries in the Euro 
Periphery and Eastern Europe. But even if we drop those countries, the 
interaction effect remains significantly negative. This means that the effect 
of the CAgap on the adjustment process was stronger for countries that 
were below their medium-term current account equilibrium in 2005-2008 
- they adjusted significantly faster. Table 3 presents the results including 
the dummy and interaction effect for external financial assistance from 
International Monetary Fund, the European Union, and the European 
Central Bank. Although the dummy variable is significant overall and for 
the floating group (columns (1), (2), and (4)), the interaction effect turns 
out to be insignificant which rejects the hypothesis of an additional effect 
of the pre-crisis CAgap on the adjustment process for countries who 
received support. Finally, in column (7) we also add the Euro dummy and 
more interaction effects. The interaction effect of the support and the Euro 
dummy represents some net debtor countries in the Euro Area22. Although 
the dummy is again positive, the highly significant interaction effect shows 
that those countries adjusted their current account at a slower rate. This 
could be due to the limited need to reduce deficits as they received bailout 
payments.

21 Ibid.
22 Sometimes referred to as GIPS: Greece, Ireland, Portugal, and Spain.

Adjustment Mechanisms

First, we test whether the pre-crisis CAgap has an impact on the change 
in the real effective exchange rate. The idea is that countries with a larger 
negative CAgap should have undergone a greater real depreciation in the 
medium-term in order to show a stabilizing effect. We measure the real 
effective exchange rate as natural log-change of the index (Base 2010). In 
Table 4, we can see that through all the subsamples and specifications, 
the CAgap turns out to be insignificant for the change in the real effective 
exchange rate. The low R2 also indicates that the real effective exchange rate 
is determined by other factors than the excessive current account balance, 
the net foreign asset position, or the exchange rate regime. This finding also 
confirms that countries adjusted through “expenditure reduction” instead 
of “expenditure switching”. As Darvas and Pisani-Ferry23 emphasize the 
asymmetric consequences that the crisis had on advanced and emerging 
countries, we split the sample accordingly in Table 5. Thereby, for the 
advanced group, we find the CAgap to be significant but moving in a 
destabilizing direction. Countries with the most positive pre-crisis gaps 
experienced a greater decrease in their real effective exchange rate. This 
makes them relatively more competitive which could lead to a further 
improvement of their current account, e.g. through increased exports. 
This result is driven by European surplus countries who ran pre-crisis 
current account surpluses but still gained competitiveness over the crisis, 
e.g. Germany, Finland, and Norway. On the other hand, the United States 
showed a large negative pre-crisis current account gap but an increase in 
its real effective exchange rate. The significant dummy in column (4) shows 
a difference between the advanced and emerging group where advanced 
countries experienced a greater decrease in productivity than the emerging 
group. We find the net foreign asset position to be highly significant in 
almost all specifications, again moving in a stabilizing direction. This result 
is driven by strong negative real effective exchange rate movements in deficit 
countries in Eastern Europe and the Euro periphery. Also, when we exclude 
the outliers Iceland and the Baltics, we find the interaction effect with the 
net foreign asset position to be significant. This confirms the stabilizing 
effect of the net foreign asset position on the real effective exchange rate of 
emerging countries while results are insignificant for the advanced group.

23 Darvas, Zsolt and Jean Pisani-Ferry. “The threat of currency wars: A European perspective.” 
Policy Contribution 2010/12, Bruegel, 2010.
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Having rejected the real effective exchange rate as an important factor 
in the adjustment process, we expect a stabilizing (positive) effect of the 
CAgap on the change in inflation. We expect the effect to be significantly 
stronger for countries with a pegged exchange regime due to their inability 
to adjust through the nominal exchange rate. We can see this pattern in 
Figure 4 where we measure the change in inflation as the difference of the 
CPI percentage changes over the previous year. The regressions confirm 
our hypotheses in Table 6. The coefficient of the CAgap is significant in 
all subsamples and its variation which means that the outcome is not 
solely driven by peg countries. Countries with the largest negative CAgap 
therefore experienced the greatest decline in inflation. However, the 
coefficient for countries with a pegged exchange rate regime is more than 
twice as large (column (2) and column (3)). This is confirmed in column (4), 
as the interaction effect is significant: the CAgap shows a stronger positive 
effect on the adjustment process for peg countries.

In Table 7 we look for a different effect for Euro countries. Due to trends 
emerging from the European sovereign debt crisis, we argue that deficit 
countries in the Euro Area could show a greater decrease in inflation. 
In column (2) we can see that Euro countries show a greater decrease in 
inflation in general. However, this is not related to the size of their pre-crisis 
CAgap. In column (4), we find that within the Euro group, countries with 
the greatest net foreign asset position show the biggest decrease in inflation. 
This is in line with the increase in competitiveness. With quantitative 
easing at the beginning of 2015 and greater inflation expectations for the 
Euro Area, deficit countries could soon be able create a greater inflation 
differential to further recover competitiveness without deflation.

Regarding the real output, we expect countries with the largest CAgap to 
show the lowest real output growth. We measure the change in output as 
natural log-change of the real GDP in local currency. The results in Table 
8 are almost as expected. Overall, the effect is positive so that countries 
with the largest negative CAgap also had the smallest growth in real GDP 
(column (1)). However, this finding is solely driven by countries without 
a pegged exchange rate regime so that we cannot find the effect within 
the group of peg countries. Thereby, we expect considerable heterogeneity 
among the latter group as the effect was felt strongly within the Euro Area24. 

24 However, even if we exclude Bulgaria and Greece as outliers, we obtain an insignificant 

In addition, various studies emphasize that the crisis affected emerging 
and advanced countries differently25. Therefore, we split the sample 
accordingly in Table 9. Overall, the effect is positive so that countries with 
the largest negative CAgap also had the smallest growth in real GDP 
(column (1)). However, we can see that this is driven by the emerging 
countries as the effect turns out to be insignificant for the advanced group 
(column (2) and column(3)). The latter group remains insignificant even 
when we exclude the outliers Iceland and Greece (column (4)). This is 
confirmed by the significant interaction effect in column(5). Those findings 
are robust when we exclude the outliers Iceland and Greece in column (6).

Combining our findings above, we can develop a clear hypothesis 
regarding trade. We know that there was significant current account 
adjustment after 2008 where deficit countries from our sample adjusted 
faster than surplus countries. In addition, we found that countries with the 
largest negative CAgap had the slowest growth in real output. Therefore, 
we can preclude the possibility that the adjustment process was only due 
to a change in exports for those countries. It is more likely that imports 
played the main role. This is also in line with our suggestion that the 
adjustment process was characterized by an overall expenditure reduction 
instead of expenditure switching. Therefore, we expect a weaker negative 
effect of exports and a stronger positive effect of imports. The effect turns 
out to be even stronger than expected looking at the whole sample in Table 
10: looking at exports, we find no significant effect of the CAgap in column 
(1). Only for pegged countries we find a significant negative effect (column 
(3)) which shows that countries with the greatest negative CAgaps showed 
the biggest increase in exports. This is mainly driven by a sharp increase of 
exports deficit countries in East Europe but also by a decline of exports in 
the surplus countries Finland and Denmark. For imports, however, we can 
find an overall significant positive effect so that countries with the greatest 
negative CAgap experienced the greatest decline in imports (column(4)).

Finally, we look at the structural fiscal balance. We argue that there could 
be a relation between pre-crisis imbalances and the change in the fiscal 

coefficient
25 Frankel, Jeffrey A. and George Saravelos. “Are leading indicators of financial crises useful for 
assessing country vulnerability? Evidence from the 2008-09 global crisis.” NBER Working Paper 
16047, National Bureau of Economic Research, 2010; Rose, Andrew K. and Mark M. Spiegel. 
“Cross-country causes and consequences of the 2008 crisis: International linkages and American 
exposure.” NBER Technical Report 15358, National Bureau of Economic Research, 2009.



40

Trinity College Dublin Postgraduate Review | 2016

41

Katharina Bergant | External Adjustment and the Crisis

position as we could observe a trend of austerity, especially in deficit 
countries26. Column (2) confirms our expectations where we exclude 
Iceland as an outlier. Also, the net foreign asset position turns out to 
be significant in column (1) and without the outlier in column (2). This 
means that countries with more net foreign liabilities showed a greater 
improvement in their fiscal balance. However, looking at column (3), we 
see that the net foreign asset position becomes insignificant when we 
include the support dummy variable for countries who received external 
support from the International Monetary Fund, the European Union or the 
European Central Bank. Those countries do not show a significant effect 
based on their pre-crisis CAgap. Our idea was that international creditors 
might have asked for a faster improvement of the fiscal balances of their 
creditors. However, in column (4), we find a contrary effect for countries in 
the Euro Area: the great positive effect offsets the overall negative effect so 
that countries with the largest negative CAgap also showed the smallest 
improvement of their structural fiscal balance. We argue that the bailout 
payments might have limited the need for a stronger adjustment in their 
fiscal balance or even financed the countries’ fiscal deficits.

26 Corsetti, Giancarlo, Keith Kuester, André Meier and Gernot Müller, “Sovereign risk, fiscal 
policy and macroeconomic stability”, IMF Working paper 12/33, 2012.

Robustness Tests 

We test the robustness of our results in two ways: First, we excluded 
outliers for each regression (see each table). Our results are robust to those 
variations.

Secondly, we ran all regressions again with the absolute value of the 
current account in percent of GDP27. Most of the literature about current 
account imbalances finds considerable differences between surplus and 
deficit countries. However, with our method, countries who have a (high) 
positive current account equilibrium can have a negative CAgap but still 
a positive current account balance. If the deviation from the equilibrium 
is equal, this country will be treated identically as a country with a large 
negative current account balance below its negative equilibrium in this 
analysis. This could result in an asymmetry within the countries. 

However, using the current account in percent of GDP, we obtain almost 
identical results that show the same significance levels.

Concerning the equilibrium measure itself, we can add that Lane and 
Milesi-Ferretti28 constructed another pre-crisis “gap” using the more recent 
“External Balance Assessment” of the International Monetary Fund29. 
Therefore, they used the residuals of the panel regression and found that 
the correlation between our CAgap and the residuals from the External 
Balance Assessment is extremely high. We prefer to use the CAgap, 
however, as it is available for a greater amount of countries.

Outlook

According to forecasts, the adjustment process will slow down to a level 
far below pre-crisis current account imbalances. This is in line with recent 
literature which suggests that the current adjustment process is mostly 
permanent rather than solely due to cyclical factors like the exchange rates 
or changes in output growth30 .

27 Tables are available upon request.
28 Lane and Milesi-Ferretti. “Global imbalances and external adjustment after the crisis”. 2
29 International Monetary Fund. “External Balance Assessment (EBA) Methodology: 
Technical Background. “ Technical report, 2013.
30 Cerra, Valerie and Sweta Chaman Saxena. “Growth dynamics: The myth of economic 
recovery.” American Economic Review, 98(1):439–57, 2008; Cheung, Calista, Davide Furceri, 
and Elena Rusticelli. “Structural and cyclical factors behind current account balances.” Review 

Fig 5:.Forecast coefficients of CAgap (absolute values, baseline regression 
controlling for the net foreign asset position). Author’s Calculations. Data: WEO 
April 2015 Database
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However, the question remains to what extend the forecasted movements 
are related to the imbalances that emerged before the crisis. For that, we 
ran the baseline Regression (controlling for the net foreign asset position) 
based on the WEO April 2015 forecasts for the current account. In Figure 5, 
we can see the evolution of the coefficients in absolute values. Therefore, a 
higher value indicates further adjustment.

We can see that the peak of adjustment has been reached in 2013. It has 
reversed considerably in 2014 and it is forecasted to reverse further but more 
slightly up to 2020 overall. Countries with floating exchange rate regimes 
are the main drivers of this overall reversion of the adjustment process. 
This is compensated by further adjustment of countries with pegged 
exchange rate regimes after 2016. The evidence shows that the adjustment 
up to 2013 is being partly reversed or, in other words, correlation to pre-
crisis imbalances decreases. This might show that other factors influence 
the current account movements.

Concluding Remarks

About seven years after the start of the crisis which came with a stark 
current account contraction, we test if the external adjustment process is 
still significantly correlated with current account gaps that emerged before 
2008. We find that the peak of adjustment was reached in 2013 where 90 
percent of the pre-crisis CAgap was closed. For the medium term, we 
also found the pre-crisis net foreign liabilities position to be significantly 
negatively correlated to the change in the current account. In addition, we 
show that countries with a negative pre-crisis CAgap adjusted faster than 
surplus countries. On the other hand, European countries who received 
financial external support adjusted significantly slower.

Furthermore, we look at several macroeconomic indicators that we suggest 
to play a significant role in the adjustment process in the medium term. 
We found that countries with the greatest negative CAgap experienced 
the slowest growth in real output. This effect is significantly stronger for 
countries with floating exchange rates and emerging countries. Similarly, 
deficit countries show the greatest decline in inflation. For countries with a 

of International Economics, 21(5):923–944, 2013; Eichengreen, Barry. “A Requiem for Global 
Imbalances.” January 2014, http://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/a-decade-after-
external-imbalances.

pegged exchange rate regime, this effect is more than twice as large which 
is likely to be due to the inability to adjust through the nominal exchange 
rate. Regarding trade patterns, we find that the adjustment was marked 
by a change in imports rather than a change in exports. Overall, countries 
with the greatest negative CAgap show the greatest improvement of their 
structural fiscal balance. However, the contrary applies for European 
countries that received external financial help as they show a significantly 
smaller improvement. Although we expected the real effective exchange 
rate to move in a stabilizing direction in the medium-term, we could not 
find a significant effect of the pre-crisis CAgap.

According to forecasts31 for our sample of 64 emerging and advanced 
countries, we expect the overall adjustment to be reversed only slightly 
until 2020 resulting in current account imbalances far below pre-crisis 
level. In line with existing literature, we therefore suggest that most of 
the adjustment is permanent. However, in theory, for stock imbalances to 
decrease, a reversal and not just a contraction of flow imbalances would 
be required. Therefore, we argue that it is necessary to shed more light on 
the dynamics of the increasing divergence of stock positions in the post-
crisis period, i.e. accompanying the sharp flow contractions in the post-
crisis period.  While current account imbalances might not have triggered 
the recent recession, excessive stock imbalances significantly increase the 
probability of an external crisis32.

Acknowledgements
I would foremost like to express my gratitude to my supervisor Philip R. Lane 
and I want to thank Giancarlo Corsetti, Agustin Benetrix, and Yannick Timmer for 
discussions and helpful comments. 
I am grateful for financial support from the Grattan Foundation.

References
Blanchard, Olivier and Francesco Giavazzi. “Current Account Deficits in the Euro 

Area: The End of the Feldstein Horioka Puzzle?,” Brookings Papers on Economic Activity, 
33(2):147–210, 2002.

31 WEO April 2015 DatabaseWEO April 2015 Database
32 Catao, Luis and Gian-Maria Milesi-Ferretti. “External Liabilities and Crises.” IMF Working 
Papers 13/113, 2013; Obstfeld. “Does the Current Account Still Matter?” 2; Obstfeld, Maurice. 
“Financial flows, financial crises, and global imbalances.” Journal of International Money and 
Finance, 31(3):469-480, 2012b.



44

Trinity College Dublin Postgraduate Review | 2016

45

Katharina Bergant | External Adjustment and the Crisis

Blanchard, Olivier and Gian-Maria Milesi-Ferretti “(Why) Should Current Account 
Balances Be Reduced?” IMF Staff Discussion Notes 11/03, International Monetary Fund, 2011.

Catao, Luis and Gian-Maria Milesi-Ferretti. “External Liabilities and Crises.” IMF 
Working Papers 13/113, International Monetary Fund, 2013.

Cerra, Valerie and Sweta Chaman Saxena. “Growth dynamics: The myth of economic 
recovery.” American Economic Review, 98(1):439–57, 2008.

Cheung, Calista, Davide Furceri, and Elena Rusticelli. “Structural and cyclical factors 
behind current account balances.” Review of International Economics, 21(5):923–944, 2013.

Corsetti, Giancarlo, Keith Kuester, André Meier and Gernot Müller, “Sovereign risk, 
fiscal policy and macroeconomic stability”, IMF Working paper 12/33, 2012.

Darvas, Zsolt and Jean Pisani-Ferry. “The threat of currency wars: A european 
perspective.” Policy Contribution 2010/12, Bruegel, 2010.

Edwards, Sebastian. “Thirty years of current account imbalances, current account 
reversals and sudden stops.” NBER Working Paper 10276, 2004.

Eichengreen, Barry. “A requiem for global i m b a l a n c e s . ”  
2014. http://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/a-decade-after-external-imbalances.

Fernandez-Villaverde, Jesus, Luis Garicano, and Tano Santos. Political credit cycles: 
“The case of the euro zone.” NBER Technical Report 18899, National Bureau of Economic 
Research, 2013.

Frankel, Jeffrey A. and George Saravelos. “Are leading indicators of financial crises 
useful for assessing country vulnerability? Evidence from the 2008-09 global crisis.” NBER 
Working Paper 16047, 2010.

Freund, Caroline and Frank Warnock, “Current Account Deficits in Industrial 
Countries: The Bigger They Are, The Harder They Fall?.” NBER Chapters: G7 Current Account 
Imbalances: Sustainability and Adjustment, 133-168, March 2007

Hobza, Alexandr and Stefan Zeugner. �Current-account surpluses in the eurozone: 
Should they be reduced?”, April 2013. http://www.voxeu.org/article/ should-eurozone-
current-account-surpluses-be-reduced.

International Monetary Fund. “External Balance Assessment (EBA) Methodology: 
Technical Background.” Technical report, 2013.

International Monetary Fund. “World Economic Outlook: Legacies, Clouds, 
Uncertainties.” October 2014.

International Monetary Fund. “World Economic Outlook: Uneven Growth: Short- 
and Long-Term Factors”.  April 2015.

Kollmann, Robert, Marco Ratto, Werner Roeger, Jan Veld, and Lukas Vogel. “What 
drives the German current account? And how does it affect other EU member states?”. Technical 
Report  516, European Commission, 2014.

Lane, Philip R. “Financial Globalisation and the Crisis.” Open Economies Review, 
24(3):555–580, 2013.

Lane, Philip R. and Gian Maria Milesi-Ferretti. “External adjustment and the global 

crisis.” Journal of International Economics, 88(2):252–265, 2012.

Lane, Philip R. and Gian-Maria Milesi-Ferretti. “Global imbalances and external 
adjustment after the crisis.” IMF Working Papers 14/151, International Monetary Fund, 2014.

Obstfeld, Maurice. “Does the Current Account Still Matter?” American Economic 
Review, 102(3):1{23, May 2012a.

Obstfeld, Maurice. “Financial flows, financial crises, and global imbalances.” Journal 
of International Money and Finance, 31(3):469-480, 2012b.

Obstfeld, Maurice and Kenneth S. Rogoff. “Global Current Account Imbalances and 
Exchange Rate Adjustments.” Brookings Papers on Economic Activity, 36(1):67-146, 2005.

OECD. 2015 OECD survey of France - Growth and Jobs. Technical Report, April, 2015 .

Ozkan, Gulcin and Filiz Unsal. “External finance, sudden stops and financial crisis: 
what is different this time?” Discussion papers, Department of Economics, University of York, 
2010.

Rose, Andrew K. and Mark M. Spiegel. “Cross-country causes and consequences of 
the 2008 crisis: International linkages and American exposure.” NBER Technical Report 15358, 
National Bureau of Economic Research, 2009.

Vandevyvere, Windy. “The Dutch current account balance and net international 
investment position.” Technical Report 465, European Commission, 2012.



46

Trinity College Dublin Postgraduate Review | 2016

47

Katharina Bergant | External Adjustment and the Crisis

Blanchard, Olivier and Gian-Maria Milesi-Ferretti. “Global Imbalances: In 
Midstream?” CEPR Discussion Papers 7693, 2010;

Table 1 (above): Change in CA 0508-2014

Table 2 (below): Change in Current Account 0508-2014

t statistics in parentheses
* p < 0:10, ** p < 0:05, _*** p < 0:01
Dependent variable is the change in current account to GDP between 2005-2008 (average) 
and 2014.
NI = without Iceland, NB = without Baltics
OLS estimation with robust standard errors

Table 3: Change in Current Account 2005/2008 - 2014
t statistics in parentheses
* p < 0:10, ** p < 0:05, _*** p < 0:01
Dependent variable is the change in current account to GDP between 2005-2008 (average) 
and 2014.
NI = without Iceland, NB = without Baltics
OLS estimation with robust standard errors
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Table 4 (above): Change in Current Account 2005/2008 - 2014
t statistics in parentheses
* p < 0:10, ** p < 0:05, _*** p < 0:01
OLS estimation with robust standard errors

Table 5 (below): Natural log-change Real Effective Exchange Rate 2005/2008 - 2014
t statistics in parentheses
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01
Dependent variable is the ln-change of the real effective exchange rate 2005-2008 (average) 
and 2014.
NI = without Iceland, NB = without Baltics, EME = emerging countries,
ADV = advanced countries
OLS estimation with robust standard errors

Table 6 (above): Change Inflation (CPI) 2005/2008 - 2014t statistics in parentheses
* p < 0:10, ** p < 0:05, _*** p < 0:01
Dependent variable is the change in inflation rate between 2005-2008 (average) and 2014. 
The inflation is the percentage change of the CPI over previous year.
NI = without Iceland, NB = without Baltics
OLS estimation with robust standard errors

Table 7 (right): Change 
Inflation (CPI) 2005/2008 - 
2014

t statistics in parentheses
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 
0.01
Dependent variable is the 
ln-change of the real GDP 
between 2005-2008 (average) 
and 2014.
NI = without Iceland, NB 
= without Baltics, NBu = 
without Bulgaria, NG = 
without Greece 
OLS estimation with robust 
standard errors
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Table 8 (above):  Natural log-change Real GDP 2005/2008 - 2014

Table 9 (below):  Natural log-change Real GDP 2005/2008 - 2014

t statistics in parentheses
* p < 0:10, ** p < 0:05, _*** p < 0:01
Dependent variable is the ln-change of the real effective exchange rate 2005-2008 (average) 
and 2014.
NI = without Iceland, NB = without Baltics, NBu = without Bulgaria, NG = without Greece 
OLS estimation with robust standard errors

Table 10 (above): Natural log-change of Volume of Goods 2007/2008-2014

Table 11 (below):  Change Structural Fiscal Balance 2005/2008 - 2014

t statistics in parentheses
* p < 0:10, ** p < 0:05, _*** p < 0:01
Dependent variable is the ln-change of the real effective exchange rate 2005-2008 (average) 
and 2014.
PEG = pegged exchange rate, IMP = Imports, EXP = Exports, NI = without Ireland
OLS estimation with robust standard errors



52

Trinity College Dublin Postgraduate Review | 2016

53

Katharina Bergant | External Adjustment and the Crisis

Tables
Appendix
Country Samples

Country sample for Current Account Regression

Argentina; Australia; Austria; Belgium; Brazil; Bulgaria; Canada; Chile; China, People’s Rep. 
of; Hong Kong, China; Colombia; Costa Rica; Croatia; Czech Republic; Denmark; Dominican 
Republic; El Salvador; Estonia; Finland; France; Germany; Greece; Guatemala; Hungary; 
Iceland; India; Indonesia; Ireland; Israel; Italy; Japan; Korea, Republic of; Latvia; Lithuania; 
Malaysia; Mexico; Morocco; Netherlands; New Zealand; Norway; Pakistan; Peru; Philippines; 
Poland; Portugal; Romania; Russian Federation; Serbia, Republic of; Singapore; Slovak Republic; 
Slovenia; South Africa; Spain; Sri Lanka; Sweden; Switzerland; Taiwan Prov. of China; Thailand; 
Tunisia; Turkey; Ukraine; United Kingdom; United States; and Uruguay.

Country Sample for Regression Analysis (Imbalances)

Entire Sample: Argentina; Australia; Austria; Belgium; Brazil; Bulgaria; Canada; Chile; 
Colombia; China; People’s Rep. of; Hong Kong; China; Costa Rica; Croatia; Czech Republic; 
Denmark; Dominican Republic; El Salvador; Estonia; Finland; France; Germany; Greece; 
Guatemala; Hungary; Iceland; India; Indonesia; Ireland; Israel; Italy; Japan; Korea; Latvia; 
Lithuania; Malaysia; Mexico; Morocco; Netherlands; New Zealand; Norway; Pakistan; Peru; 
Philippines; Poland; Portugal; Romania; Russian Federation; Serbia; Singapore; Slovak 
Republic; Slovenia; South Africa; Spain; Sri Lanka; Sweden; Switzerland; Taiwan; Thailand; 
Tunisia; Turkey; Ukraine; United Kingdom; United States; Uruguay.
Euro Countries: Austria; Belgium; Finland; France; Germany; Greece; Ireland; Italy; Netherlands; 
Portugal; Spain.
Pegged Countries: All Euro countries; Bulgaria; China, P.R.: Hong Kong; Croatia; Denmark; El 
Salvador; Estonia; Latvia; Lithuania; Slovac Republic; Slovenia; Taiwan.
No Peg Countries: Argentina; Australia; Brazil; Canada; Chile; China, P.R.:Mainland; Columbia; 
Costa Rica; Czech Republic; Dominican Republic; Guatemala; Hungary; Iceland; India; 
Indonesia; Israel; Japan; Korea; Malaysia; Mexico; Morocco; New Zealand; Norway; Pakistan; 
Peru; Philippines; Poland; Romania; Russian Federation; Serbia; Singapore; South Africa; Sri 
Lanka; Sweden; Switzerland; Thailand; Tunisia; Turkey; Ukraine; United Kingdom; United 
States; Uruguay.
Advanced Countries: Australia; Austria; Belgium; Canada; Denmark; Finland; France; 
Germany; Greece; Iceland; Ireland; Israel; Italy; Netherlands; New Zealand; Norway; Portugal; 
Singapore; Spain; Sweden; Switzerland; United Kingdom; United States.
Emerging Countries: Argentina; Brazil; Bulgaria; Chile; China, P.R.: Hong Kong; China, P.R.: 
Mainland; Colombia; Costa Rica; Croatia; Czech Republic; Dominican Republic; El Salvador; 
Estonia; Guatemala; Hungary; India; Indonesia; Japan; Korea; Latvia; Lithuania; Malaysia; 
Mexico; Morocco; Pakistan; Peru; Philippines; Poland; Romania; Russian Federation; Serbia; 
Slovak Republic; Slovenia; South Africa; Sri Lanka; Taiwan; Thailand; Tunisia; Turkey; Ukraine; 
Uruguay.
Negative CAgap: Argentina; Austria; Brazil; Canada; Chile; China, P.R.:Mainland; Czech 
Republic; Denmark; Dominican Republic; El Salvador; Finland; France; Germany; Guatemala; 

Hungary; India; Indonesia; Israel; Italy; Japan; Malaysia; Mexico; Morocco; Netherlands; 
Norway; Peru; Philippines; Poland; Russian Federation; Singapore; Sri Lanka; Sweden; Taiwan; 
Thailand; Tunisia; Ukraine; Uruguay.
Positive CAgap: Australia; Belgium; Bulgaria; China, P.R.: Hong Kong; Colombia; Costa Rica; 
Croatia; Estonia; Greece; Iceland; Ireland; Korea; Latvia; Lithuania; New Zealand; Pakistan; 
Portugal; Romania; Serbia; Slovak Republic; Slovenia; South Africa; Spain; Switzerland; Turkey; 
United Kingdom; United States.

Data

The current account data is collected from the World Economic Outlook April 2015 database
Due to availability, the real effective exchange rate was collected from two sources: end of period 
2014 (annual) from the International Monetary Fund database (International Financial Statistics) 
and end of period December 2014 (monthly) from the world bank database
Inflation is percentage change of the Consumer Price Index over the previous year which is 
drawn from the International Monetary Fund database (International Financial Statistics)
The real GDP is collected from the International Monetary Fund database (International 
Financial Statistics)
Volume of imports and exports are drawn from the World Economic Outlook April 2015 database
The Harmonized Competitiveness Index is collected from the European Central Bank
Data of the structural fiscal balance is drawn from the World Economic Outlook April 2015 
database
The pre-crisis CAgap as well as the pre-crisis net foreign asset position were drawn from the 
dataset used in Lane and Milesi-Ferretti (2012, 2014)

Abbreviations
CAgap: Current Account Gap
CPI: Consumer Price Index
EUR: Euro
GBP: Great Britain Pound Sterling
GDP: Gross Domestic Product
OECD: Organisation of Economic Co-operation and Development
USD: United States Dollar
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Measuring permanency
A re-evaluation of the categorisation of units in Linguistic

Landscape studies

by
Deirdre A. Dunlevy1

Abstract
This research investigates the dynamic changes in the visual use of language in the 
public space in the city of A Coruña, Spain. An analysis of the linguistic landscape 
(LL) will demonstrate that transience is an element of the LL that must be taken into 
consideration when analysing the public space and thus this paper posits that the 
categorisation of units as temporary or permanent is insufficient for analysing LL 
accurately.
By using data collected in 2009 and 2014 of the same areas in the Galician city of A 
Coruña, this study investigates how the visibility of language changes over time in 
the same space. The data is analysed diachronically in the frame of the social changes 
that occurred over this period of time. I investigate if a change has occurred in the 
visibility of the minoritised language (Galician) vis-à-vis the dominant language 
(Castilian) in the LL of the city. The implications and reasons for such changes are 
interpreted in order to test the hypothesis that the transience and ever changing LL 
of an area, as is evident through a diachronic analysis of the LL, calls for more robust 
categorisations than those traditionally employed. 
The results of the research, as reflected in the examples discussed, suggest that the 
LL is a dynamic space that is constantly evolving, thus the arbitrary categorisation of 
units as temporary or permanent is not practical. This research concludes that such 
categorisations should be avoided in Linguistic Landscape research.

Keywords

Linguistic Landscape; Sociolinguistics; Methodology; Galicia; Spain

Introduction to Linguistic Landscape Studies

Linguistic Landscape (LL) studies consider the visual representation of 
language(s) in the public space. Studies have been conducted in diverse 
regions and language situations, complementing and stimulating 
traditional sociolinguistic research and offering an innovative approach 

1 B.A., M.Phil, Centre for Language and Communication Sciences, School of Linguistic, 
Speech and Communication Sciences, Trinity College Dublin. Trinity Long Room Hub, Trinity 
College Dublin, dunlevyd@tcd.ie.

to examining the changing nature of communities in an increasingly 
globalised world.

The field of linguistic landscape studies is a young and rapidly progressing 
area of sociolinguistics. However, linguists have long been interested in 
the meaning and implications of language on display in public spaces, 
as is evidenced by studies such as that conducted by Rosenbaum et al.2, 
Eastman and Stein3 and Spolsky and Cooper4. The expansion of the field 
has led to more studies focussing on the visual linguistic content in the 
public space, i.e. signage. Linguistic landscape studies (henceforth referred 
to as LL), has come to encompass many fields, and LL methodologies 
and investigations have in turn been applied to many fields, especially 
education, semiotics, multilingualism and sociology. 

Landry and Bourhis’s oft-quoted study of the perceptions of Francophone 
high school students of public signs in Canadian provinces defines the 
linguistic landscape as “the language of public road signs, advertising 
billboards, street names, place names, commercial shop signs, and 
public signs on government buildings combin[ing] to form the linguistic 
landscape of a given territory, region, or urban agglomeration”5. Since the 
development of this area of study however, this definition has increasingly 
been viewed as too restrictive as researchers expand the study of LL from 
the definition offered by Landry and Bourhis to include the study of 
“language in the environment, words and images displayed and exposed 
in public spaces”6. More recent studies include newer modes of signage 
such as moving signs (electronic) and other areas that have only recently 
come to be considered important elements of the LL, such as graffiti and 
what Kallen terms the detritus zone, that is linguistic elements that have 
been discarded such as litter 7. Kasanga states “”[t]hese developments [in 

2 Yehudit Rosenbaum et al., “English on Keren Kayemet Street,” in The Spread of English, ed. 
Joshua A. Fishman, Robert L. Cooper, and Andrew W. Conrad (Rowley, MA: Newbury House 
Publishers, 1977).
3 Carol M. Eastman and Roberta F. Stein, “Language Display: Authenticating Claims to Social 
Identity,” Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development 14, no. 3 (1993).
4 Bernard Spolsky and Robert L. Cooper, The Languages of Jerusalem  (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1991); The Languages of Jerusalem.
5 Rodrigue Landry and Richard Y. Bourhis, “Linguistic Landscape and Ethnolinguistic 
Vitality: An Empirical Study,” Journal of Language and Social Psychology 16, no. 1 (1997): 25.
6 Elana Shohamy and Durk Gorter, “Introduction,” in Linguistic Landscape: Expanding the 
Scenery, ed. Elana Shohamy and Durk Gorter (London: Routledge, 2009), 1.
7 Jeffrey Kallen, “Changing Landscapes: Language, Space and Policy in the Dublin Linguistic 
Landscape,” in Semiotic Landscapes: Language, Image, Space, ed. Adam Jaworski and Crispin 
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LL studies] have blurred the dichotomies public versus private domains, 
real versus virtual modes, subjective representations versus objective 
physical environment and local versus global perspectives”8. It is this 
blurring of dichotomies and acceptance that there is conflict within the 
visual public space that has resulted in the advancement and development 
of the types of areas and types of signs being analysed in LL studies.

LL studies now consider how each unit contributes to the overall 
sociolinguistic composition of a community. It focusses on the linguistic 
content of signs, but also considers other semiotic factors including the 
use of colour, logos, and typeface in the creation of a sign, and the effect 
that has on the interpretation of a sign. The analysis and study of the 
LL demonstrates many different aspects of sociolinguistics. The visual 
elements can inform of in-group and out-group social patterns in a 
community, and gives information about the linguistic situation as well 
as any language conflict or struggle that is present in that community. As 
Shohamy and Ghazaleh-Mahajneh note “the study of LL can be used as an 
empirical yardstick and as an activist and transformational tool to challenge 
these notions, to question and dispute acceptable terms and categories 
and to look for descriptions of language which are more relevant to how 
languages are viewed in this day and age. LL is a useful tool to examine 
language in such contexts”9. 

In this contextual frame, this paper will review the concept of permanency 
as it is applied to units in the LL. Considering examples taken from research 
conducted in the Galician city of A Coruña in 2009 and 2014, the notion of 
permanent and temporary as applied to the categorisation of units will be 
refuted.

The categorisation of units as temporary and permanent

Thus far Linguistic Landscape studies have largely been synchronic 
investigations, as studies are conducted at one particular time. A landscape 

Thurlow (London: Continuum, 2010).
8 Luanga Adrien Kasanga, “Mapping the Linguistic Landscape of a Commerical 
Neighbourhood in Central Phnom Penh,” Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development 
33, no. 6 (2012): 555-56.
9 Elana Shohamy and Marwan Abu. Ghazaleh-Mahajneh, “Linguistic Landscape as a Tool 
for Interpreting Language Vitality: Arabic as a ‘Minority’ Language in Israel.,” in Minority 
Languages in the Linguistic Landscape, ed. Durk Gorter, Heiko F. Marten, and Luk Van Mensel 
(Hampshire: Palgrave MacMillan, 2012), 105.

is analysed as a static object and data as representative of the language 
situation of a given area as a whole. Inherent to LL studies is an assumption 
of timelessness in our data analysis. Yet our public spaces are constantly 
changing and adapting to meet the needs and requirements of the 
community. Signage of all genres is transient: some visual representations 
may be visible momentarily in a space, such as a placard in a protest march 
(Aboelezz; Chun 10) or a moving electronic sign. Equally, signs traditionally 
considered to be permanent, such as street name signs and building signs, 
also adjust with changes in infrastructure or government. But the presence 
of a sign in a specific location is significant for that moment in time and 
informs of the dynamic nature of the LL. 

The presumption of a static landscape, and the notion of permanence has 
meant that studies are largely synchronic in nature. However, I propose 
here that the notion of permanence in the LL should be disregarded as all 
signs are potentially open to change. There is a need to refocus and look at 
the landscape as a dynamic forum, and LL studies must adapt accordingly, 
and step away from the notion of permanency. 

By focussing on a purely synchronic approach to LL studies we are reducing 
the landscape to a static, fixed element of the public space. However it 
is recognised across the majority of studies that this is not the case. By 
approaching LL studies from a diachronic perspective, we open the 
analysis to a consideration of the changes over time, and how both the LL 
interacts with the public space and vice versa, allowing us to understand 
in an innovative way the dynamics of this relationship and the role the LL 
plays in a given community.

It is only now as LL studies matures as a field that we are in a position to, 
and have sufficiently archived data to, conduct more diachronic focussed 
studies. By considering the past in an analysis of the present LL, a deeper 
understanding of the complex relationship of language in the public space 
can be explored.

Thus in consideration of this, I explore the LL through the means of a 
diachronic approach of analysis in the city of A Coruña in Galicia, Northern 

10 Mariam Aboelezz, “The Geosemiotics of Tahrir Square: A Study of the Relationship 
between Discourse and Space,” Journal of Language and Politics 13, no. 4 (2014); Christian W. 
Chun, “Mobilities of a Linguistic Landscape at Los Angeles City Hall Park,” ibid.
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Spain by considering data collected in 2009 and 2014. Galicia is an officially 
bilingual community where the official language of the State, Castilian, 
is spoken and visible alongside the autochthonous minoritised language, 
Galician. 

By analysing the LL diachronically I aim to demonstrate that the LL is a 
dynamic space that is affected by change constantly, thus categorising 
signs as permanent or temporary is incongruous. The evolving signs 
demonstrate the changing LL as it reflects the according changes in society, 
and can inform of the status of both the official languages as well as the 
influence of other languages in the public space in the community. I will 
hypothesise, based on ethnographic observations, on the compatibility 
of this method of categorisation, as observed in the city of A Coruña, by 
comparing data collected in 2009 and 2014.

Transience as a factor in the LL

Traditionally in the analysis of LL, units have been categorised by different 
defining characteristics, including the simplified categorisation of units 
as either temporary or permanent. Such categorisations are necessary 
for analysing and attributing understanding of language dominance in 
the various social domains within a speech community. As the definition 
of the field and what LL is has matured, so too have the terms by which 
the units are categorised. As of yet, no methodology has been developed 
that has been universally adopted with regard to these studies, however 
the categorisations of signs based on characteristics is a common element 
across studies. Some of these genres have been universally accepted. 
This study will explore the insufficiency of the categorisation of units as 
temporary and permanent.

Early studies (Backhaus11) rely on the categorising of units as temporary or 
permanent in order to analyse the LL in question. However, the classification 
of signage as either permanent or temporary is not as definitive as it would 
first appear. Official government- placed signage such as street signs would 
primarily appear to be fixed and permanent. However governments 

11 Peter Backhaus, Linguistic Landscape: A Comparative Study of Urban Multilingualism in Tokyo  
(Clevedon: Multilingual Matter, 2007); “Rules and Regulations in Linguistic Landscaping: A 
Comparative Perspective,” in Linguistic Landscape: Expanding the Scenery, ed. Elana Shohamy 
and Durk Gorter (London: Routledge, 2009)..

and policies change, and so too does the associated signage, therefore 
considering them to be a permanent fixture is imprecise. I suggest that 
the idea of permanent signage is not accurate as permanency itself is a 
subjective concept. Stroud and Jegels, in their study of Manenberg, refer to 
the transience of place, suggesting that “[p]laces themselves are ‘mobile’, 
they can change and shift shape over time as new building constructions, 
transport systems, and patterns of migration alter the physical, cultural 
and linguistic landscape of a site”12, This changing shift over time will, 
therefore, extend to the signage that is visible in the public space.

During the Franco regime in Spain (1936-1975) all signage was in Castilian 
only and no other language was permitted in the landscape, as part of the 
dictator’s regime to promote the image of a united, homogenous nation. 
However, with the end of the regime came a change in policy and ‘foreign’ 
languages, namely other European languages such as French and English, 
began appearing in the landscape1. Also, with the end of the dictatorship 
the autonomous communities were able to display their autochthonous 
language in signage legally, as the Constitution of 1978 declared the co-
officiality of Galician, Basque and Catalan languages within their regions. 
In Galicia, the Statute of Autonomy and establishment of the local 
government, Xunta de Galicia, led to the ratification of the Laws of Linguistic 
Normalisation 1983 and the further promotion of Galician in the public 
sphere. Currently in the city of A Coruña, bilingualism is advocated as the 
policy to be adopted for all official signage. However, policy in the past has 
advocated for signs to be visible in the regional language only, thus what is 
considered ‘permanent’ signage, or fixed signage, is in fact also temporary 
and can, and does, change along with other societal changes such as 
shifts in power, status and speech community dominances. Pietikäinen et 
al. consider the LL to be a ‘frozen action’, in that the “LL can be seen as 
an array of traces of past and present processes impacting on the social 
environment. It also indexes the people and practices of these spaces”13. 
It is a frozen linguistic action compared to other indicators of language 
use. And so, the temporality or permanency of a sign is not pertinent to 
the analysis of the LL, as the LL is a more wholly permanent example of 
language use than other forms of communication, as the actions took place 

12 Christopher Stroud and Dmitri Jegels, “Semiotic Landscapes and Mobile Narrations of 
Place: Performing the Local,” International Journal of the Sociology of Language 228(2014): 180.
13 Sari Pietikäinen et al., “Frozen Actions in the Arctic Linguistic Landscape: A Nexus Analysis 
of Language Processes in Visual Space,” International Journal of Multilingualism 8, no. 4 (2011).
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in the past. This is related to the concept of linguistic layering, as advocated 
by Backhaus14. Through the analysis of the LL, past policies can be visible 
in a space and thus explored, which may demonstrate a monolingually 
dominant landscape where languages previously shared a space, or vice 
versa. Stroud and Jegels acknowledge that “[s]emiotic landscapes thus 
become a source of insight into a sociolinguistics of mobility rather than 
linguistic localisation”15. Spaces are fluid, moving and changing, therefore 
it should be expected that the signage will alter to reflect this dynamic. 
This concept will be explored further in the following sections through 
the means of the diachronic analysis of the LL in the city of A Coruña. By 
analysing the LL of a designated area in A Coruña diachronically this paper 
will explore the reasons why the categorisation of units as temporary or 
permanent is not practical, and also aim to discover what can be learned 
from the changing LL.

Galicia

The historic autonomous community of Galicia lies in the North-west of 
the Iberian Peninsula (Figure 1), and covers an area of 29,574km2, which 
is 6% of mainland Spain, and has a population of approximately 2,765,940 
according to the census data of 2013, with the vast majority living in the 
coastal regions16. 

Galicia is an officially bilingual community, where the official language 
of the State, Castilian, is spoken alongside the autochthonous minoritised 
language, Galician. The statistics with regard to language use in Galicia 
are favourable towards Galician. Although the highest reported levels of 
Galician are in the rural areas, these rural areas account for two-thirds of 
the Galician community. Galician is the prevailing language among the 
population, at 68.6%, with only 10.8% claiming to use Castilian exclusively 

17. Bilingualism is the most usual practise, with a marked preference for 
the Galician language. With regard to language competencies, there is an 
intergenerational falling, although the younger generations do have higher 

14 Backhaus, Linguistic Landscape: A Comparative Study of Urban Multilingualism in Tokyo.
15 Stroud and Jegels, “Semiotic Landscapes and Mobile Narrations of Place: Performing the 
Local,” 196.
16 “Padrón. Población por municipios”. Instituto nacional de estadística, Last modified: 17 
December, 2015. http://www.ine.es/jaxi/menu.do?type=pcaxis&path=%2Ft20%2Fe260&fil
e=inebase&L=0
17 Manuel González González et al., eds., Mapa Sociolingüística De Galicia Vol. I: Lingua E 
Competencia Lingüística En Galicia (A Coruña: Real Academia Galega, 2007).

levels of ability in reading and writing Galician, which can be attributed 
to the introduction of compulsory education and the reintroduction of the 
Galician language to the education system18. 

The city of A Coruña has a population of approximately 245,923 and is the 
largest and most industrial city of the province19. Historically and socially, A 
Coruña has the lowest presence of Galician speakers of the cities of Galicia. 
This is due in part to the fact that A Coruña was once the administrative 
capital of Galicia and also to the progress of industry and the presence of 
a military base in the city, resulting in a larger influx of Castilian speakers 
in the city than other areas20. As a result, Galician was stigmatised as it was 
associated with the rural community of Galicia and so Castilian was favoured 
by many in the city and viewed as a key to social advancement and prestige. 
As Beswick notes, it was not until the 1960s that Galician began to be used 
in urban areas as a formal oral language as an alternative to Castilian 21. The 
effect of this is still visible in the city today, as will be shown in the data. 2

18 Ibid., 91.
19 “Padrón. Población por municipios”. Instituto nacional de estadística.
20 Jaine E. Beswick, Regional Nationalism in Spain: Language Use and Ethnic Identity in Galicia  
(Clevedon: Multilingual Matters, 2007), 64.
21 Ibid., 135.

Fig 1:.Location of Galicia highlighted on a map of Spain
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Methods

The data for this study was collected in the city of A Coruña in Galicia, 
northern Spain. The first data set was collected in 2009, a time of relative 
economic stability in a prosperous city when cracks were only beginning 
to appear in the economy. The second data set is from 2014, against a much 
changed backdrop of a very different economic and social situation to that of 
five years previous. Social unrest and political dissatisfaction, unprecedented 
levels of unemployment, especially among the younger population, and 
increasing social and political turmoil in a country fraught with scandals, 
cover-ups and changing ideals led to much change in the public sphere. 

The exact same space was analysed in both instances; that is the main 
square of the city of A Coruña, Plaza Maria Pita. This square was chosen, 
following Huebner, as it is deemed to be representative of the cityscape 22. 
It is the main square in the city, situated at the edge of the old town and 
adjacent to the main shopping area. The establishments in and around the 
square are mainly shops and restaurants, with residential apartments in 
the upper floors. The square also has a number of glass buildings known 
as galerías dotted around which serve as cafes and restaurants. When an 
event is to be celebrated in the city the main celebration will normally 
centre on the square, and so it was for its central role in the life of the city, 
its central location as well as its economic and social importance that this 
square was chosen as the survey area.

The data collection consisted of photographing and categorising every unit 
in the square, resulting in a total of 318 signs in the 2014 data set and 205 
signs in the 2009 set. The photographic capturing of data was conducted in 
each instance over a defined and limited period of two to three days. Each 
unit was photographed and the visible language(s) noted as well as other 
defining features such as the genre of the unit (e.g. official, transgressive). 
Following Backhaus a unit was considered to be “any piece of written text 
within a spatially definable frame” thus each individual sign “irrespective 
of its size” counted as a single unit 23. Consideration was given to the 
traditional categorisations of temporary and permanent in order to discern 

22 Thom Huebner, “Bangkok’s Linguistic Landscapes: Environmental Print, Codemixing 
and Language Change.,” in Linguistic Landscape: A New Approach to Multilingualism, ed. Durk 
Gorter (Clevedon: Multilingual Matters, 2006).
23 Peter Backhaus, “Multilingualism in Tokyo: A Look into the Linguistic Landscape,” ibid., 
55.

the practicality and reliability of such categorisations.

Results 

Looking quantitatively at the data in broad terms, there are notable changes 
in the visibility and dominance of languages in the LL. In the LL in 2009, 
monolingual signs were much more common than the bilingual, state 
advocated sign. In A Coruña, 153 monolingual signs were recorded in the 
data set, 13 bilingual Castilian-Galician and 11 multilingual or bilingual 
involving one of the official languages and another language. In the LL of 
the 2014 data set, monolingual signage is still much more common than 
bilingual signage. Bilingual signage has increased slightly (see Figure 3), 
multilingual and other language visibility have remained steady, as has 
instances of language mixing (mostly in menus). As can be seen in Table 1 
and Table 2, the visibility of the Galician language in monolingual signs has 
reduced significantly, whereas monolingual Castilian units have increased 
by 11%. 

The promotion of the Galician language through the advocating of 
Galician in the LL has brought the language in to the public life in a salient 
and visible manner, helping to destigmatise and rejuvenate the image 
of the language. Spanish language policy allows for diversity, in that 
each autonomous community and local government are responsible for 
decisions on language visibility within their own regions. Thus changes 
in local governments can often affect the signage, as even within the 

Tables 1 and 2: Charts of language visibility in 2009 (T.1) and 2014 (T.2) 3
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autonomous community of Galicia variances can be noted from city to city. 
Cities and provinces can have differing local policies, and so, depending 
on the political power in that local government, the policies regarding 
language vary even within the autonomous community. 

An analysis of the official signage demonstrates the complexity and 
dynamic nature of the linguistic landscape. The layering of older official 
signs with newer signs demonstrates the changing policies of the 
governments (Figures 2 and 3). This change is evident even within the 
five year period in which this data collection was carried out. In the 2009 
data collection, only two official signs were visible in the data area that 
were monolingually Galician. By 2014, this number had increased to five. 
Official bilingual signage also increased from seven units to twelve within 
the time frame, while monolingually Castilian official units decreased 
from eleven to ten (Table 3). Although this is only a decrease of one unit, 
together with the increase in monolingual Galician units and the State 
advocated bilingual signage, it demonstrates the directional change over 
time of official language policy away from Castilian towards a bilingual 
policy which favours Galician. This change in a short five year timeframe 
reinforces the notion of temporality, even in official signs.

There is still a diverse variety of signs visible in the area, as monolingual 
Castilian, monolingual Galician, bilingual and multilingual signs are all 
present in the public space. Overall however, there is a notable change in 
the decrease in the visibility of Galician in the overall data set (Tables 1 
and 2). While the visibility of monolingual Castilian signs has increased 
by just over 10%, the sharp decrease in monolingual Galician signs is 
more salient, with such signage dropping from 26% to 9% in the five year 

period between both data collections. All other language combinations 
have remained relatively steady in this time, thus further analysis of this 
decrease in Galician signage is necessary. Bilingual signage has increased 
slightly, from 7% to 10%, but the dominance of Castilian monolingual 
signs remains, as they now constitute over half of the signage in the area 
analysed. The decreasing visibility of Galician in the LL is contrary to 
language policies supporting bilingual signage and the promotion of the 
minoritised language in all aspects of society. 

Discussion

The revival and increase in Galician language competence is reflected in 
the visual language in the use of Galician in bottom-up, unofficial signs 
reflecting the language use among the members of the community, rather 
than policy-imposed top-down language display of official signage. This 
change in time visible in a short, five year span indicates the importance 
of evaluating all signage in a LL study. By including all forms of signage, 
even those considered to be transient or marginal, such as graffiti and 
transgressive signage, a snapshot of language use at that moment in time 
in a community can be analysed. The influence of transient signs on the 
LL of a public space should be given equal value to the official signs that 
are considered to be permanent as even within a short time period, their 
influence on the public space is notable. 

In her study in Kyiv, Ukraine, Pavlenko found language change to be a 

Fig 2: Official Street sign in Castilian Fig 3: Example of bilingual street sign Table 3:.Language visibility in Official signage
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result of changes in political regimes rather than a reflection of a larger 
language shift 24. This is noticeable in the linguistic layering of older 
street signs in A Coruña, as changes in political forces have resulted in an 
overhaul of the changes of language dominance in the area 25. During the 
Franco regime (1936-1975) all minoritised languages were prohibited from 
use in the public sphere. Thus the LL during that period would have been 
almost exclusively monolingual Castilian. Towards the latter half of the 
regime the policies began to relax, and other languages began to appear 
in the public sphere, as mentioned above. However it was not until after 
the death of Franco that other languages were openly displayed in the 
public space. With the Statutes of Autonomy in the 1980s came further 
strengthening of the status of the minoritised languages in the three 
historic autonomous communities, thus promoting the visibility of these 
languages in their communities. This is visible in the units from the period 
of the regime that are still present. There is variation within the signage that 
can be attributed to linguistic layering, that is, the layering of older signs 
and new ones. Linguistic layering relates to Pietikäinen et al.’s concept of 
frozen action as it can give clues as to the language practices and policies 
historically in a community 26. This can be seen in the example of Figure 44. 
Here the old signage carved in stone above the door is visible, in Castilian 
only. However, the school is now a museum, with the modern signage in 
the foreground declaring it the Museo escola das nenas (Galician) as opposed 
to the Escuela de niñas (Castilian) that the old signage displays. There is no 
translation provided or correspondence between the two, thus suggesting 
that both units stand alone, however they also represent the language 
policies of their respective governments. The older sign, etched in stone 
reminds the viewer of the previous monolingual policy that existed in the 
region, prohibiting the minority language of Galician, whereas the newer 
sign demonstrates the change in policy towards inclusion and promotion 
of the Galician language, to the extent that it is promoted above Castilian. 
In fact, contextualising both of these signs, we see the replacement of one 
monolingual language promotion with another, as the monolingual sign 

24 Aneta Pavlenko, “Linguistic Landscape of Kyiv, Ukraine: A Diachronic Study,” in Linguistic 
Landscape in the City, ed. Elana Shohamy, Eliezer Ben-Rafael, and Monica Barni (Bristol: 
Multilingual Matters, 2010).
25 Peter Backhaus, “Signs of Multilingualism in Tokyo: A Diachronic Look at the Linguistic 
Landscape,” International Journal of the Sociology of Language 175(2005).
26 Pietikäinen et al., “Frozen Actions in the Arctic Linguistic Landscape: A Nexus Analysis of 
Language Processes in Visual Space.”

in Galician is favoured rather than a bilingual unit displaying support for 
both official languages. The presence of both simultaneously provides the 
viewer with the understanding that the language of the area has seen a 
change in the period between the establishment of this School for Girls and 
the current day.

This reinforces the idea that permanency and temporality should not be 
depended on as categories for LL analysis. Official street signs change in 
accordance with changing policies and governments, and past governments 
can leave their footprint on the linguistic landscape through old signage 
that remains visible. Governments do not always remove all signage before 
placing their own; oftentimes the signs will co-exist, thus informing the 
viewer of a change in policy. However, old signs are generally replaced, 
be it through the removal and installation of new signs or the covering 
over or introduction of different signage. Thus if these official signs, that 
are often considered to be fixed or permanent, are in fact transient and 
can change depending on policy and political power, then what happens 
the other signage in the public space? As a space is reinvented under 
changing language policies, so too are some of the linguistic elements of 
the public space. The saliency of the change in signage is dependent on 
the abruptness and extremity of such changes politically. Typically in cases 
such as war, revolution and occupation signs are instantly changed, with 

Fig 4:.Example of linguistic layering
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such processes often being documented and celebrated. Galicia, on the 
other hand, has experienced more passive and subtle political changes, 
and although the changes were linguistically loaded, the language did not 
become as politicised in the process as it has in other regions, even within 
Spain, such as Catalonia. 

By analysing units on a more semiotic basis and focussing on the functions 
or genres where the decrease in the visibility of Galician is most noticeable, 
some changes can be noted. There was a change in one particular area 
that may suggest a change in language policy of the current government 
compared to that of the previous government and can contribute to 
explaining the decrease in monolingual Galician units. At the time of 
the first data collection, A Coruña was in the midst of a bid for UNESCO 
heritage declaration for the Torre de Hercules, the oldest functioning Roman 
lighthouse. There were numerous posters in the collection site (Figure 
5), declaring support for the lighthouse to be recognised as a UNESCO 
heritage site. Consequently, the campaign around the bid had a significant 
impact on the LL at the time of the study, and thus impacted the results. 
The fact that these signs impacted the number of bilingual and Galician 
only signs shows the importance given to language in this campaign of 
patrimony. Both Galician and Spanish were used in promoting the local 
attraction: Galician was used for what Kallen terms ‘authenticity’; in order 
to promote the idea of a unique cultural heritage 27. The commodification 

of the autochthonous language, 
Galician, would have also 
appealed to local audiences thus 
gaining support and publicity 
for the bid, using the language 
as a marker of Galician identity. 
Castilian was used much less 
frequently and appeared only 
ever in bilingual signs with 
Galician for this campaign. It was 
used in order to appeal to Spain 
in general, to promote the idea of 

27 Jeffrey Kallen, “Tourism and Representation in the Irish Linguistic Landscape,” in Linguistic 
Landscape: Expanding the Scenery, ed. Elana Shohamy and Durk Gorter (London: Routledge, 
2009).

the lighthouse as a part of Spain, thus garnering support for the Patrimony 
bid on a national level.

A comparable campaign that is visible in the second data set is that of 
#Coruñasemueve, which is promotional material for A Coruña as a tourist 
destination (Figure 6). It is also visible in English and is translated as 
#Corunarocks, but there is no reference to Galician or explicit use of the 
Galician language in this campaign. An obvious reason for this would be 
that it is a tourism campaign, so it is clearly not aimed at Galician speakers, 
but rather has an external focus. It is trying to encourage tourism from 
outside of Galicia, both from the rest of Spain and global tourism in general. 
However, the Patrimony campaign was not a local event either; it was a 
national effort and part of a global campaign, but the Galician language was 
deemed to be adequately valuable and suitable for use in this campaign. 
Both of these campaigns were official, government backed endeavours. 
Therefore, although officially language policy has not changed with the 
change in power, there are suggestions that there may be a move away 
from the nationalistic Galician advocating of the previous government and 
policies towards a more globalised 
approach to multilingualism 
in the public space.  Thus the 
analysis of these two unit types, 
which would traditionally be 
regarded as temporary but top-
down, demonstrates the influence 
that these units can have on the 
overall language dominance and 
visibility of languages in a given 
time. These temporary top-down 
units are indicative of the official 
policies and so are indexical of the 
implementation of policies by local 
governments in a more succinct 
manner than top-down signs that 
are considered permanent, such 
as street signs, as they can reflect 
change sooner than signs such as 
street name signs.

Fig 5:.Unit of cultural promotion in 2009.

Fig 6:.Unit of cultural promotion at the 
Tourist information centre, 2014
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The temporality of the LL is often assumed rather than assessed. By 
categorising units as permanent, we are assigning an arbitrary status to an 
object that is not a true reflection of that object or its purpose in the visual 
public space. For instance, if the researcher collects data during the day, 
during business hours, the data collected will reflect a representation of 
the visual space in that community at that time. However, should the same 
researcher return to the same space, but at night, the data collected will 
have changed; shop shutters will cover units the researcher had considered 
to be salient on the street, other units previously unnoticed or deemed to 
be unremarkable may take on a dominant role in the nightscape due to 
reflective material of the sign or lighting. Moving, electronic signs may lie 
dormant and blank outside of office hours. So even within the short time 
frame of one day, the LL can change dramatically and what is seen evolves 
constantly. Thus, such categorising of signage as permanent is misleading 
and erroneous. 

In a similar way, the labelling of signage as temporary is also misleading 
as there is no concrete manner of defining temporary. A sign allocated to 
the category may be visible for a few years or just a few short moments. Its 
longevity as a visible marker in the public space is not the main concern; 
the fact that it was ever visible is what is of interest. 

In order to demonstrate this, I will briefly examine examples that were 
present in the 2014 data set that were not visible in 2009. The most salient 
change in the city between 2009 and 2014 was the impact of the economic 
crisis on the city, with a notable turnover in establishments. As well as 
business closures, there was also an upsurge in small bakeries and cafes 
noted in the area in the 2014 dataset. However transient the presence of 
these establishments may be, the linguistic elements they bring to the public 
space are important as they lead to dynamic changes in the LL. Frozen 
yoghurt places incorporated the ö into branding, as in Smöoy (Figure 7), in 
order to commodify Scandinavian languages in an effort to exoticise the 
name and suggest Nordic connotations associated with the frozen yoghurt 
chain. Names of bakeries were visible in English and embraced the general 
aesthetic of the ‘all American diner’, in order to exploit the association of 
such foods (e.g. cupcakes, brownies) with the US (Figure 8). Thus these 
establishments are introducing other linguistic items to the LL, for reasons 
not related to the speech community in question. Their presence in the LL, 

however transient, tells of a speech community that is not only bilingual, 
but globalised and cosmopolitan.

There is also evidence in some businesses of little to no change to the 
signage and their contribution to the LL. Figures 9 and 10 illustrate such 
an example, as it is clear that not even the menu has changed. These signs 
reinforce the uncertainty of categorising units as temporary and permanent. 
Hand painted signs in a restaurant displaying the menu would normally 
be classified as temporary, as it would be assumed that the handmade 
nature indexes temporality, as well as the content, as menus would be 
expected to change. Thus it would not be expected that a menu would 
remain completely unchanged over such a long period. However, the sign 
instead displays characteristics of what would traditionally be considered 
to be a permanent unit through its longevity of presence. 

Conclusion

This article explored the dynamics of the changing LL and asserted 
an understanding of the relationship between the changing Linguistic 

Fig 7: Smöoy shopfront. 
2014

Fig 8: Shopfront to the bakery, The Moon Cake 
Bakery. 2014
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Landscape and the status of both of the official languages in the community. 
The ambiguous nature of assigning arbitrary unit categorisations of 
temporary and permanent to signs was emphasised and explored.

As with Pavlenko’s study in Kyiv, in A Coruña the LL demonstrated the 
idea of asymmetrical bilingualism- official signage in both languages, but 
commercial and private signage tended to be in one of the two 28. Within 
the five year period between both data collections, there have been a 
number of political and social changes in the community, reflections 
of which are noted in the LL. The visibility of Galician in monolingual 
units has decreased dramatically, and should be compared to the figures 
of spoken language use when such data becomes available. While the 
visibility of foreign languages in the LL of A Coruña has not changed, the 
spheres in which it is used have, thus the introduction of English into the 
governmental tourism campaign tells of the increasing value placed on the 
English language in the globalised world. 

In considering the categorising of units into temporary and permanent 
signage, it was concluded that transience is an element of the LL that 
must also be taken into consideration when analysing the public space 
in this way. Such categorisations should not be depended on as they are 

28 Pavlenko, “Linguistic Landscape of Kyiv, Ukraine: A Diachronic Study.”

misleading and do not reflect the reality of an ever changing space. Cultural 
patrimony units had an impact on the language visibility in 2009, as at that 
time the language was being used as a tool for cultural promotion. In 2014 
the main campaign is the #Coruñasemueve campaign, which shows how 
the focus has moved from the local to the global market as the campaign 
is visible in both Castilian and English, but Galician is not used. Thus the 
analysis of these two comparable campaigns demonstrates the changing 
language usage and attitudes. Although these both deal with temporary 
units, they impact results and effect the language presence at the period in 
time, thus being significant to the analysis. By re-evaluating categories of 
temporary and permanent, it is evident that such arbitrary assignation is 
not adequate for reflecting the dynamic use of languages in the analysis of 
the LL of a multilingual, living community. 

In broader terms, the results of the research suggest that the LL is a dynamic 
space that is constantly evolving, thus the arbitrary categorisation of units 
as temporary or permanent is not practical. This research contributes 
to the development of methodology in the field and concludes that the 
categorisation of units as temporary or permanent should be avoided in 
Linguistic Landscape research.
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The ‘Othering’ of inner-city Dublin Communities in  
Paula Meehan’s play Mrs Sweeney and 

Sebastian Barry’s The Pride of Parnell Street
by
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Abstract
This essay considers the ‘othering’ of Dublin inner-city communities as portrayed in 
Paula Meehan’s play Mrs Sweeney and Sebastian Barry’s The Pride of Parnell Street.
In Paula Meehan’s play Mrs Sweeney the community is depicted from within, 
and presented as othered from the rest of society through the social status of the 
community itself and its isolation from the surrounding society. This representation 
is further highlighted through the segmentation of other isolated groups within the 
inner-city community, particularly those dying from AIDS who are presented as 
intravenous drug users. In contrast, Sebastian Barry’s play fails to achieve the same 
level of authenticity as the woman and the dying AIDS individual, despite their on 
stage monologues, appear to be observed from outside the community, at a distance 
that invites a questioning of the authenticity of Barry’s depiction of the inner-city 
community.
The depiction of the AIDS infected person in 1999 expecting imminent death as 
conveyed in Sebastian Barry’s play The Pride of Parnell Street recalls the hysteria 
of the media and public from a decade earlier. The associated inaccuracies in this 
depiction, allied with the clichéd depiction of Dublin calls into doubt Barry’s 
portrayal of the two inner-city Dubliners as fully rounded characters, and even as 
representative of their community. 
In opposition, Paula Meehan’s play Mrs Sweeney repeatedly demonstrates a 
community voiced from within to portray an authentic depiction of this othered 
community, including the individual groups (unemployed, women, junkies and 
those dead or dying from AIDS) who are further marginalised in Maria Goretti 
Mansions. 
In contrast, Sebastian Barry’s play The Pride of Parnell Street attempts to convey the 
characters of Janet and Joe in a light that would break down the otherness of the 
inner-city. Ultimately Barry ‘others’ not only the community Joe and Janet represent 
(inner-city Dubliners), but also all those living with AIDS. 
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In Paula Meehan’s play Mrs Sweeney the inner-city community is depicted 
from within, and presented as othered from the rest of society. Meehan 
represents this concept of otherness through the social status of the 
community itself, along with its isolation from the surrounding society. 
Furthermore, it is emphasised through the segmentation of additional 
isolated groups existing within this inner-city community, particularly 
those dying from AIDS who are presented as drug users. In contrast, 
Sebastian Barry’s play, The Pride of Parnell Street, fails to achieve the same 
level of authenticity since the woman and the dying AIDS individual 
appear to be observed at a distance by the playwright. This implied distance 
invites a questioning of the authenticity suggested by the characters and 
community depicted on stage. Moreover, unlike Meehan’s play, this 
distance serves to further other a community already placed as separate 
from the rest of society.

Meehan’s Mrs Sweeney is set within the community of Maria Goretti 
Mansions2 where unemployment is so commonplace that there is “only 
[one] man in G Block with a job”.3 Meehan is presenting a section of society 
which Karl Marx defines as the “lumpenproletariat … an underclass defined 
by its marginality with respect to the principal social division of capitalist 
society”.4 More specifically, the term underclass is also defined as those 
occupying “the lowest level of the socioeconomic pyramid in industrial 
nations, comprising the unemployed, working poor, and persons in low-
paid, temporary, and part-time work, often only marginally connected to 
the mainstream of society, lacking power and influence”.5 More importantly 
Meehan is portraying a community that is othered. The concept of other 
or othering places a “person or a group outside and/or in opposition to 
what is considered to be the norm”. 6 Moreover, the concept constructs the 
othered as “not simply different … but as negative, inferior, and abnormal 

2 Paula Meehan, “Mrs Sweeney,” in Rough Magic: First Plays, ed. Siobhán Bourke (York: 
Methuen Publishing, 1999), 396.
3 Meehan, “Mrs Sweeney,” 427.
4 “Lumpenproletariat,” in Dictionary of the Social Sciences (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2002), accessed April 10, 2015, http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/
acref/9780195123715.001.0001/acref-9780195123715-e-1000. 
5 “Underclass,” in A Dictionary of Public Health, ed. John Last (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2007), accessed April 10, 2015, http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/
acref/9780195160901.001.0001/acref-9780195160901-e-4579.
6 “Other/othering,” in A Dictionary of Social Work and Social Care, ed. John Harris and 
Vicky White (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), accessed April 25, 2015, http://
www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780199543052.001.0001/acref-
9780199543052-e-1118. 

in comparison” to the norm.7 The otherness of the Maria Goretti Mansions 
community is a common theme throughout Meehan’s play and is most 
strongly articulated by Lil Sweeney, the play’s protagonist, when she says:

Do you see that new barbed-wire stuff they’ve put on the wall 
between us and the houses. The flats look like one of those 
concentration camp films in the moonlight. They’d gas us if they 
could, Mariah. Seal up the flats and pump in the gas. 8

Besides the obvious reference to eliminating an unwanted group within 
society by the allusion to the Holocaust, the mention of the “new barbed-
wire” and “the houses” also resonates with the beginnings of an economic 
boom and gentrification in the surrounding environment. It is not stated 
obviously that the houses are new but the juxtaposition of the two phrases 
creates an impression of change and potential new developments. This 
would resonate with an Irish audience familiar with Ireland’s building 
industry and economic history. Commonly referred to as the Celtic Tiger, 
an economic boom is reputed to have begun in the early nineties and 
to have been firmly established by the mid-nineties.9 This impression is 
strengthened by the initial staging of the play in May 1997 and the stage 
direction that it is set in “[t]he recent past.”10 Lil’s comment regarding 
eliminating her community finds an echo in Sebastian Barry’s The Pride of 
Parnell Street, which is set in 1999 when Joe, one of the two protagonists in 
the play, declares that:

You know in your heart of hearts that what the big fellas, I mean, 
the politicians, really want to do, is get rid of you, just clean all the 
shite out of Dublin, like the shite in the Liffey, and have a nice clean 
fucking perfect Dublin, so clean and so perfect the fucking salmon 
will climb up the river walls and walk about, happy as Larry. 11

However it should be noted that Lil’s comment about “us” in Mrs Sweeney 
is more effective in conveying the opinions of a community from within as 
opposed to Joe’s monologues in The Pride of Parnell Street. Joe is introduced 
through stage directions as having “the Dublin accent of the area around 

7 Ibid.
8. Meehan, “Mrs Sweeney,” 432.
9 Susan Cahill, Irish Literature in the Celtic Tiger Years 1990-2008: Gender, Bodies, Memory 
(London: New York: Continuum, 2011), 4.
10 Ibid., 395-6.
11 Sebastian Barry, The Pride of Parnell Street (London: Faber, 2008), 19.
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Parnell Street, north of the Liffey”.12 While the rhyme of that accent is not 
visible in the printed text and could perhaps be introduced by an actor 
on stage, the use of the Tipperary phrase “big fellas” for landed gentry 
clangs loudly as false and creates an inauthentic impression of Joe’s 
characterisation and cultural background as a genuine member of Dublin’s 
inner-city community.

Returning to Mrs Sweeney, further references to a society omitted from the 
economic boom is signalled through the community groups operating 
in Maria Goretti Mansions but with their associated management jobs 
or decision-making process given to outsiders, thus reinforcing the 
powerlessness of the community to make changes. Some of the groups 
referenced are “the Development Group […and …] the Drugs Group”13 
along with the “women’s project.”14 However Lil explains the reality 
regarding Mariah’s job application for the “women’s project”: 

I wouldn’t put it past them to bring in an outsider. All that funny 
money coming into the flats and the only local getting paid is Rose 
Doyle for cleaning the community centre two mornings a week.15

The message is strong that this community’s opportunities rest in 
either domestic cleaning jobs or in unemployment. Mariah is Lil’s dead 
daughter’s friend and also a member of the Goretti Mansions community 
but as Lil explains “[i]t looks good on paper, interviewing the locals. That’s 
how they do it. Just don’t go getting your hopes up”.16 Furthermore the 
idea that any changes suggested are for the benefit of outsiders rather than 
for the benefit of the Maria Goretti Mansions community is reinforced 
through Mariah’s comment: “[y]ou watch. A picture will turn up in An 
Poblacht soon enough …. Blah blah blah what they’re doing for the People. 
Whoever the fuck they are”.17 

This emphasis on the community as excluded is reinforced by the 
recognition that the doctor will not visit the flats after dark, no matter 

12 Barry, The Pride of Parnell Street, 9.
13. Meehan, “Mrs Sweeney,” 406.
14 Ibid., 407.
15 Ibid., 408.
16 Ibid., 408.
17 Ibid., 428. For an overview of An Phoblacht, a staunchly republican journal, referenced in 
this quote visit their website http://www.anphoblacht.com.

what the emergency entails.18 Even the priest who believes he is a part 
of the community through his use of the word “we” in his declaration 
that “[i]t’s a community issue and we should try to tackle it together as 
a community” ultimately recognises that he is an outsider.19 He thought 
he could “organise people, empower them, you know …. Live amongst 
the people, share their shelter and their lives, release their spirit, direct 
the anger, fight injustice”.20 The priest’s attitude is one of a ‘good-doer’ 
entering the community to share his wisdom. He demonstrates how the 
community within Maria Goretti Mansions is regarded as quite separate 
from the rest of society, even by those with the best of intentions. While the 
priest apparently lived within the community he is as much an outsider 
as the “fellah going round the flats” with his questionnaire.21 Meehan 
positions this “fellah” as an intruder through his formal dialogue, which 
Mariah repeats without paraphrasing “’I’m doing a survey to ascertain 
decision-making patterns in Irish household,’ says he.”22 Mariah’s 
humorous response to his questions highlights her membership of this 
othered community which is realistically depicted.23 In other words, it is 
Mariah who declares that she runs the household, while her unemployed 
husband spends his days discussing the meaning of life and who should 
run for president.24

In contrast, the opening stage directions of “The Pride of Parnell Street” 
convey the view of an outsider looking in: “Janet is a Dublin woman of about 
thirty-three years of age. She wears the day clothes of a normal inner-city person: 
jeans and maybe a hooded jacket”.25 When read together, phases and words 
jar in this stage direction, which creates an impression of an author writing 
from a place that is removed from an awareness of a familiar community. 
By referring to “a hooded jacket” instead of a ‘hoodie’, the more commonly 
used term, the playwright distances himself from the community he is 
presenting in the play. This impression of an outsider’s perspective could 
have been avoided by incorporating the formal terms with the colloquial 
thus presenting the following stage direction: “a hooded jacket (or hoodie).” 

18 Ibid., 419.
19 Ibid., 407.
20 Ibid., 444-45.
21. Ibid., 427.
22 Ibid., 427, my emphasis added.
23. Ibid., 427.
24  Ibid.
25 Barry, The Pride of Parnell Street, 9.
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Unfortunately this distance from an individual who is the subject of the 
play and a member of a defined community (inner-city Dublin), is further 
demonstrated by the need to clarify that Janet is not an abnormal “inner-
city person”. The stage directions suggest that she wears “day clothes.” Is 
there a suggestion that she might perhaps dress in evening wear unless 
told otherwise? Certainly the formality of the stage directions phrasing 
suggest that association. The stage directions would raise fewer questions 
if they were phrased as follows: Janet is an inner-city Dubliner, aged about 
thirty-three, wearing jeans and possibly a hoodie. Instead the opening stage 
directions indicate an author who is othering a community even before 
the dialogue commences. The authenticity in Mrs Sweeney appears more 
convincing, perhaps as a result of the author’s “experience of living in 
Fatima Mansions during the 1980s”. Thus Maria Goretti Mansions can be 
read as symbolic of Fatima Mansions but also of other similar inner-city 
communities. As a result this authenticity ensures that the play provides 
a consistent realistic depiction of this social group from inside that 
community.26

Yet within the Maria Goretti Mansions there is further segmentation of the 
community, into even more isolated and othered groups. These are groups 
that, like the occupants of the flat complex are shut out of the broader 
society of Dublin, and represent further levels of repression. Throughout 
Mrs Sweeney there are references to one such group, the women with 
abusive husbands. This is demonstrated by Frano who needs to hide at 
Lil’s in order to avoid a beating from her drunken husband.27 That this 
is not an isolated incident is supported by her neighbour Lil stating that 
Frano’s children “know well to stay out of his way”.28 Yet the women 
are also placed in a position of strength in the play, as they are depicted 
as the carers within their community. This is particularly evident when 
they are presented as caring for the sick and dying, frequently of AIDS, 
as the reference to “May Clancy with Ger in her arms” conveys.29 This 
image of the women of Maria Goretti Mansions caring for the sick and 
dying as authentic is supported by a 1992 television documentary. 30 This 

26 Meehan, “Mrs Sweeney,” 464.
27 Ibid., 421.
28 Ibid., 422.
29 Ibid., 462.
30 They Call Me Mammy Now – A World Aids Day Special, dir. and prod. Anne McCabe 
(Radio Telefís Eireann/RTE), December 1, 1992, http://www.tcd.ie/irishfilm/search.
php?display=all&q=dublin&s=All.

programme focused on the women of inner city Dublin who cared for their 
dying children before moving on to raise their grandchildren. Moreover 
the isolation of the women within the Maria Goretti Mansions community 
is further enforced by the news that Mr Sweeney did not support his wife 
while she was nursing her dying daughter for six months. As Lil explained 
it was “[l]ike she was invisible. He wouldn’t even talk about it”.31

However within this depiction of isolation, there is additionally the othering 
of the people with AIDS and those caring for them. The play opens with 
Lil cleaning up after her fourth break-in.32 Moreover, as she questions the 
identity of the robbers with her comment “[i]f it was the junkies”33 therein 
lies a suggestion that she is being targeted. This is supported through 
the stage directions which reference the “[s]cuffles outside windows. Large 
shadows thrown on sheets. Mutters. Loud crash of breaking glass.34 Additionally, 
that Lil has the materials to hand, ready to repair her windows is seen 
when she “fetches a couple of sheets of plywood and hammer, picks sheet nearest 
in size to smashed pane of glass, balances plastic milk crate on chair, climbs up 
precariously and begins to hammer wood to window frame”.35 Yet simultaneously 
this impression of victimisation of Lil, as the mother of a person with AIDS, 
is undercut by the list of cruel events perpetrated on other members of the 
community as she asks:

Who’d beat up old Nedster Casey for his few bob pension? Who’d 
hang the Doyles cat from a lamppost until it was dead? And stick 
darning needles in its eyes? Who’d rape Mary Murtagh’s granny? 36

This litany indicates that general mayhem and violence was part of living 
within Maria Goretti Mansions. Yet the difference between the descriptions 
of Lil’s flat in the stage directions at the opening of the second act with the 
“[w]indows almost completely boarded up with just occasional pane left intact” 37 
and when Chrissie, her daughter, initially returned home are vast. As Lil 
explains:

31 Meehan, “Mrs Sweeney,” 415.
32. Ibid., 399.
33 Ibid., 400.
34 Ibid., 417.
35 Ibid., 399.
36 Ibid., 402.
37 Ibid., 434.
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Six months it took her. From the moment she walked in this room. 
I was watching Eastenders with me feet up. I’d just scrubbed down 
the balcony and the hall, I’d the front door open to air the place, 
a lovely warm spring day. I remember it because it was the first 
good day we’d had in months. Valentine’s Day. The fourteenth of 
February. She was there in front of me like an apparition. ‘Ma’, she 
said, ‘I’m dyin’. As simple as that. I thought it was a dream. Six 
months it took her to die. God Oweny, it’s hard to believe she’s 
more than a year dead. Where did it go? 38

Despite Chrissie’s announcement that she is dying, the impression of 
openness, light and air in this spring passage is clear. However following 
Chrissie’s death the flat degenerates into the “[s]ense of entombment”.39 The 
description of the flat on “Valentine’s Day” conveys the impression of a 
home that is not under attack. This stands starkly against the later image 
of the physical destruction of the flat by other members of the community. 
The contrast between before and after Chrissie’s death works to convey 
Lil’s mourning but it also supports the argument that Lil is being harassed 
because of Chrissie’s disease.40 The idea that it was harassment, rather 
than more general violence within the community, is foregrounded by the 
comment that “[t]he only one to darken the door was Mariah”.41 Mariah 
was Chrissie’s friend but also a fellow drug user.42 Furthermore if Lil and 
her family have suffered harassment it may have been that Chrissie was an 
early victim of AIDS. This interpretation is reinforced by the reference to 
the increased number of deaths within the community “more than a year” 
after Chrissie death. 43 This can be read in Lil’s comment how “hardly a 
week goes by but we’re burying some young one or young fellah from the 
flats”.44 

This reference to weekly deaths within the small community of Maria 
Goretti Mansions resonates with the epidemic nature of the disease. 
Fourteen months after Mrs Sweeney was first staged, San Francisco’s Bay 
Area Reporter printed its “no obits” headline.45 The aim was to signal how it 

38. Ibid., 415.
39 Ibid., 434.
40. Ibid., 415.
41 Ibid., 416.
42. Ibid., 396.
43 Ibid., 415.
44 Ibid., 416.
45 Seth Hemmelgarn, “Community Looks Back at 40 Years of the B.A.R.,” The Bay Area 
Reporter (San Francisco), July 4, 2011, accessed April 9, 2015, http://ebar.com/news/article.

was the “first time in years that the paper had not received any obituaries 
that week” which were related to AIDS deaths.46 Until that headline, the 
weekly “obits” had signalled an unacceptable level of deaths in the San 
Francisco community as does Lil’s reference to weekly burials in her 
community. 

In 1989 Susan Sontag noted how plague was “the principle metaphor by 
which the AIDS epidemic [was] understood”.47 For Sontag “these mass 
incidences of illness are understood as inflicted, not just endured”.48 
Furthermore Sontag notes how in antiquity illnesses were interpreted as 
punishment, as “judgements on a community”.49 This idea was given a 
peculiarly Irish slant by the caller to the Late Late Show Extra television 
programme whose comment was broadcast: “[w]e should be praying 
for those people who brought the wrath of God upon themselves”.50 By 
reading this comment aloud during the programme, RTÉ, the national 
public broadcaster, was highlighting how some people in Ireland viewed 
HIV and AIDS as a punishment earned by those who deserved it. 

In Mrs Sweeney the sufferers of the virus who are named or discussed are 
portrayed as intravenous drug users or “junkies”.51 This predominantly 
arises from the depiction of the community as a site of a drugs epidemic 
as Mariah summaries: “[w]e ended up with the pushers and the shagging 
vigilantes who went around beating up the poor junkies”.52 Throughout 
the play the prevalence of drugs within the community is highlighted 
from the need to support a habit through robbery,53 to the “box of tablets” 
Owney received from “[t]his bloke, Folan [who] knows all there is to know 
about pharmaceuticals.”54. Moreover it is reinforced through the closing 
prediction that “Mariah will be back on gear within months and strung out 
to fuck, living here, living there”.55 That Meehan is accurately depicting 

php?sec=news&article=5609.
46 Ibid.
47 Susan Sontag, Illness as Metaphor & AIDS and its Metaphors (London, Penguin Books, 1991), 130.
48 Sontag, Illness as Metaphor, 131.
49 Ibid., 131.
50 “Reaction to Demonstration Late Late Show,” in Late Late Show Extra, prod. Gay Byrne, 
(Radio Telefís Eireann/RTÉ), June 28, 1998, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fM_
FcHdenMM&index=42&list=WL. 
51 Meehan, “Mrs Sweeney,” 406-7.
52 Ibid., 406.
53 Ibid., 400.
54 Ibid., 429.
55 Ibid., 461.
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an inner city community as the site of an ongoing opiate drug epidemic 
is supported by government and public recognition of the reality of the 
situation in Ireland. A government report on drug use in the early 1970s 
found “no evidence of heroin use and “[i]t was not until the 1980s that 
heroin use was identified in numbers sufficient to cause official concern 
and comment.”56 By the 1980s it was common knowledge that inner-city 
communities were suffering from a heroin epidemic. This is supported by 
the declaration in 1996 of one Late Late Show Extra audience member that 
“[p]eople have been dying for years of heroin addiction” in working class 
estates.57 The same audience member also stated that:

it is recognised that the intravenous drug abusers is one of the most 
at risk groups in this whole AIDS thing and it mainly because of the 
AIDS virus that people have begun to look at the problem of heroin 
addiction because now it has suddenly moved outside the working 
class estates where it was confined to and it’s necessary now to deal 
with because the AIDS threatens the great community and is more 
of a public health issue.58

This comment, broadcast nationally, further illustrates how Maria 
Goretti Mansions, as a symbolic site of a drug and HIV/AIDs epidemic 
is further isolated from the broader Irish society, and is representative of 
an underclass community of “marginalised and vilified … persons with 
AIDS”.59 In other words, “it is a disease of ‘them’, not us”.60

Sontag notes how “the usual script for plague [is that] the disease invariably 
comes from somewhere else”.61 In Mrs Sweeney the plague is depicted 
as within the community and although Owney, a friend of the family, 
attempts to explain his theories regarding the source of the disease his 
monologue is an expression of the conflicting and frequently implausible 
ideas which circulate in the public arena regarding HIV/AIDS.62 Jeffrey 
Weeks noted how popular press and media initially identified AIDS as 
‘gay plague’ before recognising the virus “in another, even more marginal 

56 John Strang, and Gerry V. Stimson, AIDS and Drug Misuse: The Challenge for Policy and 
Practice in the 1990s (London: Routledge, 1992) 68.
57 “Reaction to Demonstration”, Late Late Show Extra, June 28, 1998.
58 Ibid., June 28, 1998.
59 Michael Bloor, The Sociology of HIV Transmission (London: Sage Publications, 1995), 2.
60 Sontag, Illness as Metaphor, 179.
61 Ibid., 133.
62 Meehan. “Mrs Sweeney”, 430-1.

group, injecting drug users.”63 Sontag argues the “AIDS is understood 
in a premodern way, as a disease incurred by people both as individuals 
and as members of a ‘risk group’ … a tainted community that illness has 
judged”.64 In this reading not only are Chrissie and her fellow addicts 
receiving a judgement, a fatal judgment as depicted in this play, but that 
the community itself is a “tainted community” that needs enclosure and 
containment. This is expressed by Owney: “[i]t’s a way of purifying society. 
Eugenics – like if all the homos and junkies, or even anyone having a bit of 
extra-marital shenanigans – do you get the drift? Clear out the runts from 
the litter, so to speak”.65

Michael Bloor lists three “marginalised and vilified character[s] of [the] 
many persons with AIDS (drugs users, gay men, black Africans)”.66 Mrs 
Sweeney focuses on those who are drug users and only in passing are there 
references to the other risk groups or sufferers of the disease. At a stretch 
homosexual behaviour can be read into Chrissie and Mariah’s relationship 
when Mariah tells Lil “I keep thinking I should go for the test. It wasn’t 
only the needles. We shared everything. I was mad about her”.67 Cormac 
O’Brien argues that Mrs Sweeney is representative of “Irish theatre’s 
contentious relationship with the HIV-positive body [as] a persistent 
dramaturgy of stigma and shame … in line with an historical trope of the 
queer body being performed as a site of cultural contagion”.68 However 
Meehan’s treatment of the “bodies of absence, hiddenness, illness, and 
death” is directly related to a community that is othered within Irish 
society and that otherness is reinforced as a result of the epidemics of drug 
addiction and AIDS.69 “AIDS may just be … ‘one more thing” according 
to Aronstein and Thompson for “[f]amilies …experiencing many other 
losses, such as poverty, violence, and other inner-city issues.70 Their 1998 
statement might be brutal but it rings true for the Maria Goretti Mansions 
community depicted in Mrs Sweeney. Meehan is not hiding the HIV-

63 Jeffrey Weeks qtd. in Virginia Berridge, AIDS in the UK: The Making of Policy, 1981-1994 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 6.
64. Sontag, Illness as Metaphor, 132.
65 Meehan, “Mrs Sweeney,” 430.
66 Bloor, Sociology of HIV Transmission, 2.
67 Meehan, “Mrs Sweeney,” 454.
68 Cormac O’Brien, “Performing POZ: Irish Theatre, HIV Stigma, and ‘Post-AIDS” Identities,” 
Irish University Review 43, no.1 (2013): 76.
69 Ibid., 76.
70 David M. Aronstein, and Bruce J. Thompson, eds., HIV and Social Work: A Practitioner’s 
Guide (New York: Haworth Press, 1998), 143.
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positive bodies off stage in “stigma and shame”71 but instead is working to 
place the community itself on stage, as an othered underclass community 
normally invisible within the larger society. While an argument could be 
made that the lack of physical HIV/AIDS bodies on stage points to an 
incomplete picture of the community, the absent bodies represent death 
and loss, not “stigma and shame”. The message within Mrs Sweeney is of 
a lost community and the “lost children of that community who … are 
ghosts long before their time”.72 To bring the HIV-positive bodies on stage 
would change the play significantly and undermine that message. 

In The Pride of Parnell Street Sebastian Barry brings the HIV-positive body 
on stage in the character of Joe who is dying as a result of AIDS.73 Set in 
1999, but first staged in 2007 Cormac O’Brien refers to The Pride of Parnell 
Street as “anachronistic.” 74 O’Brien argues that the play presents the 
“plague rhetoric of the 1980s panic” as it serves to situate the AIDS infected 
person as subject to inevitable death.75 The unfolding of Joe’s illness and 
imminent death is conveyed through a series of clichés, for example 
the “young coloured doctor … steps back like he [Joe] had the fucking 
plague” when he sees Joe’s marked skin.76 Similarly, stress is placed on 
the doctor’s instruction to the nurse to “put on the stretchy gloves” before 
she takes blood.77 Joe is described as being “very thin”,78 with rashes all 
over his body79 including “red and black marks”,80 and frequently “feeling 
knackered” before getting really sick.81 A litany of infections are provided 
such as “[p]neumonia first. Then pleurisy. Then TB. Then some sort a’ 
cunting cancers. All off the ould virus”.82 The doctor’s reaction to Joe and 
the description of his body appear to reference public understanding of 
AIDS as depicted during the years of crisis rather than the reality of 1999. 
Cormac O’Brien argues similarly and consulted HIV consultant Dr Shay 
Keating to confirm that a death in 1999 in Ireland from AIDS would have 

71 O’Brien, “Performing POZ,” 76.
72 Meehan, “Mrs Sweeney,” 464.
73 Barry, The Pride of Parnell Street, 31.
74 O’Brien, “Performing POZ,” 77.
75 Ibid.
76 Barry, The Pride of Parnell Street, 30-1.
77 Ibid., 31.
78 Ibid., 9.
79 Ibid., 30.
80 Ibid., 31.
81 Ibid., 50.
82 Ibid, 51.

been “extremely rare” 83 Moreover, Keating according to O’Brien noted 
that the symptom as listed were “concordant with Hepatitis C rather 
than HIV”.84 Furthermore the ”advent of protease inhibitors and triple-
combination antiretroviral therapy”85 marked 1996 as a “watershed year” 
in the treatment of HIV/AIDS as this cocktail of drugs resulted in the 
treatment of the disease as a chronic illness rather than the death sentence 
of earlier years.86 The “no obits” headline signalled clearly just how effect 
these drugs were and highlight how Barry’s depiction of the AIDS body as 
inevitably dying is seriously inaccurate and an inauthentic representation. 
Staging The Pride of Parnell Street ten years earlier would have overcome 
this difficulty. However it would then have raised questions regarding 
the timing of other cultural references within the play such as the football 
allusions to Italia 1990 which act as the catalyst for Joe’s downfall.87

The cursory description of Joe’s illness is matched by similar casual 
references to times, places and events in Dublin which are either vague or 
even inaccurate. One example is when Joe quotes the pope as saying “Young 
People of Ireland, I love You” during his visit to the Phoenix Park in 1979.88 
This phase was actually said during the homily of the youth mass, which 
took place at Galway’s Ballybrit race course a day later.89 Unfortunately 
many of the references do not successfully illuminate the two inner-city 
Dubliners on stage but instead could be read as examples of Irish Times 
headlines such as “Dublin … one of the richest cities in Europe”90 and 
“Jobs galore.”91 Or even a tabloid headline about the dangers for tourists 
who encounter someone with a “syringe full a’ blood [on]… O’Connell 
Street”.92 Alternatively phrases such as the “The Beatles in O’Connell 
Street”93 and “swimming at the Shelly Banks”94 could quite easily be read 
as photo captions in the same newspapers. While these phrases could 
be read as a shortcut to stage setting, this superficial impression builds 

83 O’Brien, “Performing POZ,” 77.
84. O’Brien, “Performing POZ,” 77.
85 Aronstein and Thompson, HIV and Social Work, 65.
86 O’Brien, “Performing POZ,” 74.
87 Barry, The Pride of Parnell Street, 13-6.
88 Ibid., 35.
89 “Young People of Ireland, I Love You”, RTÉ Archive (30 Sep. 2014), http://www.rte.ie/archives.
90. Barry, The Pride of Parnell Street, 39.
91 Ibid., 55.
92 Ibid., 34.
93 Ibid., 29.
94 Ibid., 41.



88

Bernadette Carmel Fox | ‘Othering’ of inner-city Dublin Communities

89

Trinity College Dublin Postgraduate Review | 2016

throughout the play to convey an external view of Dublin places, events 
and times captured from newspaper headlines.

Just as the open scene directions rings false, as does the description of 
the AIDS infected Joe, the description of places and events in Dublin are 
cliché-ridden and middle-class in tone and attitude. This interpretation is 
supported by Joe’s acceptance of his illness and death as deserved when 
he says “there must a’ been evil in me afore I ever put the scag into me 
veins”.95 Yet while Joe’s comment serves to support Sontag’s observation 
that “[w]ith AIDS, the shame is linked to an imputation of guilt”96 it also 
resonates with the notion that “those people … brought the wrath of God 
upon themselves” as declared on Irish national television in 1996.

In summary the depiction of the AIDS infected person in 1999 expecting 
imminent death as conveyed in Sebastian Barry’s play The Pride of Parnell 
Street recalls the hysteria of the media and public from a decade earlier. 
The resulting inaccuracies of the disease as portrayed in the play, allied 
with the clichéd depiction of Dublin, cast doubt on Barry’s portrayal of 
the two inner-city Dubliners as fully rounded characters, and even as 
representative of their community. If The Pride of Parnell Street is an attempt 
to convey the characters of Janet and Joe in a light that would break down 
the otherness of the inner-city, or those impacted by AIDS it has failed. 
Ultimately Barry is contributing to an ‘othernesss’ not only the community 
Joe and Janet represent (inner-city Dubliners) but also all those living with 
AIDS. 

In opposition Paula Meehan’s play Mrs Sweeney repeatedly demonstrates a 
community voiced from within that community, even as the play highlights 
how the community is isolated from the rest of society. As a result this play 
portrays an authentic depiction of a community usually othered by the rest 
of society , By highlighting the otherness of the community and related 
sub-groups (unemployed, women, addicts and those dead or dying from 
AIDS) who are further marginalised in Maria Goretti Mansions, Meeehan’s 
play works to breaks down the barriers imposed by otherness.
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The Power of Gender and Class:
Misrepresentations of Criminality in Lady Audley’s Secret

by
Katie Fraser1

Abstract

This essay proposes that within Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s novel Lady Audley’s Secret 
Braddon’s use of gothic tropes reveal the central hypocrisy of attitudes towards 
gender and marital roles in Victorian society. This essay focuses on the protagonists 
Robert Audley and Lady Audley as representatives of their gender. Through their 
contrasting experiences in the novel, the contemporary views about the capabilities 
and agency of men and women can be thoroughly explored.
This essay focuses upon the disparate reactions to a female and a male character 
attempting to improve their own circumstances. Where Robert is lauded for his 
transformation from a flâneur to a proactive member of society, Lady Audley is 
vilified for a similar trajectory. 
Even attempting to act within the narrow limits set upon them by society, female 
characters such as Lady Audley are portrayed as though they were unnatural or 
dangerous. Braddon’s narrative however, subverts societal codes and norms that 
are embedded within patriarchal values and attitudes. The outwardly conservative 
ending to her novel is a parody and this essay seeks to illustrate that Braddon employs 
a beautiful female villain to clearly highlight the distinction between what constitutes 
unforgiveable actions from both sexes. 

Keywords

Gender, class, criminal, sensation, madness, gothic

Introduction

Criticism of Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s best remembered novel Lady 
Audley’s Secret often positions the male protagonist Robert Audley as a 
significant example of an amateur Victorian detective. His investigation 
into his uncle’s mysterious new wife necessarily positions her as the villain 
of the text as she comes under scrutiny. Lady Audley makes two attempts 
at murder, commits bigamy, abandons her son, and most shockingly of all, 
does so whilst being in possession of a beautiful face and figure. Around 

1 School of English, Trinity College Dublin, MPhil Popular Literature (2015/16).

the time of Lady Audley’s Secret’s publication in 1862 the Victorian idea 
of somatic fidelity was losing its hold. The study of the physical body in 
order to reveal inner truths about a person’s character, is undermined by 
a heroine such as Lady Audley who looks like the Victorian feminine ideal 
but is accused of not embodying such values within herself.2 Braddon’s 
novel’s popularity at the time of its publication can in part be attributed to 
her portrayal of a beautiful, blonde villain which was a departure from the 
norm, particularly within the emerging detective genre. The real skill of the 
novel, is the use of Lady Audley’s beauty as a symbol of the patriarchy’s 
hypocrisy concerning the advancement of individuals. Lady Audley was 
once Helen Talboys, married to George Talboys (an old school friend of 
Robert Audley who becomes her nephew through her second marriage). 
Abandoned by George as he departs to seek his fortune, Helen changes 
her name and seeks her fortune as a governess. Through this position she 
meets Sir Michael Audley and, presuming George to be dead, marries him. 
After George’s return and second disappearance – Lady Audley panics and 
pushes him down a well – Robert begins an investigation, finally putting 
his legal training to use and discovers not only Lady Audley’s lower class 
origins, but also that she lives in fear of inheriting her mother’s madness. 
The strong links between madness, anxiety, and paranoia introduce the 
novel’s gothic influences. All that Lady Audley does to better herself is 
echoed in the characterisation of Robert Audley. Yet by the novel’s end, 
the heroine is locked in an institution with strong Gothic connections – a 
maison de santé – the nineteenth-century equivalent of being locked in a 
dark castle, while Robert is lauded as a hero. The claims of insanity lack 
convincing evidence and this is testament to the source of criminality 
not lying within the novel’s characters, but in their society. Though her 
poverty-stricken upbringing is referred to early in the novel, the suggestion 
of madness is only offered towards the end as a sensational solution to 
a realistic portrayal of a woman’s vulnerability. Lady Audley’s actions 
in the text are unsatisfactorily connected to her claims of a hereditary 
madness and instead her motives in the novel derive from a sense of self-
preservation. She is victimised by the powerful source of justice and order 
in the nineteenth century – societal expectations. The gendered hypocrisy 
regarding opportunities for personal transformation are embodied in 
Braddon’s novel by both Robert and Lady Audley. 

2 Lynn M. Voskuil, ‘Acts of Madness: Lady Audley and the Meanings of Victorian Femininity’ 
in Feminist Studies 27 (3), pp. 611-639.
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Discussion

Social anxieties about transcending class boundaries are highlighted 
through Lady Audley’s beauty as she conflates the Victorian ideal of the 
angelic female and the sexually desirable female demon. One of the ways 
that Braddon uses the gothic in the novel to deal with this social concern is 
through the portrait of Lady Audley. There is something uncanny about the 
portrait for it is “so like and yet so unlike” the subject herself.3 Previously 
in the novel descriptions of Lady Audley centred around her adherence to 
the ideal of female beauty such as perfect golden curls and blue eyes. The 
portrait however, is treated by Robert as though it were a mirror to the 
soul, showing Lady Audley’s true self. There is “a strange, sinister light 
to the deep blue eyes” and moreover there is “something of the aspect 
of a beautiful fiend”.4 His cousin (Lady Audley’s stepdaughter) Alicia 
certainly uses the portrait’s sinister aspect as evidence for her dislike for 
she confesses that “[we] have never seen my lady look as she does in that 
picture; but I think that she could look so”.5 Regarding literary portraits, 
Lynette Felber argues that they all share the same psychosexual impulses in 
their production and that “Victorian literary portraits commonly fetishize 
female subjects for a purportedly male gaze”.6 Alicia is quick to depart and 
leave Robert and George to look at the portrait alone. Moreover, this scene 
encapsulates the central dilemma for Victorian readers regarding Lady 
Audley because “female demons bear an eerie resemblance to their angelic 
counterparts”. Women such as Lady Audley are expected to conform 
to conflicting desires and be at once child-like and pure, and sexually 
desirable. Part of Lady Audley’s feminine appeal is her childish nature 
and this is clearly indulged by her husband Sir Michael who purchases 
her ‘costly toys’ and creates a ‘palace’ for her to live in. However, when 
Lady Audley’s secrets are being revealed, it is Robert who begins to 
notice something darker in her expressions and she loses the infantilised 
aspects of her character. In Robert’s case this is taken as evidence that Lady 
Audley has not fully adhered to patriarchal ideals and that she has been 
intentionally deceptive. 

The game had been played and lost. I do not think that my lady 
3 Mary Elizabeth Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret (1861; London: Penguin English Library, 2012), p.77.
4 ibid., p.77.
5 ibid., p.78.
6 Lynette Felber, ‘The Literary Portrait as Centre-fold: Fetishism in Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s 
Lady Audley’s Secret’ in ‘Victorian Literature and Culture’ 35 (2), 2007, pp.471-88, p.471.

had thrown away a card, or missed the making of a trick which she 
might by any possibility have made; but her opponent’s hand had 
been too powerful for her, and he had won.7

As a field of study, physiognomy was losing traction by the 1860s.8 Yet 
Braddon plays on fears regarding appearances and one’s ability to judge 
others based on such factors. The lack of reliability when doing so, enforces 
the shifting standards by which individuals such as Lady Audley are held 
to account. 

The location of the portrait provides further significant as it kept in a locked 
chamber, accessed by Robert and George through a secret tunnel that Lady 
Audley has no knowledge of. Subsequently, Robert continues to have 
privileged access to Lady Audley’s private life and spaces. Lady Audley’s 
chamber is octagonal in shape, evoking Foucault’s panoptic prison, and 
introduces the idea of surveillance early on.9 Lady Audley is continually 
under the male gaze and domineering patriarchal figures are an important 
aspect of the Gothic in conveying a sense of oppression. The pathetic 
fallacy of the storm and lightning raging outside whilst the two men gaze 
at the painting is also significant in creating a close, gothic atmosphere. 
Though Robert notices a change overcoming his friend while he looks at 
the portrait, he does not at that point understand the inner turmoil George 
experiences when faced with the depiction of Lady Audley. He recognises 
the women he knew as his wife Helen and observes the new name and role 
that she has taken on in his absence. The breaking of the storm represents 
the conflict the main characters are shown to experience due to Lady 
Audley’s infiltration of Audley Court. Audley Court is the most prominent 
domestic location in the text and is established as a gothic setting from 
the opening chapters, noting that “[of] course, in such a house, there were 
secret chambers”.10 Connecting a female, i.e. domestic, location with the 
gothic in this manner enables Braddon to illustrate the constant anxieties 
experienced by women compared to the relative stability of men. 

As a genre, the sensation novel utilises aspects of the everyday, or 
domestic, gothic in order to resonate with reader anxieties. Audley Court’s 

7 Braddon, p.404. 
8 Voskuil, p.630.
9 Alan McKinlay, Ken Starkey, Focault, Management and Organization Theory (London: Sage 
Publications Ltd., 1998), p.2.
10 Braddon, p.5.
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prosperous inhabitants represent middle-class Victorians.11 The house 
itself is set within “the straggling, old-fashioned, fast-decaying village”, 
representing the decline of the old-fashioned aristocracy. Introducing 
these fears of decline from the opening pages enables Braddon to portray 
the hysteria that the characters’ exhibit in identifying Lady Audley as 
an individual threat and using her incarceration as a allegory of fears 
regarding the social ambitions of the lower classes. The narrator describes 
the “palace” that Sir Michael has constructed for his new wife, suggesting 
that Lady Audley is undeserving of such opulence as she was not born 
to it. Rising above her station is portrayed as though it were a demonic 
act as Robert notices her “clear blue eyes fixed upon the yawning gulfs 
of lurid crimson in the burning coals”.12 This succinctly illustrates the 
tension between her dual characterisation as the Angel of the House and 
the beautiful demon. Lady Audley represents those who live their lives as 
an object of admiration from both the female and male gaze. Females envy 
Lady Audley’s beauty, elegance and her clothes whilst males admire her 
infantilized, angelic manner. She is not a totally innocent character – she 
endeavours to remove the threat of both George and Luke – however, she 
acts on sudden impulses rather than cold calculation. Rather than blame 
hereditary madness it is useful to examine the things she has been taught to 
privilege in life. From a young age she was taught to value her beauty and 
look for the opportunities it would provide her with. She demonstrates a 
clear awareness that “my ultimate fate in life depended on my marriage”.13 
It is only towards the end of the novel that she wonders if she has been 
given an “exaggerated estimate of the value of a pretty face”.14 Finding 
herself abandoned by her first husband she sought employment and is then 
faced with an enviable opportunity for social and financial advancement. 
Society has taught her she deserves these kinds of chances, so she takes 
them. Frantic with the threat of her male pursuers – George, Luke, and 
Robert all threaten her at different points in the novel – she seeks comfort 
in the protection of her husband’s wealth and position. 

The reading of Braddon’s novel that accepts Lady Audley’s claims of 
madness is unconvincing. Though she lives in fear of the “hereditary 

11 Ned Halley, ‘Afterword’ in Lady Audley’s Secret by Mary Elizabeth Braddon, (London: 
Collector’s Library, 2014), p.556.
12 Braddon, p.321.
13 Braddon, p.379.
14 ibid. p.321.

taint” in her blood, she acknowledges that she is not like “the women I 
have read of”.15 Even when Robert has her assessed by a respected doctor 
prior to having her committed, the assessment of her mental stability is 
corroborated rather than denied. Consequently, committing Lady Audley 
to a sanatorium is an acknowledgement of social respectability and 
reputation rather than fears for her sanity. “I would rather, if possible, 
think her mad. I should be glad to find that excuse for her”.16 Around the 
time of this novel’s publication, Victorian researchers were preoccupied 
with not only the source but the treatment of madness. If a patient was 
diagnosed with moral madness, then it was acknowledged that this did 
not necessarily compromise the patient’s cognitive functions. Similarly, in 
a publication entitled ‘Manual of Lunacy’ from the nineteenth-century, the 
writer observes that “[the] line of demarcation between vice and insanity 
is most difficult to perceive or define”.17 In a moment of reflection Lady 
Audley is shown to consider whether or not she has truly been mad – or 
if her actions were the result of strong impulses. The narrator follows in a 
seemingly judgemental tone, castigating women for their social ambition, 
noting that Lady Audley has at times been:

selfish, and cold, and cruel, eager for her own advancement, and 
greedy of opulence and elegance, angry with the lot that had been 
cast her, and weary of dull dependence18

Yet such ambition seems to be akin to vices rather than insanity. How 
could the heroine not be weary after taking advantage of opportunities, 
then being punished for it? Despite the sensational and gothic elements 
of this novel which contrive to depict her as a mad, demonic figure, the 
heroine’s ambitions are conservative. Whilst the genre was considered 
by contemporary critics to be subversive, Braddon uses these elements 
to create a sharp social commentary that forms a crucial subtext to her 
characterisation. Even attempting to act within the narrow limits set upon 
them by society, female characters such as Lady Audley are portrayed as 
though they were unnatural or dangerous. 

There is a particularly significant image within the novel that Robert sees 

15 ibid., p.409 and p. 322. 
16 Braddon, p.407.
17 Jill L. Matus, Disclosure as ‘Cover-Up’: The Discourse of Madness in Lady Audley’s Secret’ 
in University of Toronto Quarterly 62 (3), pp.334-355, p338.
18 Braddon, p.324.
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in a dream that combines the feminist and gothic readings of this novel. It 
evokes Freud’s notion of the uncanny as he dreams of “visions of things 
that had never been and never could be upon this earth; but which had 
some vague relation to real events, remembered by the sleeper”.19 Julian 
Wolfrey’s work on the Gothic explains that Freud’s notion of the uncanny 
relies upon the ‘unhomely’ emerging in the ‘homely’ for haunting can 
only occur where there is an internal interruption of a familiar place.20 
By reading Robert’s dream as a haunting (and utilising the familiarity of 
Audley Court) Braddon employs conventions from the Gothic in order to 
portray Robert’s subconscious fears about Lady Audley. A face appears in 
his dream – one which Robert has come to know well, but in the way of the 
uncanny, it appears in a new and unfamiliar form. There is “a pale, starry 
face […] it was my lady, transformed into a mermaid”.21 The dream alludes 
to the mythical powers of the siren as the mermaid beckons to Sir Audley. 
Just as sirens sang and drew sailors towards the rocks, the imagery of death 
and desire is resonant. Robert’s fear is that Lady Audley’s duplicity will be 
Sir Audley’s death. Moreover, a looming wave appears over Audley Court 
threatening destruction of the property and its inhabitants. This is a clear 
illustration of the anxieties felt towards the threat of members of the lower-
class rising and overpowering the aristocracies’ old-fashioned way of life. 
An established trope of the gothic is a threat to archaic modes of living. In 
Robert’s dream however, the house is unharmed by the wave. To those not 
belonging to the upper-classes, this is a symbol of the ability of the rich to 
preserve themselves against life’s harms. Wealth affords them a protection 
that members of the lower-classes simply cannot access. The dream is 
crucial in illustrating the transgressive position Lady Audley occupies as it 
suggests her beauty has enabled her to reach above her station and that it 
will have terrible consequences for those involved. 

Both the sensational and the gothic elements of the novel reach their 
climax in the final chapters of the text. Lady Audley’s unconvincing 
claims of madness are accepted by Robert as a means to an end. Rather 
than social justice, which he believes he is achieving for his friend and 
family, he is concerned with social reputation. The gothic associations with 
madness are clearly played upon by Braddon through her descriptions of 

19 Braddon, p.266.
20 Julian Wolfreys, Victorian Hauntings: Spectrality, Gothic, the Uncanny and Literature (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), p.5.
21 Braddon, p.266.

the sanatorium to which Lady Audley is committed. It is a place of ‘living 
death’. The dark and dingy rooms are reminiscent of a funeral parlour and 
it is Lady Audley’s punishment to spend the remainder of her days here. 
The suggestion, though not admitted, is that it would be unfitting to her 
rank as Sir Michael’s wife to be sent to sentenced as a criminal, therefore 
a sanatorium provides a vaguely more palatable form of imprisonment. 
This is contrasted with the sunlit, idyllic final image of the novel which 
sees each character of the novel – each middle-class character – find a place 
within their small sphere of society. Critics such as Jill L. Matus reads the 
final scene as a ‘parody’.22 The scene is discordant, following a black-edged 
death announcement for Lady Audley. Through his marriage, reunion with 
George, and success as a barrister one sees all that Robert reaps as rewards 
for his transformation. Given that critics such as Pallo read Robert as akin 
to a Smilesian hero it is interesting that Samuel Smiles wrote in Self-Help: 

What we are accustomed to decry as great social evils, will for the 
most part be found to be but the outgrowth of man’s own perverted 
life; and though we may endeavour to cut them down and extirpate 
them by means of Law, they will only spring up again with fresh 
luxuriance in some other form, unless the conditions of personal 
life and character are radically improved.23

In relation to Lady Audley’s Secret the ‘outgrowth’ would be Sir Audley’s 
love and desire for Lady Audley as well as Robert’s initial infatuation 
with her beauty. Robert in his role as nephew and detective chooses 
not to rely on the legal institutions Smiles refers to as ‘Law’ but instead 
preserve the families’ reputation from scandal. The ending of the novel 
does paint Robert as ‘radically improved’ by Smiles’s standards for he is 
no longer the passive, indolent character from the opening chapters but an 
active member of his profession and a new husband and father. Braddon 
portrays the success of Robert to create a seemingly serene ending. The 
issue remains however, that the ‘perversion’ excised from Audley Court 
was an individual. Truly, her fundamental crimes were the differences in 
her gender and class. Lady Audley was not born to a middle-class life as 
Robert was and therefore her social ambition and attempts to transgress 
class boundaries make her dangerous. Similarly, her status as a beautiful 
woman poses a threat by usurping plainer middle-class women that might 

22 Matus, p.337.
23 Samuel Smiles, Self-Help: With Illustrations of Characters, Conduct, and Perseverance (New 
York: Harper & Brothers, 1871), p.23.
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otherwise have seen themselves as mistress of Audley Court. Her claims 
and associations with madness would have cast her as a potential threat to 
wider society. The criminal impulses she follows in the novel however, are 
not compatible with Victorian or modern views on madness. 

At its heart, Braddon’s novel highlights the precarious position of Victorian 
women – particularly those not born into positions of wealth. In his study 
of Braddon in relation to Victorian genres, Saverio Tomaivolo compares 
Lady Audley’s Secret to Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre.24 Tomaviolo suggests 
that Lady Audley represents a blend of Jane, Bertha and Blanche which 
is useful in a discussion of the gothic elements in Lady Audley’s Secret as 
they each represent a marital interest for the male protagonist at various 
points in Jane Eyre as well as embodying a specific societal transgression 
(poverty, madness, and ambition respectively). Lady Audley claims to 
possess madness like Bertha, whilst also combining the sexual appeal of 
Jane’s childlike-nature and Blanche’s beauty. Moreover, Lady Audley’s 
chamber may be more luxurious than Bertha’s attic, but they are confined 
and controlled by men in the same way. Unlike Jane however, no surprise 
inheritance at the end of the novel appears to save Lady Audley. At a time 
when campaigns were emerging to reform the marriage laws due to their 
unfair treatment of women and property, Lady Audley stands as a symbol 
for the inherent inequality between men and women, particularly when 
bound by a marriage contract.25 Cross-disciplinary research has also argued 
that for the Victorians, “their gender ideologies influenced and indeed 
determined their medical theories on women’s mental constitutions”.26 
Given that transgressive women could be committed to sanatoriums for 
particularly ‘feminine’ disorders such as hysteria represents the threat that 
Braddon is undermining through her misguided and unfortunate heroine. 

Another characteristic that Lady Audley and Jane share is that they are 
both effectively motherless. Noted Victorian critic Margaret Oliphant 
suggested that motherless girls became the novelist’s ideal “when the 
heroine falls into an unusual lapse from feminine traditions” as the reader 

24 Saverio Tomaivolo, In Lady Audley’s Shadow: Mary Elizabeth Braddon and Victorian Literary 
Genres (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2010), p.25.
25 Mary Lyndon Shanley, Feminism, Marriage, and the Law in Victorian England (New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, 1989), p.29.
26 Nadine Muller, ‘Hystoriographic Metafiction: The Victorian Madwoman and Women’s 
Mental Health in 21st-Century British Fiction’, http://search.proquest.com/openview/f0a25
e7217e7657d0817fb3482b98fa8/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=29335 Accessed 10/01/16.

retains the excuse on behalf of the heroine that transgressions are due 
to the absence of a female role model.27 Though Lady Audley’s crimes 
are based on her ambitions the desires themselves she possesses are not 
sensational. Despite her lack of motherly guidance, her aspirations are 
conventional.28 Her idea of success – a wealthy, respectable husband and 
the associated rewards – clearly conform to the expectations of female 
desire within the Victorian era. Therefore, her confinement in the Belgian 
sanatorium at the novel’s end represents a victory not for social justice, but 
for representatives of middle-class patriarchal power.29 Moreover, Matus 
suggests that the treatment of the protagonist is “managed through the 
discourse of madness, because it allows historically specific issues of class 
and power to be represented instead as timeless and universal matters 
of female biology”.30 As suggested previously, the use of gothic enables 
Braddon to explore these contentious issues. The associations with demons 
or sirens may introduce Lady Audley as a sensationally evil character, 
yet Braddon is actually imbuing her narrative with a social commentary 
through which the conflicting standards for women are exposed. 

For Victorians, the mistress of the house bore sole responsibility for the 
morality of the establishment.31 Placing an apparently corrupt woman 
within the manor suggests that she will rot it from the inside out. It is 
crucial to remember however, that Lady Audley or Helen Talboys ‘crime’ 
as it stands is inconsistency. In attempting to adapt to her changing 
circumstances she is branded as duplicitous and a female demon taking on 
a beautiful form. If she is a criminal, she is what her society made her. As 
a young girl she is taught to value her beauty and that it will enable her to 
marry well. She is actively encouraged, “to think that in spite of the secret 
of my life I might be more successful in the world’s great lottery than my 
companions”.32 As a woman, her blonde hair and blue eyes are admired, 
then castigated as a mask. She is accused of using her beauty to deceive 
and as a foil for her unfeminine intentions. Her golden curls are described 

27 Margaret Oliphant, cited by Natalie Schroeder and Ronald A. Schroeder, From Sensation to 
Society: Representations of Marriage in the Fiction of Mary Elizabeth Braddon, 1862-1866 (Newark: 
University of Delaware Press, 2006), p.32.
28 Schroeder and Schroeder, p.30.
29 Tomaivolo, p.30.
30 Matus, p.334.
31 Tabitha Sparks, ‘The Ethics of Exteriority in Lady Audley’s Secret’ in New Perspectives on Mary 
Elizabeth Braddon, ed. Jessica Cox, (Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi, 2012), pp.17-35
32 Braddon, p.379.
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as “making a pale halo round her head when the sunlight shone through 
them”.33 She looks angelic, and these same looks attract Sir Michael Audley’s 
attentions, which triggers the beginning of her duplicity. Though he is the 
one to project an image onto her (one of total innocence and naivety), she 
is the one who bears the blame when this is revealed to be insincere. There 
is scant reassurance within the narrative as it suggests, “I cannot believe 
that an honest man […] is ever really deceived by falsehood”.34 Why then, 
if Sir Michael did not truly believe the truth offered by Lady Audley, is 
she the only one to receive retribution for her actions? Committing her 
to the asylum is not justified regarding her attempted murders, it is done 
solely with regards to her potentiality for madness. She presumed George 
to be dead, and her deceptions were only ever performances that Victorian 
society taught her she needed to employ in order to improve her prospects. 

The character who most prominently comes to represent the power of 
the middle-class patriarchy is Robert Audley. He begins the novel as an 
unlikely hero – passive, effeminate in his penchant for French novels, 
a barrister who does not practice, and a bachelor – but it is his crucial 
transformation that highlights the innate injustice of the nineteenth-century 
gendered societal norms and expectations. Through his interest in the 
disappearance of his school-friend George Talboys, Robert is transformed 
into an amateur detective. This positions him generically among the 
heroes of other detective fictions and therefore contextualises his actions 
as efforts towards reinforcing “the existing norms of justice”.35 The justice 
he works for however, only establishes the unjust nature of the patriarchy 
and sacrifices women on the periphery of society. His success is achieved 
through the downfall of Lady Audley. The process of Robert’s detection 
centres on the mystery of identities in the novel.36 It is through his unveiling 
of Lady Audley’s past identities that he also unveils the central hypocrisy 
of Victorian attitudes towards betterment and self-improvement. Critics 
such as Ned Halley suggest that through her pursuit of betterment, Lady 
Audley could have been considered a model Victorian. The widely read 
nineteenth-century handbook Self-Help called for one to reform oneself 
through “means of individual action, economy, and self-denial; by better 

33 ibid., p.10. 
34 ibid., p.380.
35 Vicki A. Pallo, ‘From Do-Nothing Detective: The Transformation of Robert Audley in Lady 
Audley’s Secret’ in The Journal of Popular Culture, 39 (3), pp. 466–478, p.468.
36 ibid., p.476.

habits, rather than by greater rights”.37 Yet due to the anxieties around social 
aspirations this played upon, Lady Audley is portrayed as grasping and 
villainous. The double-standards are summarised thusly: “For men, self-
invention can lead to self-improvement; for women, reinvention implies 
duplicity and disguise”.38 Therefore if one takes Robert Audley and Lady 
Audley as representatives of their gender the contemporary views about 
the capabilities and agency of men and women become clear. For instance, 
whilst Robert’s reading of French novels does not impair his morality, 
it adds colour to Lady Audley’s apparent villainy.39 She remembers a 
pertinent example in discussion with her maid Phoebe;

do you remember that French story we read – the story of a 
beautiful woman who committed some crime – I forget what – in 
the zenith of her power and loveliness […] she was tried, found 
guilty and condemned to be burned alive?40

The foreshadowing of this story is significant as the heroine has her secret 
revealed when her two sources of protection have faded – her beauty 
and the king. She is followed to the stake only by peasants who do not 
remember her as she was. When considering the Gothic’s generic use of 
the archaic and memory, this is an important evocation of the past that 
mirrors the present. It implies that a woman’s agency either through her 
beauty or her marriage is fallible and she will be powerless to protect 
herself if a threat arises. By way of contrast, Lady Audley’s first husband 
tells of his life apart from her: 

I was in the centre of riot, drunkenness, and debauchery; but the 
purifying influence of my love kept me safe from all […] I toiled on 
steadily to the end; and in the end I conquered.41 

This ‘conquering’ hero returns after three years without contact with 
his family and is deeply disturbed not to find his wife waiting for him 
despite his lack of letters. It is among the first charges to be levelled at 
Lady Audley in the novel. Not immediately connecting Lady Audley to 
George, Robert’s sympathies are nonetheless directed immediately to his 
friend. His resources and agency are devoted to ensuring that his friend’s 

37 Smiles, p.2.
38 Schroeder and Schroeder, p.36.
39 Matus, p.337.
40 Braddon, p.116-7.
41 ibid., p.25.
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equilibrium is restored. 

Where George was able to escape into the public sphere and travel to 
Australia in an attempt to make his fortune, Lady Audley’s (then still 
known as Helen Talboys) opportunities remained limited. Throughout 
the nineteenth-century women were encouraged to view marriage as a 
vocation. By employing a different gothic trope through the characterisation 
of Phoebe Marks, Braddon creates a double for Lady Audley in order to 
illustrate fully how women can try to shape their lives through matrimony. 
In an early speech from Phoebe there is evidence of envy regarding Lady 
Audley’s transition from a poor governess to the Lady of Audley Court. 

What was she but a servant like me? Taking wages and working 
for them as hard, or harder than I did. You should have seen her 
shabby clothes, Luke – worn and patched, and darned, and turned 
and twisted, yet always looking nice upon her42

Through Sir Michael’s proposal to the governess who mysteriously 
appeared in a small town, Braddon plays upon the anxieties of a declining 
aristocracy and ideas of inheritance. From humble beginnings, to mistress 
of a great house, Lady Audley plays a subversive role and the social 
stigma is illustrated through Alicia Audley’s enduring dislike towards 
her stepmother. Alicia grew up as Audley Court’s headstrong mistress 
and is distressed by Lady Audley’s position which she views as that of 
an interloper. Alicia, through her accomplishments and intelligence, 
represents the upper-class whereas Lady Audley with her childlike 
tendencies and blonde-beauty represents male desire which does not heed 
class boundaries. 

The precarious position of women is detailed explicitly and even used as 
a weapon when Robert threatens Lady Audley. Concerned for the health 
of Sir Audley he chooses to remind her that, “[y]our happiness, your 
prosperity, your safety depend alike upon his existence”.43 Lady Audley 
acknowledges her awareness of this and considering the trajectory of 
her life – from her father’s home, to her husband, to a governess for the 
doctor’s family, to Audley Court – the dependence of women, wealthy or 
poor, cannot escape the reader. Yet this precariousness is only enhanced 
by a cynical attitude towards the solidarity of other women. Rather than 

42 Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret, p.31.
43 ibid., p.236.

support one another Braddon portrays women whose jealousy towards 
Lady Audley cause them to freely spill her secrets to Robert in his process 
of detecting the truth. An old associate remarks of Lady Audley that she 
“knew how to keep her own secrets, in spite of her innocent ways and her 
curly hair,’ Miss Tonks added, spitefully” and her tone causes Robert to 
marvel at how “pitiless these women are to each other”.44 What he cannot 
understand in his privileged position is that he is witnessing a testament 
to some of the survival tactics necessary within a patriarchal society. The 
maid Phoebe for instance, betrays her mistress’s secrets to Luke, bartering 
them for protection from his violent outbursts. 

At the height of his investigations the moral implications of what he might 
uncover beings to prey on Robert. He considers himself bound to reveal the 
injustice committed against his friend but fears the social fallout from this 
disclosure. “Am I tied to a wheel, and must I go with its every revolution, 
let it take me where it will?”45 The narrative style of the novel illustrates 
that the same sensation is being experienced by Lady Audley. During her 
confession there is a sense that events and her desire for the protection of a 
wealthy husband drew her onwards just like a rolling wheel; “Afraid of my 
mother’s horrible inheritance; afraid of poverty; afraid of George Talboys; 
afraid of you”.46 The fear of her ultimate fate is given as the rationale for all 
the crimes that Lady Audley commits during the novel. Though she and 
Robert sought a sense of social equilibrium, what they recognise as such is 
incompatible. Lady Audley married a wealthy man whereas Robert would 
protect him from what he comes to perceive as usurpation of the moral 
and just. Lady Audley is held as the text’s scapegoat due to her gender 
and her non-aristocratic position. Madness, or the threat thereof, is only 
ever a foil used to cloak the more provocative issue of social inequalities 
and lack of individual agency. For instance, the revelations of the poverty 
which Helen Talboys experienced are introduced far earlier than concerns 
of hereditary madness which in narrative terms essentially privileges the 
concern of poverty. 

44 Braddon, p.256-8.
45 ibid., p.171.
46 ibid., p.423.
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Conclusion

In conclusion, Braddon is credited with the creation of a new type of 
heroine by portraying a fair villain.47 She, alongside Wilkie Collins, was 
one of the most prominent sensation novelists in the Victorian period. The 
sensation genre’s potential for subversive social commentary is achieved 
through its employment of gothic tropes within domestic or everyday 
circumstances. In Lady Audley’s Secret it is clear that the gothic elements 
reveal the central hypocrisy of attitudes towards genders and marital roles 
in Victorian society. The novel examines the issues around female agency 
as well as social ambition and class lines. Female beauty is directed by 
the male gaze and is expected to fulfil contradictory desires and impulses. 
Beautiful women are desired by some men yet seen as a threat to social 
standing by other characters. Robert Audley is a member of the upper-
class and his marriage is to a woman of rank and wealth. It might appear 
that the novel ends with the restoration of the equilibrium regarding social 
status. The transgressive woman has been sealed up in an asylum and her 
threat has therefore been contained. Yet the reader and the narrator must 
share a nagging guilt. What was Lady Audley’s true crime? According to 
the narrative her actual criminal acts were either symptomatic or incidental 
events. The central crime she is charged with is being an imposter. Though 
the plot casts her as duplicitous in her marriage because she unknowingly 
had a living husband, as a representative of wider society she is an imposter 
because her station and rank do not equip her to fulfil a position such as 
mistress of Audley Court. Whilst Robert can choose to follow the ethos of 
Samuel Smiles and become the ideal Victorian Smilean hero, if one tries to 
read Lady Audley in the same vein it is clear that this mode of actions was 
not sustainable for female agency. Though Lady Audley is the one who 
is punished, it is the patriarchal society which Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s 
novel condemns. 

47 Margaret Oliphant, cited by Tomaivolo, p.24
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Magic, Transformation and Memory
Friel’s Faith Healer and Murphy’s The Gigli Concert

by
Moonyoung Hong1

Abstract 
This paper focuses on the theme of magic and transformation in the plays of Brian 
Friel and Tom Murphy. By analyzing their main plays—Friel’s Faith Healer and 
Murphy’s The Gigli Concert, it will argue that magic and transformation occurs 
amidst the harsh reality and fragile identities of the characters, and that the process 
of transformation require reconfigurations of memory, the main source of fiction and 
artistic imagination. It will then discuss how the recent theatrical production of the 
plays allows the possibility of transformation in the contemporary audience. 

Keywords
Friel, Murphy, Magic, Transformation, Memory 

Introduction

Brian Friel and Tom Murphy, two eminent names in modern Irish drama, 
were born into the same generation and their work reflects the numerous 
changes that have taken place in twentieth-century Ireland. In their 
writing they actively engage with Irish history and culture, addressing 
problems of revolutions, politics, famine, economic changes, emigration, 
and religion. The hero tries to leave home in Friel’s Philadelphia, Here I 
Come! (1964), while returning from America in Murphy’s Conversations on 
a Homecoming (1985). In addition to their shared exploration of the social 
contexts of their characters, many of their themes overlap. Both emphasize 
the importance of storytelling, fiction, and artistic imagination against a 
society torn by its traumatic past and demoralized by rapid change. Friel’s 
Faith Healer (1979) and Murphy’s The Gigli Concert (1983) embody the idea 
of magic and transformation grounded in fiction and imagination, which 
requires reshaping of one’s memory. Fintan O’Toole defines magic as the 

1 M.Phil in Irish Writing, Department of English, Trinity College Dublin; Address: 52.3.02 
Pearse Street, Trinity College Dublin, Dublin 2, Ireland; Email: hongm@tcd.ie

ability “to imagine a different world,”2 and Christopher Morash explains 
magic as anticipating that “things can become other than what they are.”3 
It is a transformation in the works of both playwrights, of one character 
becoming a different self, a space becoming another place, a jump from one 
reality to another. This essay will comparatively examine the components 
necessary for magic and transformation. It will analyze how the characters 
in Faith Healer and The Gigli Concert attempt to transcend their realities 
through refashioning narratives of their own personal memories. It will 
then discuss how a “live” theatrical experience transforms the actor-
characters and the audience.

Magic Ingredient One: Despair, Misery, and Fragile Identities

Magic is found in the gaps, cracks, and misery of all the characters in these 
two plays. The characters in Faith Healer and The Gigli Concert are caught 
between traumatic experiences and the dismal reality of their current 
condition. Faith Healer is a play about three characters: Francis Hardy, 
Grace, and Teddy. Frank is a faith healer, possessing the power to heal 
any illness and disease. Grace is his wife, and Teddy is his stage manager. 
Together they tour towns in Scotland, Wales, and Ireland to perform 
faith-healing acts, where people in despair come to Frank seeking a cure. 
Drawing from the Celtic practice of reciting place names, faith healing 
is evidently a mixture of pagan ritual and Christian miracles.4 Although 
Frank has the power potentially to cure ten people in mere minutes, most 
of the time nothing happens. The play consists of four monologues: the 
first and last by Frank and the other two by Grace and Teddy. They all give 
different accounts of the narrative and the details do not match, leading 
to an epistemological ambiguity. Nevertheless, we can assume that Frank 
and Grace are married and have buried their new born child in a town 
called Kinlochbervie. Frank dies from an attack by angry crowd that he 
cannot heal, and Grace commits suicide. Frank’s reality is dismal, and he 

2 Fintan O’Toole, “Apocalypse Now,” in Tom Murphy: Politics of Magic (Dublin: New Island, 
1994), 208.
3 Christopher Morash and Richards Shaun, Mapping Irish Theatre: Theories of Space and Place 
(New York: Cambridge UP, 2013), 9.
4 Margaret M. Strain describes thoroughly the influence and references of both Celtic and 
Christian practices in Faith Healer. The incantation of place names for example is a practice 
traced in the Celtic oral literary tradition of dindshenchas, recited by learned people or filid, 
translated as “poets” and “seers.” For more details see her article, “‘Renouncing Change’: 
Salvation and the Sacred in Brian Friel’s Faith Healer.” Renascence: Essays on Values in Literature 
57. 1. Sep 2004.
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relies heavily on alcohol. When confronted by tormenting questions in 
his mind, Frank “silenced them with whiskey,” and says that “It got me 
through the job night after night.”5 Frank is in a difficult state and there is 
a sense that his job is a matter of survival day after day. 

The characters in Murphy’s The Gigli Concert are all in a comparably 
miserable state. JPW King is a “dynamatologist,” a self-help therapist in 
Dublin. He is an upper middle-class Englishman, abandoned and forgotten 
by his organization. He also has an unrealized relationship with a woman 
named Helen and is engaged in an affair with Mona, a married woman 
who later turns out to be his real love upon the revelation that she has 
cancer. JPW is randomly visited by the Irish Man, a former aspiring priest 
who abandoned the vocation to gain quick money through backhanded 
practices. He is having a breakdown which is affecting his family. In 
the desire to sing like Gigli, a famous Italian opera singer, the Irish Man 
undertakes therapy sessions with JPW. In the beginning of the play both 
men cry out, “How am I going to get through today?”6 For JPW and the 
Irish Man, life is a matter of survival, as it is for Frank in Faith Healer. As 
the vodkas in the stage directions show, they are dependent on alcohol to 
cope with their harsh reality. All of the characters in the play are in pain 
some way or another. However, as will be discussed later, it is this state of 
despair that paradoxically creates the necessary conditions for magic to 
enter. 

The magician, or transformer, in each play is the protagonist: Frank 
Hardy and JPW King. Both are self-conscious about being “Cons” or 
“Quacks.” The line between fraud and magician, between the “absurd” 
and the “momentous” is deliberately blurred by Friel and Murphy.7 
Frank questions himself, “Am I a con man?”8 JPW shouts, “It is a pig-sty, 
I am a charlatan and a quack, and I have never achieved anything in my 
life!”9 Yet, the quacks become magicians because they are complex and 
can understand other people’s pain based on their own experiences. They 
are also imaginative and can transcend the cold reality. They are more 
sympathetic and sentimental than the minor characters in both plays, 

5 Brian Friel, Faith Healer, Plays One (London: Faber and Faber, 1996), 334.
6 Tom Murphy, The Gigli Concert, Plays: 3 (London: Methuen Drama, 1997), 166, 173.
7 Friel, Faith Healer, 336.
8 Ibid., 333.
9 Murphy, Gigli Concert, 228.

which are characteristics necessary for magic. The quacks are explicitly 
contrasted with the conventional doctors in both plays. Grace, Frank’s 
wife, who is seeing a doctor for her mental state, describes her doctor as 
“so clean and so pleasant and so efficient and, yes, so innocent . . . and he 
meant so well . . . and it was all so simple for him.”10 Frank is the polar 
opposite of this description; he is mystical, unpleasant, complex, and 
vague. In The Gigli Concert, JPW has similar self doubt and recommends 
professional psychiatrists for the Irish Man. An appointment with such 
a psychiatrist, however, is not only very expensive but offers a lack of 
sympathy and emotional affection. It is not a coincidence that the Irish 
Man chooses JPW over these psychiatrists and gets healed. The cons and 
quacks, with their flexibility and emotions, their magicians’ qualities, are 
in the end suitably qualified for the required transformative effect. 

Just as the protagonists’ flaws are paradoxically what give them power 
as magicians or healers, misery and despair are what allow for this 
transformation to begin. This transformation is dramatically and 
optimistically realized in The Gigli Concert. JPW explains the process of 
transformation:  

We understand our existential guilt, our definition of ourselves 
is right from the start – I am who may be – and, meanwhile, 
our paradoxical key, despair, is rising, rising in our pool to total 
despair. That state achieved, two choices. One, okay, I give in, I 
wait for the next world. Or, two, what have I to lose, and I take the 
leap, the plunge into the abyss of darkness to achieve that state 
of primordial being, not in any muddled theocentric sense but as 
the point of origin in the here-and-now where anything becomes 
possible.11 

Total despair is the paradoxical key to ascension, yet, it is only through 
acknowledging the possibility of transformation and confidence from 
despair that one can rise from the despair and be transformed.

In Faith Healer, Frank is transformed through a religious self-sacrifice; he 
embraces his own death and offers himself to others. As Strain describes, 
Frank “humbles himself to accept that which defies reason and control—
faith and salvific illumination.”12 In the final scene, Frank feels a genuine 

10 Friel, Faith Healer, 342.
11 Ibid., 211-12.
12 Strain, “Renouncing Change,” 63.
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sense of “home-coming” when he approaches the crowd. “And although 
I knew that nothing was going to happen, nothing at all, I walked across 
the yard towards them,” and “the whole-corporeal world . . . somehow 
they had shed their physical reality and had become mere imaginings . . . 
existed only in spirit, only in the need we had for each other.”13 He accepts 
his own fate and enters into a spiritual world. He succeeds in creating a 
different world for himself. Transformation occurs against the backdrop of 
the dismal reality. 

Magic Ingredient Two: Fiction-Making through Reshaping Memory

For these characters, their authors, and—we come to understand—for us 
as members of the audience or readers of these plays, fiction-making is 
an essential part of the process of transformation as a means of resisting 
the dismal reality. Facts are replaced by creative imaginings and fictional 
narratives. Memories are not reliable or credible but become sources of 
storytelling and identity-building. Memories are thus creative sources for 
art. In Inventing Ireland, Declan Kiberd notes how art is an attempt to create 
a different order from what is given: 

Art might be seen as man’s constant effort to create for himself a 
different order of reality from what is given to him: against the 
ability to imagine things as they are, it counterpoises the capacity 
to imagine things as they might be. Fictions . . . help people to make 
sense of the world around them.14 

Friel’s and Murphy’s characters struggle to create a “different order of 
reality” through distorting, refashioning, and re-inventing memories. 

In Faith Healer, transformation is achieved through distorting reality and 
re-working memories. Frank, Grace, and Teddy all speak of their past 
memories, which are all different from one another. It is uncertain whether 
they are telling the truth; Frank says that Grace is his mistress while Grace 
seems to be his wife. Grace remembers burying her miscarried child with 
Frank, while in Teddy’s memory, Frank was absent in the scene and it was 
Teddy who was with her. In her monologue, Grace talks of why Frank is a 
“liar,” and consequently a good storyteller. 

13 Friel, Faith Healer, 375-76.
14 Declan Kiberd, Inventing Ireland: The Literature of Modern Ireland (London: Vintage, 1996), 118.

It wasn’t that he was simply a liar . . . it was some compulsion 
he had to adjust, to refashion, to re-create everything around him. 
Even the people who came to him—they weren’t just sick people 
who were confused and frightened and wanted to be cured; no, 
no; to him they were…real enough, but not real as persons, real as 
fictions, his fictions, extensions of himself that came into being only 
because of him. And if he cured a man, that man became for him a 
successful fiction and therefore actually real . . . But if he didn’t cure 
him, the man was forgotten immediately, allowed to dissolve and 
vanish as if he had never existed.15 

In the process of building his identity through fiction, Frank’s memory is 
reshaped and recreated. Fiction is often more real for Frank and memories 
are only relevant when put into a fiction.16 For Frank, some memories, like 
that of his father, serve no meaning: “There was no sense of home-coming. 
I tried to simulate it but nothing stirred. Only a few memories, wan and 
neutral . . . They evoked nothing.”17 Frank also burns the newspaper 
article that recorded the account of his successful faith-healing scheme. 
Newspaper articles record facts and Frank rejects a factual understanding 
of the event. As opposed to reality and facts, magic and miracles derive from 
faith which requires resistance of skeptical reality and the refashioning of 
memories through acts of creative imagination. It is through this process 
that sought-for transformative power is achieved.  

Similarly, the importance of the relationship between storytelling, fiction, 
and sorrow-transcending transformation is stressed in The Gigli Concert. 
The Irish Man complains that “There’s too many facts in the world! 
Them houses were built out of facts: corruption, brutality, backhanding, 
fronthanding, backstabbing, lump labour and a bit of technology.”18 The 
Irish Man’s reality is based on facts. He has become economically successful 
through “dishonesty and [the] criminality he has had to rub shoulders with 
to reach a place of wealth and influence.”19 But all of it feels empty to the 

15 Friel, Faith Healer, 345.
16 In a review of a 2010 production of Faith Healer, Patrick Lonergan points out how the play 
is a tragedy of three people and not just Frank. The other characters are not simply dependent 
on Frank as his “fictions” but they are strong characters who have accepted the onerous task 
of helping to sustain Frank’s fictions about himself. For a detailed review, see “Review of 
Faith Healer” on Irish Theatre Magazine, 5 Feb 2010.
17 Friel, Faith Healer, 338-39.
18 Murphy, Gigli Concert, 173.
19 Ben Barnes, “The Fell of Dark: The Gigli Concert,” in ‘Alive in Time’: The Enduring Drama of 
Tom Murphy: New Essays, Ed. Christopher Murray, (Dublin: Carysfort, 2010), 156.
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Irish Man and his desire to sing like the opera singer Gigli emphasizes his 
struggle to create a different kind of reality for himself. At one point, the 
Irish Man gives an autobiographical account of Gigli and his failed love 
with Ida, blending Gigli’s biography with his own. It may be a “bullshit” 
story as JPW remarks, but it shows that the Irish Man’s memory focuses 
on what he wants to be rather than what he is. O’Toole suggests that the 
“Past has value only as an invention which suggests what the future will 
be . . . Because the past is a fabrication, and the future has not yet occurred, 
the present in the play expands almost to infinity.”20 The creative blend 
of memories in this play, as in Faith Healer, shows an engagement with 
storytelling and a move toward transformation through fiction. 

The monologues in both plays act as an outlet, a form of expression for 
their memories. It is a medium that allows for the possibility of self-
realization. The three characters in Faith Healer appear separately, and 
instead of their chief events enacted for our eyes, we can only imagine what 
is happening through their storytelling. Anthony Roche describes how the 
monologue form suits the fragile identities of the characters. The difficulty 
of forming identity lies in the temporality of memories. Instead of a rigid 
understanding of self, the monologue, which offers a distorted account of 
their memories, allows for “the slippage, the drift . . . the flexibility, proper 
to self-constancy.”21 In her monologue, Grace comments about her painful 
condition: “But I am making progress. And I suppose what I really mean 
by that is that there are certain restricted memories that I can invite now, 
that I can open myself fully to, like a patient going back to solids.”22 She 
is able to talk about her memories and despair, and articulates herself in 
her own way. The monologues also reveal how the characters’ identities 
are defined through confronting the others in their own way, instead of 
being confronted by others. This is apparent in Frank’s self-obsession and 
constant fiction-making of others. 

Similarly, the long monologues and the interaction between characters is 
what leads to self-realization and magic in The Gigli Concert. The Irish Man 
releases his pain and suffering through articulating his story to JPW. When 
JPW asks the Irish Man to talk about his first sexual experience, the Irish 

20 O’Toole, Politics of Magic, 223-24.
21 Anthony Roche, “Memory and History,” in Brian Friel: Theatre and Politics (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 161.
22 Friel, Faith Healer, 342.

Man gradually digresses into telling his miserable childhood story of his 
tyrannical brother Mick.

Mick was in a black mood. And he’d beaten Danny that day too for 
something . . . Oh yes, the flowers. And. I still had this little bunch 
of flowers . . . And it was the only thing I could think of. (He is only 
just managing to hold back his tears.) And. And. I took the fuckin’ 
flowers to our Danny . . . What use is nicest?’ Of what use is beauty, 
Mr King?23

The Irish Man was helpless and was picking flowers when Mick was 
beating Danny, the younger brother. The guilt and pain that the Irish Man 
was withholding is released through the “dry sobbing” at the end of the 
speech. JPW responds, “ Yes . . . Yes . . . that’s it, Benimillo . . . Let it come 
out . . . Take my hand . . .”24 He comforts the Irish Man with tea and gestures 
of affection, while also giving an account of his own sexual experience and 
family stories. Although it starts off as a therapist-patient relationship, the 
men gradually build up a sense of friendship and trust as they reveal more 
about their past and trauma to each other. It is by listening to each other’s 
monologues that the men are transformed and transform one another. 

Magic in Theatre Performance

Transformation of characters further more leads to transformation of the 
audience of a performance. The sharing of the performance space among 
the actors and the audience generates a theatrical experience that is “lived” 
and magical. In Mapping Irish Theatre: Theories of Space and Place, Christopher 
Morash and Shaun Richards outline how the interactions and coexistence 
of different spaces in the theatre create a “lived” space. The physical and 
perceived space is the actual setting and place of the theatre, things we 
can observe on stage, and where everyday life exists for the characters. 
The mental, social, unseen, and conceived space is a space that is off-
stage, referenced, symbolized, represented, and requires our imagination. 
A theatrical experience is a complex interplay between these spaces, and 
something that is “shared.” It is “shared among members of the audience, 
among the actors-as-characters, and between the audience and the actors-
as-characters,” and the audience “at a very basic structural level, identify 

23 Murphy, Gigli Concert, 216-17.
24 Ibid., 218.
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with the characters in their place-making.”25 By having to occupy the same 
space, and share the real space, the audience shares the experience of what 
the performers do. The element of transformation and magic in theatre lies 
in this sharing of the space, and is clearly evident in both Faith Healer, and 
The Gigli Concert.

There are multiple layers in Faith Healer that emphasize the performative 
aspect of the play and which include the audience as part of the faith-
healing performance. Indeed, Grace says that Frank “always called it a 
performance, teasing the word with that mocking voice of his – ‘Where do 
I perform tonight?’ ‘Do you expect a performance in a place like this?’—as 
if it were a game he might take part in only if he felt like it.”26 Faith healing 
is a performance which involves the healer (the actor), who performs 
his magic to the healed (the audience). The stage setting highlights the 
nature of a performance, where a large poster of “The Fantastic Francis 
Hardy, Faith Healer, One Night Only,” is on the back, and three rows of 
chairs “occupy one third of the acting area stage left.”27 The banner and chairs 
are equivalent to the chairs that the theatrical audience sits in, and thus 
the audience sees a performance of a performance. At the same time, 
the audience witnesses Frank’s faith healing performance, and the space 
becomes a “lived” space that is shared between the actors-as-characters 
and the audience. Furthermore, there are certain cues in which the fourth-
wall seems to break down. At the end of Part One, Frank comes down near 
the audience and ends his monologue: 

(He comes right down, walking very slowly, until he is as close as he can 
be to the audience. Pause.) 

The first Irish tour! The great home-coming! The new beginning! 
It was all going to be so fantastic! And there I am, pretending 
to subscribe to the charade. (He laughs.) . . . We’ll come to that 
presently. Or as Teddy would have put it: Why don’t we leave that 
until later, dear ‘eart? Why don’t we do that? Why not?

Indeed. 

(He looks at the audience for about three seconds. Then quick black.)28 

25 Morash and Richards, Mapping Irish Theatre, 76.
26 Friel, Faith Healer, 343.
27 Ibid., 331.
28 Ibid., 340

Frank directs his monologue and gaze towards the audience, implying that 
the audience is not a mere observer of what Frank is doing but a subject of 
his performance. The theatrical audience is transformed into participants 
of his story. In the final scene, Frank moves slowly down the stage, as if 
he is offering himself to the real theatrical audience. Christopher Murray 
remarks that when Frank steps towards the audience and into the theatrical 
blackout, he “establishes a communion with the audience as healer, and 
vice versa in the two-way traffic on the stage.”29 Murray further elaborates 
that the audience at the Abbey premiere was “stunned for a whole minute 
. . . while registering the catharsis, pleasurable release after terrible, shared 
uncertainty”30 The theatre becomes a place where “anything is possible.”31 
Not only are the people in Frank’s story transformed but the theatrical 
audiences who come to hear the retelling of his story long after the fact, 
become part of the story and memories, and are equally transformed.

Just as the audience is transformed in Faith Healer in this way, through a 
disruption of the fourth wall, the audience in The Gigli Concert is transformed 
through the sharing of space. The perceived office space of JPW transforms 
into a space where “anything is possible.”32 It is more optimistic than that 
of Faith Healer, giving the audience a sense of empowerment and hope. The 
theatre becomes a “here-and-now” place where the audience witnesses the 
concert that JPW mimes to Gigli’s voice. Fintan O’Toole notes that, “There 
are always two worlds on stage in a Murphy play—a social landscape 
and a psychological dreamscape—and the dramatic thrill is in the daring, 
breathtaking, impossible leap from one to the other.”33 There is a leap from 
the perceived, known, physical, social space to the conceived, unknown, 
mythical, and mental space. These leaps create, again, the “lived” space. 
After taking several pills with vodka, JPW’s office room changes into a 
hallucination, the psychological dreamscape; he has unplugged the power 
of the record-player so it is impossible to hear anything. But when the 
music plays, and JPW sings, the theatre transforms into a concert hall with 
a proper audience, allowing the actor-character to realize his dreams in 
actuality. 

29 Christopher Murray, “Uncertainty, Memory, Tragedy: Living Quarters and Faith Healer,” in 
The Theatre of Brian Friel: Tradition and Modernity (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 92.
30 Ibid.
31 Friel, Faith Healer, 343.
32 Murphy, Gigli Concert, 168, 212.
33 Fintan O’Toole, Programme Note to The Gigli Concert (Dublin: Gate Theatre 2015), 19.
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Music and the act of miming are central to this leap, as music is a form of 
expression that transcends the intellectual limitation of words. According 
to the stage directions, JPW “sings the aria to its conclusion and collapses”34 
But as David Grindley, the director of the play for the 2015 Gate production 
points out, “On the page there are three characters, but on stage there are 
four: Gigli. Gigli’s voice changes the emotional temperature, ushering the 
possibility of magic on stage.”35 Gigli’s voice prompts the characters to 
“release their pent up emotions” in which his “soaring voice” pulls the 
characters upwards from despair. Even though the voice is not authentic, 
and is a reproduction of a recording, Nicholas Grene suggests that it “has 
the power to express, and even to communicate as high art.”36 The actor-
character’s physical movement, the sweat, and dramatic gestures are real 
enough to move the audience. JPW exits triumphantly. Grene explains, 
“For all its ironies, its self-conscious awareness of role-playing, and the 
mimicry of language and voices, Murphy remains a Romantic writer in 
his conception of an art driven by emotional extremities, and in his claims 
for the expressive value and meaning of such an art.”37 JPW “invites” 
and gestures to the music to carry on outside the window, into the future 
infinitely. Despite the despairing reality of his scenario, music offers an 
expressive voice to the actor-character and thus offers consolation and 
hope to the audience. 

The vivid lighting effects clearly mark the different landscapes, and usher 
in staging a magical space of the mind. JPW prepares to jump into his 
imaginary space: 

He looks out of the window for a moment, then draws the blind . . . 
Through the following, a red glow, as if emanating from the reading lamp 
with the red shade, suffuses the room, and the shaft of yellow light from 
the washroom becoming more intense.38

The red glow, combined with the yellow light, is an artificial light which 
changes the atmosphere of the naturalistic setting into a mysterious 
colorful zone. It is in contrast with the “Early morning light filtering into the 
room,”39 the natural sunlight. The sunlight is representative of the rational 

34 Murphy, Gigli Concert, 239.
35 David Grindley, Programme Note to The Gigli Concert (Dublin: Gate Theatre 2015), 7.
36 Nicholas Grene, Talking About Tom Murphy (Dublin: Carysfort, 2002), 74.
37 Ibid., 74-75.
38 Murphy, Gigli Concert, 238.
39 Ibid., 239.

outside world, where one becomes sober and sensible. This may also 
signify that when we come to terms with our darkest moments we are able 
to carry on through our day. Murphy claims to have been influenced by 
writers such as Eugene O’Neil, Arthur Miller, and Tennessee Williams.40 
JPW’s cry for magic along with the changing of light may gesture to the 
character of Blanche in Williams’ A Streetcar Named Desire. Blanche covers 
the light-bulbs with paper lanterns. She declares that she does not want 
realism. “I’ll tell you what I want. Magic! . . . Yes, yes, magic! I try to give 
that to people. I misrepresent things to them . . . I tell what ought to be 
truth . . . Don’t turn the light on!”41 The artificial lighting in The Gigli Concert 
thus helps to realize the magic of the play. Blanche’s lines link back to the 
idea that magic is enacted through the deliberate misrepresentation and 
reconfiguration of reality. 

In both The Gigli Concert and Faith Healer, despair and misery of the 
characters make them struggle for a new reality, and fiction-making 
through reshaping their memories serves as the process. The characters of 
both plays go through a process of transformation, a process that extends 
to the performance space that creates a connection between the actor-
characters and audience. As O’Toole notes in his Introduction to Murphy’s 
plays, The Gigli Concert is “a full-scale dramatization of the impossible.”42 
With its music, lighting, and theatrical performance, it allows the moment 
of theatre to become a moment “alive in Time at the same time”43 with 
the characters, the actors, and the audience. In a sense, these plays also 
trace the journey of the artist. Anthony Roche notes that faith-healing can 
be a metaphor for the playwright’s art.44 Friel himself has acknowledged 
in an interview with Fintan O’Toole that Faith Healer is “some kind of a 
metaphor for art, the craft of writing, or whatever it is.”45 Both The Gigli 
Concert and Faith Healer, like faith-healing, in all its failures and struggles, 
have the magical power to transform the audience. Exploring these themes 
of magic, transformation, and memory, contributes to the discussion on 
what art should achieve and what effects they have to the readers and 

40 Murphy’s interview in Talking About Tom Murphy, shows that he admires Tennessee 
Williams and was influenced by Williams’ naturalism and lyricism. 94-95.
41 Tennessee Williams, A Streetcar Names Desire (London: Penguin, 2009), 86.
42 O’Toole, Introduction to The Gigli Concert, Plays: 3 (London: Methuen Drama, 1997), 14.
43 Murphy, Gigli Concert, 231.
44 Roche, Theatre and Politics, 158.
45 Brian Friel, “In Interview with Fintan O’Toole (1982)” Brian Friel: Essays, Diaries, Interviews, 
1964-1999, Ed. Christopher Murray (London: Faber and Faber, 1999), 111.
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audience. Art as magic broadens our understanding of identity; it reveals 
how we construct our identity through fictional narratives grounded in 
personal memories. Art as a transformative means is also significant in a 
country replete with violence, trauma, and scars from the past. It offers 
consolation as well as a way to come to terms with the past and imagine 
a different future. As aforementioned, magic is the ability “to imagine a 
different world,” in O’Toole’s words, and anticipating that “things can 
become other than what they are” in Morash’s.
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Damming Impacts on Biodiversity in Tropical Rivers

by
Rhianna James1

Abstract
Construction of dams for hydroelectric power generation and irrigation in tropical 
regions has outpaced global dam construction in the past few decades, including 
along the Mekong River in Asia and the Amazon and Paraná Basins in South 
America. Dams alter the natural flow regime and disrupt river connectivity to the 
detriment of fish populations and migration. Flow changes also affect invertebrates, 
phytoplankton assemblages, and terrestrial and aquatic vertebrates. The creation of 
reservoirs changes habitat succession and the types of vegetation surrounding the 
reservoir. Although inundation creates new aquatic and transitional habitats, these 
new habitats are not always of similar quality to undisturbed habitats. Organism 
populations may be smaller than predicted based on habitat availability. The Tonle 
Sap region of Cambodia is particularly impacted by dam construction along the 
Mekong River. Many indigenous peoples live in areas that will be flooded following 
dam construction and rely on fisheries in Brazil and Cambodia, necessitating 
expansion of livelihoods and emigration from inundated areas. However, some steps 
can be taken to mitigate impacts from dams, such as constructing fish ladders and 
mimicking natural flow conditions as closely as possible. More research is necessary 
to discover uncertainties in dam operations and how those operations affect aquatic 
and terrestrial organisms in the river basin. 

Introduction

Growing demands for irrigation and electricity have led to dam 
development. Though dams provide a number of economic benefits, 
including power generation, irrigation, transportation, and commercial 
use, they have negative consequences on the environment. They disrupt 
the natural flow regime of the river, resulting in less intense flood and 
drought periods.2 Flow has a large influence on physical riverine habitats 
and aquatic biota adapted to specific flow conditions.3 Changes in flow 
reduce species richness.4 Dams also disrupt connectivity, creating a barrier 

1 Supervisor: Fraser Mitchell; M.Sc. Biodiversity and Conservation
2 C. Nilsson et al., “Fragmentation and flow regulation of the world’s large river systems,” 
Science 308 (2006).
3 S.E. Bunn, and A.H. Arthington, “Basic principles and ecological consequences of altered 
flow regimes for aquatic biodiversity,” Environmental Management 30 (2002).
4 J.H. Lee, and K.G. An, “Integrative restoration assessment of an urban stream using multiple 
modeling approaches with physical, chemical, and biological integrity indicators,” Ecological 
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between upriver and downriver populations.5 Flooding reservoirs changes 
vegetation succession and average vegetation age in riparian zones.6 Dams 
also result in reduced water quality. Sediments become trapped behind 
dams and erosion occurs downstream as the sediment balance alters, 
sometimes resulting in channel simplification.7 Toxins can also accumulate 
behind dams, providing difficulties in potential future dam removal.8 

More research has been conducted on the impacts of dams in temperate 
systems than in tropical systems, yet eight of the ten largest river discharges 
in the world are tropical.9 Since the 1950s, the number of large (>15 m) 
dams increased from 5000 to 45000, many of which have been built in 
South America since the 1970s.10,11 Today, 18,000 dams regulate 32% of the 
drainage in tropical and sub-tropical rivers.12 

Tropical rivers—located between 23.5oN and 23.5oS— are typically 
influenced by the Inter-Tropical Convergence Zone (ITCZ), along which 
rainfall can reach 7m per year, intense rainstorms can exceed 125mm in a 
day, and monsoons are common. The rivers generally have a high sediment 
load with low interannual variation.13,14 Despite these commonalities, there 
are three subzones of tropical rivers (Figure 1). The rainforest subzone 
averages 60mm of precipitation per month in the dry season. The monsoon 
subzone exhibits more seasonality, and the savannah subzone has more 
pronounced dry periods. However, some tropical river basins are impacted 

Engineering 62 (2014).
5 M. R. Winston, C.M. Taylor, and J. Pigg, “Upstream extirpation of four minnow species due 
to damming of a prairie stream,” Transactions of the American Fisheries Society 120 (1991).
6 R. Benjankar et al., “The impact of river modification and dam operation on floodplain 
vegetation succession trends in the Kootenai River, USA,” Ecological Engineering 46 (2012).
7 F.K. Ligon, W.E. Dietrich, and W.J. Trush, “Downstream ecological effects of dams: a 
geomorphic perspective,” Bioscience 45 (1995).
8 P.M. Fearnside, “Impacts of Brazil’s Madeira River dams: unlearned lessons for hydroelectric 
development in Amazonia,” Environmental Science and Policy 38 (2014). 
9 E.M. Latrubesse, J.C. Stevaux, and R. Sinha, “Tropical rivers,” Geomorphology 70 (2005).
10 World Commission on Dams (WCD), “Dams and development: a new framework for 
decision making,” The Report of the World Commission on Dams (Earthscan, London, 2000).
11 S.A. Brandt, “Classification of geomorphological effects downstream of dams,” Catena 40 (2000).
12 L. Sáenz and M. Mulligan, “The role of Cloud Affected Forests (CAFs) on water inputs to 
dams,” Ecosystem Services 5 (2013).
13 W.V. Manyari and O.A. de De Carvalho Jr., “Environmental considerations in energy 
planning for the Amazon region: downstream effects of dams,” Energy Policy 35 (2007).
14 J.P.M Syvitski,.,et al., “How important and different are tropical rivers? — An overview.” 
Geomorphology 227 (2014).

by drier, cooler, or more temperate areas.15  16

Most unknown species reside in the tropics and many are vulnerable to dam 
construction.17 Humans rely on biodiversity to provide food, especially fish 
in tropical rivers, natural resources, and ecotourism.18,19,20,21 Biodiversity is 
also crucial to nutrient recycling, the maintenance of microclimates, and 
other ecosystem services.22,23 Many species have yet to be discovered, and 
their potential benefits are currently unknown. 

The construction of dams changes the flow regime upon which many 
organisms in the region rely. Seasonal flooding in tropical rivers provides 
shelter, food, spawning grounds, parasitism, predation and competition.24 
Many of the spawning grounds are along the seasonally flooded edges of 
the main river stem, which may become isolated with flow regulation.25 
Many aquatic species’ life stages coincide with annual flooding.26 However, 

15 Ibid.
16 Ibid.
17 D. Dudgeon, “The ecology of tropical Asian rivers and streams in relation to biodiversity 
conservation,” Annual Review of Ecology and Systematics 31 (2000).
18 Barthem, R. and M. Goulding, “Um ecosistema inesperado: a Amazônia revelada pela 
pesca,” (Peru: Amazon Conservation Association, (ACA, Sociedade Civil Mamirauá), 2007):241.
19 S. Orr, J. Pittock, A. Chapagain, and D. Dumaresq, “Dams on the Mekong River: Lost fish 
protein and the implications for land and water resources,” Global Environmental Change 22 (2012).
20 C.J.R. Alho, “The value of biodiversity,” Brazilian Journal of Biology 68 (2008).
21 E.P. Anderson, C.M. Pringle, and M. Rojas, “Transforming tropical rivers: an environmental 
perspective on hydropower development in Costa Rica,” Aquatic Conservation: Marine and 
Freshwater Ecosystems 16 (2006).
22 D. Pimentel, et al., “Economic and environmental benefits of biodiversity,” BioScience 47 (1997).
23 Syvitski et al., “How important are tropical rivers?”
24 A.A. Agostinho, et al., “Application of the ecohydrological concept for sustainable 
development of tropical floodplains: the case of the upper Paraná River basin,” Ecohydrology 
& Hydrobiology 8 (2008).
25 Manyari and De Carvalho Jr., “Environmental considerations in energy planning.”
26 Agostinho et al., “Sustainable development of tropical floodplains.”

Fig 1: The climates of the different tropical rivers of the world
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hydrology is also crucial to terrestrial biological communities.27 Flooding 
influences canopy structure and terrestrial vertebrates.28,29 Dam construction 
can reduce species richness, especially in aquatic communities.30 Dams 
also create new habitats, albeit of lower quality than undisturbed habitats 
in some cases.31,32  More research has been conducted on the response of 
fish communities to dam construction than on flora communities. This 
body of knowledge enables fish to be used as environmental indicators for 
the overall health of the river.33 

In recent years, the construction of several cascade dams in the Mekong 
River Basin in Southeast Asia has resulted in scientific research documenting 
pre-dam and post-dam conditions. In addition, many sites in Brazil have 
been extensively studied. The aim of this review is to assess the responses 
of tropical biodiversity to damming in tropical river basins through the 
examination of the current literature on terrestrial and aquatic fauna and 
flora from dammed river systems, with a focus on the Mekong River in 
Asia and the Amazon and Paraná Rivers in South America. These rivers 
were selected for the abundance of recent research in the regions and the 
differences between the rivers, effectively demonstrating the broad array 
of the impacts of tropical dams on biodiversity.  

Asia
Mekong River Basin

The Mekong River (Figure 2) begins in the Tibet-Qinghai plateau, extending 
4800 km to the South China Sea in Vietnam. It has a yearly discharge of 
470 km3 and is divided into two regions: the upper Mekong basin and the 

27 C.M. Pringle, “Hydrologic connectivity and the management of biological reserves. A 
global perspective,” Ecological Applications 11 (2003).
28 J.E. Hawes et al., “Landscape-scale variation in structure and biomass of Amazonian 
seasonally flooded and unflooded forests,” Forest Ecology and Management 281 (2012). 
29 M. Benchimol and C.A. Peres, “Predicting local extinctions of Amazonian vertebrates in 
forest island created by a mega dam,” Biological Conservation 187 (2015).
30 W. J. Junk, P. B. Bayley, and R. E. Sparks, “The flood pulse concept in river-floodplain 
systems,” Canadian Special Publication of Fisheries and Aquatic Sciences 106 (1989).
31 A.N. Palmeirim, C.A. Peres, and F.C.W. Rosas, “Giant otter population responses to habitat 
expansion and degradation induced by a mega hydroelectric dam,” Biological Conservation 
174 (2014).
32 Y. Yi et al., “Influence of Manwan Reservoir on fish habitat in the middle reach of the 
Lancang River,” Ecological Engineering 69 (2014).
33 S. Schmutz et al., “A multi-level concept for fish-based, river-type-specific assessment of 
ecological integrity,” Hydrobiologia 422–423 (2000).

lower Mekong basin.34 The former drains an area of 195,000 km2 along the 
first 2000 km of the river, including 24% of the total drainage area of the 
river, and is mostly in China. The lower Mekong basin drains an area of 
600,000 km2 and includes 76% of the drainage area.35 It includes parts of 
Myanmar, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam and has a population 
of around 60 million people.36

The region has a tropical monsoon climate, with the wet season lasting 
from June to October. Peak flow occurs in August or September and 
averaged 52,000 m3/s from 1924-2009.37 The lowest flow occurs in March 
or April and averages around 1,500 m3/s.38 Figure 3 shows the normalized 
monthly flows and the high seasonal variability. The basin receives as little 
as 1000 mm of precipitation in semiarid northeast Thailand and up to 3000 
mm in Laos.39 

The flow of the Mekong River is still considered mostly natural.40 However, 
there are more than 100 proposed dams in the basin including 11 main-
stem dams and 78 tributary dams (Figure 2).41 The first Chinese dam across 
the main stem was completed in 1995, and there were six operational 
dams in the upper Mekong (called the Lancang River in China) in 2014.42 
Reservoir storage in the Mekong increased from 7.9 km3 in 1990 to 29.9 
km3 in 2010, and is predicted to increase to three times that amount in the 
coming decades.43 Currently, there are 28 large dams in the basin.44

34 X.X. Lu, and R.Y. Siew, “Water discharge and sediment flux changes in the Lower Mekong 
River: possible impacts of Chinese dams,” Hydrology and Earth System Sciences 10 (2006).

35 X.X. Lu et al., “Observed changes in the water flow at Chiang Saen in the lower Mekong: 
Impacts of Chinese dams?” Quaternary International 336 (2014).
36 J. Eastham et al., “Mekong River Basin water resources assessment: impacts of climate 
change,” Water for a Healthy Country National Research Flagship Report. (CSIRO: 2008).
37 P. Adamson and J. Bird, “The Mekong: a drought-prone tropical environment?” International 
Journal of Water Resources Development 26 (2010).
38 G. Kite, “Modelling the Mekong: hydrological simulation for environmental impact 
studies,” Journal of Hydrology 253 (2001).
39 Mekong River Commission (MRC) Mekong River Commission 2003 State of the Basin Report. 
(Phnom Penh, Cambodia:2003):316.
40 Mekong River Commission (MRC) “Overview of the hydrology of the Mekong Basin,” 
Mekong River Commission, (Vientiane, Lao PDR:2005).
41 G. Ziv et al., “Trading-off fish biodiversity, food security, and hydropower in the Mekong 
River Basin,” PNAS 109 (2012).
42 S. Li, and D. He, “Water level response to hydropower development in the upper Mekong 
river.” AMBIO: A Journal of the Human Environment 37 (2008).
43 T. Piman, T., Lennaerts, and P. Southalack, “Assessment of hydrological changes in the lower 
Mekong basin from basin-wide development scenarios,” Hydrological Processes 27 (2013).
44 M. Kummu et al., “Sediment: curse or blessing for Tonle Sap lake?” AMBIO: A Journal of the 
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Flow Regime and Sediment Transport 
Alterations

The construction of dams along the 
Mekong River has resulted in lower 
peak flows (Figure 4). Lu et al. examined 
Indicators of Hydrological Alteration 
(IHA) to assess changes in water 
discharge.45 The greatest difference from 
pre-dam conditions was in July, when 
more water was released for electricity 
generation than naturally occurred. 
These findings might have been impacted 
by the severe drought in 2010, but could 
be indicative of future climate change 
impacts on the region. More data are 
necessary to gain a better understanding 
of flow changes, although alterations 
to the natural hydrological patterns, 
particularly during the dry season, will 
influence productivity.46,47 48 49

Grill et al. established the River 
Regulation Index (RRI) as a means of evaluating flow regulation impacts 
from several dams in the basin, with a focus on Laos.50 An evaluation of 
81 dams revealed that main stem dams have a greater impact on river 
connectivity and fragmentation than tributary dams. They also found that 
the same size dam will have a greater impact on a pristine river than on one 
that has already been dammed. The RRI integrates existing knowledge of 
the migration patterns of native fish, although it excludes other potentially 
important non-migratory species and assumes that dams are impassable. 
Despite these limitations however, the models revealed that there will be 

Human Environment 37 (2008).
45 Lu et al., “Observed changes in the water flow at Chiang Saen”
46 D. Lamberts, “The Tonle Sap Lake as a productive ecosystem,” International Journal of Water 
Resources Development 22 (2006).
47 Kummu et al., “Sediment: curse or blessing”
48 R.E. Grumbine and J. Xu, “Mekong hydropower development.” Science 332 (2011).
49 Latrubesse, Stevaux, and Sinha. “Tropical rivers.”
50 G. Grill et al., “Development of new indicators to evaluate river fragmentation and flow 
regulation at large scales: A case study for the Mekong River Basin.” Ecological Indicators 45 (2014). 

Fig 2: The Mekong River basin 
with existing and planned dams 
in the Yunnan cascade.

extensive loss of connectivity in the Mekong River if all the proposed dams 
are constructed. 

Due to these changes in connectivity and flow regulation, sediment 
transport processes—and hence erosion processes—change. Bravard et 
al. found that grain size differed upstream and downstream of dams as 
a result of changes in flow energy.51 In areas where there was a decrease 
in flow velocity at peak flood, more coarse sediment was deposited and 
trapped, particularly behind the Chinese dams. The Mekong River mostly 
carries silt and clay sediments, but the small amount of sand it carries 
prevents downstream erosion following floods.52

51 J.P. Bravard, M. Goichot, and H. Tronchère, “An assessment of sediment-transport processes 
in the Lower Mekong River based on deposit grain sizes, the CM technique and flow-energy 
data,” Geomorphology 207 (2014).
52 Lu et al., “Observed changes in the water flow at Chiang Saen”

Fig 4: The average 
discharge of the 
Mekong River from 
January 2009 to May 
2010 compared to the 
mean from 1960 to 
2009 (grey line).

Fig 3: Normalized 
average monthly 
discharge in relation 
to average annual 
discharge of the 
Mekong River. 
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Impacts on Fish and Fisheries

The Mekong River is home to the world’s largest inland fishery.53 Grill 
et al. explained three methods for modeling fish populations without 
adequate species data: focus on certain fish guilds, such as migratory or 
sedentary; incorporate species distribution monitoring, with presence and 
absence data; and use habitats as a proxy for fish populations. Models 
can also focus on ecologically or economically important endemic fish 
species to determine the flow necessary to maintain those species’ habitats, 
identifying potential conflicts with anthropogenic water demands.54,55,56 

Of the 140 fish species in the middle reach of the Lancang River, 13 are 
endemic, two of which were found to be at high risk of extinction. Yi et 
al. modeled the extinction risks for four endemic fish species, including 
Tor sinensis, an economically important species.57 Overall, dam operation 
led to a reduction in suitable habitat. Optimal spawn habitat for T. sinensis 
was unaffected, but medium and optimal suitability habitats for adult fish 
were reduced. In future research, this model could be adapted for other 
species’ habitats.

Ziv et al. modeled the changes in migratory fish populations for scenarios 
in which dam construction ranged from 16 to 78 tributary dams and 
up to 11 mainstream dams.58 They found that the construction of all 
the proposed tributary dams would have a more negative impact on 
fish biomass than the construction of the six planned main stem dams 
(Figure 5). If all the dams were built, there would be a massive loss of fish 
biomass and degradation of feeding and breeding habitats.59 Migratory 
fish in particular, which comprise of 40-70% of fish caught in the region, 
are heavily impacted by river fragmentation due to their dependence on 
increased river connectivity.60

53 K.G. Hortle, “Fishes of the Mekong –How many species are there?” Catch Culture 15 (2009).
54 Grill et al., “Indicators to evaluate river fragmentation”
55 M. Fukushima et al., “Modelling the effects of dams on freshwater fish distributions in 
Hokkaido, Japan. Freshwater Biology 52 (2007).
56 R. Li et al., “Effects of upstream reservoir regulation on the hydrological regime and fish 
habitats of the Lijiang River, China.” Ecological Engineering 76 (2015).
57 Yi et al., “Influence of Manwan Reservoir on fish habitat.”
58 Ziv et al., “Trading off fish biodiversity.”
59 Kummu et al., “Sediment: curse or blessing?”
60 C. Barlow et al., “How much of the Mekong fish catch is at risk from mainstream dam 
development?” Catch and Culture 14 (2008).

Although many studies have modeled the impacts on fish, comparatively 
few monitor pre- and post-dam conditions. Li et al., however, monitored 
fish populations in 2008, before the construction of the Xiaowan Dam; 
during water storage in 2010; and in 2011, when the dam was in full 
operation.61 They utilized the Jaccard similarity coefficient to assess the 
similarity of species composition and the biological integrity of fish 
assemblages within each quadrant. Biological integrity, or the ability of 
an ecosystem to maintain functionality and support balanced assemblages 
similar to its natural state, was indicated by taxonomic composition, trophic 
guilds present, tolerance levels of fish, and habitat diversity.62 As a result 
of damming, fish populations became more homogenous, especially in the 
reservoir (Figure 6). Proportions of invertivores and herbivores decreased 
in deep lentic habitats after the construction of the dam while proportions 
of planktivorous and piscivorous fish species increased. Omnivorous 
fish became dominant at all sample sites in 2010, and planktivorous and 
omnivorous fish were dominant in 2011. The dominant fish habitat also 
changed, from lotic and bethic in 2009 to lentic and water column in 2010 
and 2011. Overall, fish species richness declined significantly and the fish 
index of biological integrity (F-IBI) was downgraded to poor in 2010 and 
bad in 2011 for most sample sites.63 The loss of fish biodiversity threatens 
ecosystem stability and facilitates the establishment of nonnative species.

Li et al. also found that many native fish in the Mekong River prefer fast-
flowing lotic habitats.64 The number and proportion of native fish species 
sharply declined with significant decreases in average flow rate, from 2-3.5 
m/s in 2008 to .01 m/s after 2010. In 2011, native fish species declined further 
and the proportion of endemic fish declined to zero. Flow alteration and 
habitat fragmentation facilitated the loss of native fish species, a decline in 
fish beta-diversity, and the invasion of nonnative species. At many of the 
downstream sites, nonnative species dominated. The dams have disrupted 
the longitudinal connectivity of the Mekong River, impeding fish migration 
and altering fish assemblage composition. 65 66

61 J. Li et al., “Effects of damming on the biological integrity of fish assemblages in the middle 
Lancang-Mekong River basin,” Ecological Indicators 34 (2013).
62 F. Schiemer, “Fish as indicators for the assessment of the ecological integrity of larger 
rivers,” Hydrobiologia 422 (2000).
63 Li et al., “Effects of damming on the biological integrity of fish.”
64 Ibid.
65 Ziv et al., “Trading off fish biodiversity.”
66 Li et al., “Effects of damming on the biological integrity of fish.”
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Fig 5 (a) and (b):a) Distribution of fish species in the Mekong River and the 
percent of habitat they occupy in pristine, pre-2000, dams completed by 2015, 
and all tributary dam scenarios; b) The likelihood of extinction in pre-2000, 
dams completed by 2015, and all tributary dam scenarios.

Fig 6 (a-d):The changes in fish assemblages in 2008, 2010 and 2011. S1-4 are sampling 
sites. S2 is upstream of the Xiaowan Dam, in the reservoir; S3 is upstream in the main 
stem of the river; and S4 is upstream in a tributary of the river. a) the proportion 
of native species compared to total species; b) the proportion of nonnative fish to 
native fish; c) the proportion of fish living in each habitat; and d) the proportion of 
planktivorous, piscivorous, herbivorous, invertivorous, and omnivorous fish.

Impacts on Flora

The structure and distribution of terrestrial flora changed as a result of 
reservoir flooding and flow management. Li et al. studied floral communities 
in riparian habitats along the Lancang-Mekong River before, during and 
after construction of a series of cascade dams along the middle reaches.67 
They found that rising water levels led to variations in soil erosion, water 
table height, landslides and soil moisture. The most important factors 
determining plant distribution were latitude and altitude. Inundation 
most negatively impacted shrub and herb communities, although every 
vegetation type suffered from habitat fragmentation and narrowed 
distribution ranges. The regions around the Manwan Dam experienced 
the loss of primary vegetation, a reduction in vegetation type complexity, 
and a facilitation of the spread of nonnative species. 

Impacts on Fauna

The potential for phytoplankton blooms and eutrophication increases 
with warmer water temperatures, longer water retention time, and higher 
nutrient enrichment. Li et al. found that pH and dissolved oxygen counts 
changed with cascading dams, and the abundance of phytoplankton 
assemblages increased significantly downstream to more closely resemble 
upstream pristine conditions from 1997.68 Biomass increased during the 
dry season from 6.26 tons in pristine conditions in 1988 to 37.71 tons 
after the completion of the first dam in 1997, and to 124.23 tons after 
the completion of cascading dams in 2011. The phytoplankton index of 
biological integrity (P-IBI) was lower downstream and remained the same 
upstream of the dam from 1988 to 1997, although in 2011 it decreased both 
upstream and downstream. The proportions of Bacillariophyta decreased 
while Chlorophyta increased. Phytoplankton assemblage abundance was 
increased with the construction of cascading dams. 69 

67 J. Li et al., “Effects of cascade hydropower dams on the structure and distribution of 
riparian and upland vegetation along the middle-lower Lancang-Mekong River,” Forest 
Ecology and Management 284 (2012).
68 J. Li et al., “Effects of cascading hydropower dams on the composition, biomass and 
biological integrity of phytoplankton assemblages in the middle Lancang-Mekong River,” 
Ecological Engineering 60 (2013).
69 Kummu et al., “Sediment: curse or blessing?”
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Impacts on Tonle Sap

The Tonle Sap floodplain region in Cambodia (Figure 7) is of great economic 
and ecological importance and will be heavily altered by dam construction 
and climate change. It covers an area of 15,000 km2 and retains 50-80 km3 

of water from the Mekong River during the monsoon season.70 The region 
is home to a permanent shallow lake covering 1600 km2, provides 80% of 
the fish protein consumed in Cambodia, and is home to many threatened 
species.71,72 Dam operation means that the flood pulse will shrink and 
habitats will shift. Open water habitat is predicted to increase by 18-21%, 
and rainfed habitat will increase by 10-14%. Seasonally flooded habitat 
will decrease by 13-22%, and gallery forest will decrease by 75-83%.73 The 

70 MRC, “Hydrology of the Mekong Basin.”
71 K.G. Hortle, “Consumption and the yield of fish and other aquatic animals from the Lower 
Mekong Basin (No. MRC Technical Paper No. 16),” (Vientiane, Lao PDR: Mekong River 
Commission, 2007).
72 I. Campbell et al., “Species diversity and ecology of Tonle Sap Great Lake, Cambodia,” 
Aquatic Sciences – Research Across Boundaries 68 (2006).
73 M.E. Arias et al., “Quantifying changes in flooding and habitats in the Tonle Sap Lake 
(Cambodia) caused by water infrastructure development and climate change in the Mekong 

Fig 7: The Tonle Sap region along the Mekong River, an economically and 
ecologically important region.

region will become wetter in the dry season and drier in the wet season.74 
Flooding is the largest selection factor for the type of habitat present, and 
more habitat shifts will occur in the dry season than in the wet season.75 

As a result of these habitat shifts, the net sedimentation is predicted to 
decrease by 42% and become trapped in reservoirs.76,77 The average annual 
net primary productivity (NPP) in the flood plain is 3.67 ± 0.61 million tons 
C and 1.07 ± 0.06 million tons C in open water, but both are predicted to 
decrease by 34 ± 4%.78 These results indicate that currently, seasonal changes 
as a result of hydropower generation will influence the system more than 
climate change. However, these studies do not include the impacts of 
damming the tributaries of the Mekong, which may have a larger impact 
on water flow than the main stem hydropower dams in China.79,80 They 
also do not account for the uncertainty in dam operation and location, so 
specific impacts on hydrology, habitat cover, and sedimentation remain 
unknown. In order to mitigate some of these impacts, Arias et al. suggest 
conserving areas suitable for a wide range of habitats and possibly even 
crops, such as gallery forests and grasslands.81 

Social Implications

The Mekong River is an important resource for the nearly 60 million people 
living in the region, with 80% of them relying on fisheries for sustenance.82 
The fishery is worth US $2.2-3.9 billion in an area where 19% of the people 
live on less than US $1.25 per day, 21% lack access to clean water, and 
30% lack access to closed sanitation systems.83,84,85 It is estimated that 69% 

Basin,” Journal of Environmental Management 112 (2012):53-66.
74 M.E. Arias et al., “Impacts of hydropower and climate change on drivers of ecological 
productivity of Southeast Asia’s most important wetland,” Ecological Modelling 272 (2014).
75 Arias et al., “Quantifying changes in flooding.”
76 Arias et al., “Impacts of hydropower and climate change.”
77 M. Kummu et al., “Basin-wide sediment trapping efficiency of emerging reservoirs along 
the Mekong,” Geomorphology 119 (2010).
78 Arias et al., “Impacts of hydropower and climate change.”
79 T. Piman et al., “Assessment of flow changes from hydropower development and operations 
in Sekong, Sesan and Srepok rivers of the Mekong basin.” Journal of Water Resources Planning 
and Management 139 (2012).
80 Ziv et al., “Trading off fish biodiversity.”
81 Arias et al., “Quantifying changes in flooding.”
82 Orr et al., “Dams on the Mekong River.”
83 Hortle, “Fishes of the Mekong.”
84 “CIA World Factbook,” accessed January 2016, https://www.cia.gov/library/
publications/the-world-factbook/. 
85 “World Population Data Sheet,” accessed 2010 by Grumbine and Xu (2011), www.prb.org/
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of the aquatic NPP in Tonle Sap is consumed by humans, so a reduction 
of 34% will threaten livelihoods.86 The loss of fish, flooded gardens, and 
the reduction in nutrients for agriculture delivered from annual floods is 
predicted to account for a loss of $500 million per year and 30% of the 
caloric intake in Laos and Cambodia.87 The region is ideal for electricity 
generation, but development comes at high environmental and social costs. 

Impact Mitigation

The construction of dams for hydropower along the Mekong River is 
inevitable, as are many of the accompanying negative environmental 
consequences. However, it is possible to mitigate some of these 
consequences. Strengthening the Mekong River Commission, the 
international governing body, would allow for more research, local input, 
and transparency in the dam construction process.88 The tradeoff between 
power generated and fish biomass lost should also be accounted for in dam 
operation.89 It will also be necessary for locals to diversify their livelihoods, 
although past studies have shown that they are not likely to easily adapt to 
changes from dam construction.90

The construction of fish passages, which allow upstream and downstream 
migration, would improve river connectivity. Bauman and Stevanella 
recommend twelve principles for the construction of functional fish 
passages, including: increasing species knowledge; adapting existing 
passage designs based on new knowledge; continuous monitoring and 
adjustments; and adaptive fish ladder management, with contingency 
funds for potential changes.91 Upstream fish passages would consist of 
a fish ladder, a pump, and a collection area. Downstream fish passages 
would include fish friendly turbines and passage above the dam with 
gravity discharge. These principles account for a variable flow regime, 
high fish biomass, high species diversity, and unknown biological factors.

Datafinder.aspx. 
86 G.W. Holtgrieve et al., “Ecosystem metabolism and support of freshwater capture fisheries 
in the Tonle Sap Lake, Cambodia,” PLoS ONE 8 (2013).
87 Grumbine and Xu, “Mekong hydropower development.”
88 Ibid.
89 Ziv et al., “Trading off fish biodiversity.”
90 T. Scudder, The future of large dams: Dealing with social environmental, institutional, and political 
costs. (London: Earthscan, 2005).
91 P. Baumann and G. Stevanella. “Fish passage principles to be considered for medium and 
large dams: The case study of a fish passage concept for a hydroelectric power project on the 
Mekong mainstem in Laos,” Ecological Engineering 48 (2012).

Despite the potential of fish ladders, however, there are several impediments 
to their success. Many of the dams along the Mekong are more than 50m 
high, which is too tall for fish ladders.92 Fish ladders also do not generate 
additional revenue but cost money to construct, so some dams might 
include structures that are useless but fulfill legal requirements.93 There 
could also be conflicts between the amount of water necessary for fish to 
migrate and the amount of water being released during peak demand for 
energy generation, especially in dry months. With adaptive management 
and efficient designs, however, fish passages could greatly improve 
river connectivity and fish migration, mitigating some of the negative 
consequences predicted in regions such as Tonle Sap.  

South America
Study Areas

Many of the rivers in South America undergoing development are in Brazil. 
One of these rivers is the Paraná River (Figure 8)94, which extends 3965 km 
from the Mantiqueira Mountains in Brazil to the La Plata Estuary near 
Buenos Aires, Argentina and has a low seasonal fluctuation in discharge 
in comparison to many other tropical rivers (Figure 9).95 There are 150 
reservoir in the basin, with 260 km3 of water stored in the Brazilian portion 
of the basin. The construction of dams began in the 1960s. Construction on 
the Porto Primavera Hydroelectric Plant, a largely studied site, began in 
1980 but was not finished until 1998. 

The Amazon basin, the largest watershed in the world (Figure 10), is also 
being developed.96 Currently, 1.1 million ha have been flooded by 11 major 
hydroelectric plants, with a further 10 million predicted to be flooded 
by future dams.97,98 It experiences a moderate seasonal fluctuation in 
discharge (Figure 11). In Peru, there are currently 26 dams and 79 planned. 

92 Orr et al., “Dams on the Mekong River.”
93 Baumann and Stevanella, “Fish passage principles.”
94 Stevaux, Martins and Meurer, “Changes in a large regulated tropical river.”
95 J.C. Stevaux, D.P. Martins, and M. Meurer. “Changes in a large regulated tropical river: The 
Paraná River downstream from the Porto Primavera Dam, Brazil,” Geomorphology 113 (2009). 
96 J.G. Tundisi et al., “How many more dams in the Amazon?” Energy Policy 74 (2014).
97 “International Rivers and Fundacion Proteger, Dams in Amazonia.” Accessed 2012 by 
Benchimol and Peres (2015). http://www.dams-info.org/en.
98 P.M. Fearnside, “Dams in the Amazon: Belo Monte and Brazil’s hydroelectric development 
of the Xingu River Basin,” Environmental Management 38 (2006).
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In Ecuador, there are 16 existing dams and 60 planned.99 The construction 
of dams in the Andean Amazon will result in a disconnect between the 
headwaters and the lowlands. The Amazon basin is also home to tidal 
forests and seasonally flooded forests that rely on flooding for evolution 
and gene exchange.100 101

Flow Regime Alterations

As a result of the 
construction of the Porto 
Primavera Dam on the 
Paraná River, flow velocity 
decreased from 0.88 m/s 
in pre-dam conditions in 
1985 to 0.7 m/s during 
construction in 1997, and to 

99 M. Finer and C.N. Jenkins, “Proliferation of hydroelectric dams in the Andean Amazon and 
implications for Andes-Amazon connectivity,” Plos One 7 (2012).
100 Barthem and Goulding, “Um ecosistema inesperado.”
101 Latrubesse, Stevaux, and Sinha. “Tropical rivers.”

Fig 8: The Paraná River Basin.

Fig 9: Normalized average monthly discharge in 
relation to average annual discharge of the Paraná 

River.

0.56 m/s in 2000 after construction was completed. The decrease in flow 
level also led to decreased sediment levels. From 1988 to 1990, suspended 
sediment levels were 10 mg/L to 30 mg/L.102 In 2002-2003, suspended 
sediment levels averaged 0.85 mg/L.103 This led to erosion farther 
downstream, particularly in 2002-3 after the dam closed and reopened.104 
There was also a reduction in the height of dunes in the thalweg, erosion 
of bank islands, and bank armoring, where the bank sediments became 
coarser. 

The Tucuruí Dam on the Tocantins River, an Amazonian tributary, also 
experienced an increase in minimum outflows and a decrease in peak 
outflows.105 The daily oscillation in flows to cope with energy demands 
led to an 82% reduction in sediment transport downstream of the dam 
and channel simplification.106 Flow regime alterations also reduced water 
quality.107 Downstream from the Tucuruí Dam, alterations in flow has 
reduced connectivity between the river and the floodplains. As the water 
level drops, many of the adjacent floodplains and streams dry out.108

The habitats surrounding the Yacyretá Dam in the La Plata basin changed 
with inundation. Water bodies increased by 14.8% from 1987 to 2011. 
Wetlands decreased by 7.5%, grasslands by 4%, and native forests by 
2.8%. Sandbanks had the highest probability of transitioning to another 
habitat.109

Impacts on Fish and Fisheries

The Amazon River basin has the highest number of fish species in the 
102 O. Orfeo, and J.C. Stevaux, “Hydraulic and morphological characteristics of middle and 
upper reaches of the Paraná River (Argentina and Brazil),” Geomorphology 44 (2002).
103 D.P. Martins and J.C. Stevaux, “Características hidráulicas e morfológicas do rio Paraná 
na seção Porto São José, PR,” Revista Ciência e Natura. (Universidade Federal de Santa Maria, 
Santa Maria, RS, Brazil: Edição Especial, 2004).
104 E.E. Souza Filho and P.C. Rocha, “Erosão marginal e evolução hidrodinâmica no sistema 
rio-planície fluvial do alto Paraná, Centro-Sul, Brasil,” in Geomorfologia, ed. J.O.R. Nunes and 
P.C. Rocha. (São Paulo:Expressão Popular, 2008).
105 Manyari and De Carvalho Jr., “Environmental considerations in energy planning.”
106 J.E.F.W. Lima et al., Diagnóstico do Fluxo de Sedimentos em Suspensaõ na Bacia Araguaia-
Tocantins, (ANEEL, ANA, Brasília, DF: Embrapa Cerrados, Planaltina, DF, 2003).
107 W. Valença, “A dimensa urbana dos impactos da UHE de Tucuruí,” (M.Sc. dissertation, 
COPPE/UFRJ, 1992). (cited in Manyari and de Carvalho Jr., “Environmental considerations 
in energy planning.”)
108 Manyari and De Carvalho Jr., “Environmental considerations in energy planning.”
109 V. Bauni et al., “Ecosystem loss assessment following hydroelectric dam flooding: The 
case of Yacyretá, Argentina,” Remote Sensing Applications: Society and Environment 1 (2015).



136

Rhianna James | Damming Impacts on Biodiversity in Tropical Rivers

137

Trinity College Dublin Postgraduate Review | 2016

world, many of which are threatened by flood alterations from dams.110 
The seasonally flooded floodplains surrounding the river provide feeding 
and spawning habitat for many species. However, lower peak floods 
cause the floodplains to dry up, killing the organisms isolated within and 
resulting in loss of breeding habitat and potential food sources.111 The 
absence of floods is likely to reduce species richness.112 Terra and Araújo 
developed the River-Reservoir Fish Assemblage Index (RRFAI) as a tool 
to assess the impacts of reservoirs on the health of fish assemblages.113 The 
factors evaluated in the index include residence, habitat, trophic, richness, 
and tolerance guilds. 

In the upper Paraná River, more fish collected from 1986 to 2001 had ripe 
or partially spent gonads, indicators of fish spawning, when the water 
level was higher.114 Migratory fish preferred floods of 75 days or more 
in duration to move upstream and spawn in flooded areas. There was a 
higher prevalence of migratory fish when dam operation released more 
water during the rainy season. In 1986-1987, however, when there was 
no flood, there were fewer juveniles for both migratory and sedentary 
species.115 116 117 

The impacts of small dams in tropical rivers have not been studied as 
frequently as large dams.118 However, even a small dam (<15m) on the 
Puerto Viejo River reduced flow to 10% of its normal flow and resulted 
in dissimilar fish populations upstream and downstream.119 The fish 
upstream could move downstream during high flows, but it was much 
more difficult for the downstream populations to migrate upstream. 
Opportunistic lifestyle fish species lived closer to the dam. Downstream, 

110 Hortle, “Fishes of the Mekong.”
111 Manyari and De Carvalho Jr., “Environmental considerations in energy planning.”
112  Junk, Bayley, and Sparks, “The flood pulse concept.”
113 B.d.F. Terra and F.G. Araújo, “A preliminary fish assemblage index for a transitional river–
reservoir system in southeastern Brazil,” Ecological Services 11 (2011).
114 A.A. Agostinho et al., “Flood regime, dam regulation and fish in the Upper Paraná River: 
effects on assemblage attributes, reproduction and recruitment,” Reviews in Fish Biology and 
Fisheries 14 (2004).
115 Ibid.
116 Tundisi et al., “How many more dams in the Amazon?”
117 Latrubesse, Stevaux, and Sinha. “Tropical rivers.”
118 J.G. March et al., “Damming tropical island streams: problems, solutions, and alternatives,” 
BioScience 53 (2003).
119 E.P. Anderson, M.C. Freeman, and C.M. Pringle. “Ecological consequences of hydropower 
development in Central America: Impacts of small dams and water diversion on neotropical 
stream fish assemblages.” River Research and Applications 22 (2006).

Fig 10 (a) and (b): Current dams in operation in the Amazon Basin; b) proposed 
dams.
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there was a more even 
balance of opportunistic 
and equilibrium lifestyle 
fish, which have more 
complex reproductive 
requirements. Currently, 
dry season flow is too 
low for certain species 
and would need to be 
increased to maintain 
more fish populations.120

On the Paraíba do Sol 
River, fish populations were dissimilar upstream and downstream of three 
dams. One of these dams only partially blocked streamflow, one had a fish 
ladder, and the last completely blocked the flow and had no fish ladder.121 
In all three cases, species richness was higher downriver. The dam with 
complete blockage had the most dissimilar reservoir and downstream 
populations. The dam with the fish ladder had fewer differences between 
populations than the dam with partial blockage, suggesting that a fish 
ladder is more efficient for migration than incomplete river blockage. The 
same river also has more seasonal differences in lower reaches from less 
impeded seasonal flooding and more lentic species in reservoirs, since 
migratory species were prevented from migrating upstream.122,123

Ponton and Copp distinguished differences in fish assemblages after the 
construction of a dam on the Sinnamary River in French Guiana.124 Dam 
operation caused a decrease in downstream hydrological seasonality, 
resulting in a major decrease in the abundance of characiforms, which are 
periodic species, and a major increase in perciforms, which are equilibrium 

120 Ibid.
121 A.B.I. Santos, R.J. Albieri, and F.G. Araujo. “Influences of dams with different levels of 
river connectivity on the fish community structure along a tropical river in Southeastern 
Brazil.” Journal of Applied Ichthyology 29 (2012). 
122 F.G. Araújo, B.C.T. Pinto, and T.P. Teixeira, “Longitudinal patterns of fish assemblages in 
a large tropical river in southeastern Brazil: evaluating environmental influences and some 
concepts in river ecology,” Hydrobiologia 618 (2009).
123 E.S. Araújo et al., “Changes in distance decay relationships after river regulation: similarity 
among fish assemblages in a large Amazonian river,” Ecology of Freshwater Fish 22 (2013).
124 D. Ponton and G.H. Copp, “Early dry-season community structure and habitat use of 
young fish in tributaries of the River Sinnamary (French Guiana, South America) before and 
after hydrodam operation,” Environmental Biology of Fishes 50 (1997).

Fig 10 (a) and (b): Normalized average monthly 
discharge in relation to average annual discharge 
of the Amazon River

species. A dam in another part of French Guiana resulted in more generalist 
feeding species in the reservoir immediately after construction, but more 
specialists after the reservoir was established for several years.125 

In Puerto Rico, one of the most important migratory species are freshwater 
shrimp, which are adapted to climb up any barriers over which water 
flows.126 Benstead et al. modeled the ability of shrimp to migrate over a 
1.2 m dam under different flow regimes.127 At low discharges, 100% of 
shrimp larvae died at entrainment, but death rates could be reduced to 10-
20% if water abstraction ceased for five hours during peak drift at night. 
At higher flows, more larvae survived.128 Metamorphosed postlarvae 
populations congregated below dams due to few routes to migrate up the 
dam. Flowing water is necessary to direct shrimp to migration pathways. 

Greathouse et al. found that shrimp populations were 300 times larger 
in streams without large dams (>15 m) than streams with large dams.129 
Several shrimp populations were upstream of large dams, although it is 
likely they colonized the area before it was blocked off or during a large 
spillway discharge within the past five years; populations upstream of 
dams did not indicate that river connectivity was not disrupted. Dams 
also degrade shrimp habitat and increase the salinity of estuaries, which 
inhibits larval growth. Dams are as detrimental to migratory fish and 
invertebrate populations throughout Central and South America as they 
are in the Mekong River Basin. 

Impacts on Flora

The Mánamo River in Venezuela experienced an expansion of transitional 
ecosystems. After the dam was completed in 1965, low river discharge 
exposed the middle and lower reaches to tidal penetration. Exposed 
sandbars were colonized by aquatic and terrestrial vegetation and 

125 B.d. Mérona, R. Vigouroux, and V. Horeau. “Changes in food resources and their 
utilization by fish assemblages in a large tropical reservoir in South America (Petit-Saut Dam, 
French Guiana).” Acta Oecologia 24 (2003).
126 Greathouse, E.E., C.M. Pringle, and J.G. Holmquist, “Conservation and management of 
migratory fauna: dams in tropical streams of Puerto Rico.” Aquatic Conservation: Marine and 
Freshwater Ecosystems 16 (2006).
127 J.P. Benstead et al., “Effects of a low-head dam and water abstraction on migratory tropical 
stream biota,” Ecological Applications 9 (1999).
128 Ibid.
129 Greathouse, Pringle, and Holmquist, “Conservation and management of migratory fauna.”
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mangroves became established on open sandbars and in areas with sparse 
vegetation. For the first 16 years after 1965, mangroves expanded by 7.8 
ha per year. From 1985 to 1998, the expansion rate fell to 6.6 ha per year, 
indicating that the mangroves were reaching the end of their new potential 
ranges.130 

Reservoir flooding expands transitional ecosystems, but decreases 
vegetation through inundation. The creation of towns following inundation 
also increases rates of deforestation. After the construction of the Tucuruí 
Dam, the human population in a nearby town expanded and deforestation 
increased. Between 1988 and 2008, roughly 600 km2 were deforested each 
year, with forest disturbance and habitat degradation occurring more 
quickly upstream than downstream of the dam.131 Although not the 
primary driver of habitat shifts after dam construction, town growth is an 
important and often overlooked side effect responsible for deforestation 
and habitat shifts.

Impacts on Fauna

Inundation and flow regime alter the composition of invertebrate 
communities. Invertebrates drift when they are dislodged from the 
substratum or when there are changes in water quality, flow speed, and 
discharge.132,133 Castro et al. manipulated flow at a dam on the Grade River 
in the Paraná River basin.134 They found that seasonality has a strong 
impact on invertebrate communities. During fixed flow periods, drift 
densities were greatest in the dry season (winter), while drift richness was 
greatest in the wet season (summer). During the wet season, there were 
increased nocturnal drift densities and richness and decreased diurnal 
richness from fluctuating flows. In the dry season, fluctuating flows 

130 G. Colonnello and E. Medina. “Vegetation changes induced by dam construction in a 
tropical estuary: the case of the Mánamo River, Orinoco Delta (Venezuela),” Plant Ecology 139 
(1998).
131 G. Chen et al., “Spatiotemporal patterns of tropical deforestation and forest degradation 
in response to the operation of the Tucuruí hydroelectric dam in the Amazon basin,” Applied 
Geography 63 (2015).
132 N.L. Poff and J. Ward. “Drift responses of benthic invertebrates to experimental streamflow 
variation in a hydrologically stable stream.” Canadian Journal of Fisheries and Aquatic Sciences 
48 (1991).
133 J.E. Brittain and T.J. Eikeland. “Invertebrate drift – a review.” Hydrobiologia 166 (1988).
134 D.M.P. Castro, R.M. Hughes, and M. Callisto, “Effects of flow fluctuations on the daily 
and seasonal drift of invertebrates in a tropical river,” Annales de Limnologie - International 
Journal of Limnology 49 (2013). 

decreased drift densities and diurnal richness, but fixed flow periods had 
higher nocturnal drift. They also found that in the dry season, the family 
Simuliidae accounted for 90% of drift, but only 17% in the wet season. 
Such changes in invertebrate drift can result in changes in nutrient cycling 
and trophic exchange, with disturbances felt throughout the ecosystem. 

Inundation and regulation of flooding also have important impacts on 
terrestrial vertebrate species. Benchimol and Peres surveyed 34 arboreal 
and terrestrial vertebrate species over 37 islands and 3 continuous forest 
sites created by the Balbina Hydroelectric Reserve in the central Amazon, 
Brazil.135 Less than 2% of the flooded islands had more than 75% of all 
species present on them. On most islands, local extinction of vertebrate 
species was common, with wide ranging species and poor dispersers at 
the highest risk of extinction. Patch metrics and life-history determined the 
impacts that habitat degradation and flooding had on each species. 

Brandão and Araújo studied the changes in anuran abundance after the 
formation of the Serra de Mesa hydroelectric reservoir on the Tocantins 
River.136 Following the complete flooding of the basin in 1997, 280 islands 
formed. The formation of lakes was negative for amphibian reproduction. 
Drowned forests and dead vegetation at the edges of new lakes were too 
deep for egg laying and too turbulent for eggs to adhere to the substrate. 
An increase in predatory fish populations also ensured the predation of 
many amphibian eggs and spawn. Amphibians dependent on waterbodies 
and gallery forests were extirpated. In total, less than 30% of the original 
species present before dam construction were present after flooding had 
finished. 

Despite the expansion of flooded habitat and shoreline lake habitat, not all 
aquatic species benefit from the newly flooded areas. The threatened giant 
otter (Pteronura brasiliensis) population was expected to expand following 
the filling of the Balbina Hydroelectric Reservoir. Twenty-five years after, 
the population was only twice as large as the population before flooding 
and 4.5 times smaller than it was predicted to be based on the size of the 
flooded area.137 The new habitat was low quality, with few prey populations 

135 Benchimol and Peres, “Predicting local extinctions of Amazonian vertebrates.”
136 R.A. Brandão and A.F.B. Araújo, “Changes in anuran species richness and abundance 
resulting from hydroelectric dam flooding in central Brazil,” Biotropica 40 (2008).
137 Palmeirim, Peres and Rosas, “Giant otter population responses.”
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and few suitable den habitats. Flooding creates new habitats but these new 
habitats are not necessarily of the same quality as undisturbed habitats. 

Social Implications

The energy demand in the neotropics is expected to double between 2005 
and 2025, necessitating an expansion of dam development throughout 
Central and South America.138 The Amazon has the potential to generate 
up to 160 million kilowatts.139 In Costa Rica, hydropower accounts for 80% 
of the electricity generated.140 However, the Costa Rican rivers are also 
home to many migratory fish species that are economically important. The 
government designated several rivers as permanently free-flowing with 
no chance of dam development, which provides ecological and economic 
benefits, such as ecotourism.141 

Similar measures to protect free-flowing rivers should be taken in the 
Amazon, which is home to many indigenous people that must relocate 
as their native lands are flooded.142 The fishing industry is worth US $200 
million annually and the passage of fish that are economically important 
both upriver and downriver—such as the giant catfish in the Madeira 
River—is restricted.143,144 These ecological and economic costs of dam 
construction and operation should be considered against the possible 
benefits of energy generation.  

Impact Mitigation

Because of the increasing demand for electricity and economic development 
in South America, dams will be constructed, though their impacts can 
be mitigated. The flow regime should mimic natural conditions and 
the demands of biota as closely as possible, balanced with the demand 
for electricity.145 An estimate of human and ecosystem hydrological 

138 J Goldemberg, ed., World Energy Assessment: Energy and the Challenge of Sustainability, (New 
York: United Nations Development Programme, United Nations Department of Economic 
and Social Affairs and World Energy Council, 2000).
139 Tundisi et al., “How many more dams in the Amazon?”
140“Istmo Centroaméricano: Estadísticas del Subsector Eléctrico. Special Publication of 
CEPAL, Mexico,” 2005, http://www.cepal.org/publications.
141 Anderson, Pringle, and Rojas, “Transforming tropical rivers.”
142 Manyari and De Carvalho Jr., “Environmental considerations in energy planning.”
143 Barthem and Goulding, “Um ecosistema inesperado.”
144 Fearnside, “Impacts of Brazil’s Madeira River dams.”
145 A.A. Agostinho, C.C. Bonecker, and L.C. Gomes., “Effects of water quantity on 

requirements should be conducted, searching for potential conflicts and 
solutions in water management.146 Stretches of river between reservoirs 
should be left undeveloped for biodiversity recovery, as has occurred on 
the Tocantins River.147,148 In addition, large reservoirs not be constructed 
and the retention time of water should remain low to prevent the buildup 
of chemicals, sediments and toxins.149 

Fish ladders should also be incorporated into dam design, although ladders 
could transfer fish from high quality riverine environments to low quality 
reservoir environments and reduce individual fitness.150 Caution should 
be taken to restock low fish populations with the correct species, size, 
and developmental stage to avoid the failed management strategies that 
were attempted in Brazil.151 More research similar to what has been done 
in many parts of the Mekong River will lead to a better understanding of 
dam impact mitigation.

Conclusions

Dams are detrimental to biodiversity in tropical regions, disrupting river 
connectivity and resulting in loss of habitat and species richness, especially 
for migratory fish. Regions that rely on inland fisheries will be negatively 
impacted both economically and ecologically from the changing flow 
regime, but more research on topics outside of fisheries is necessary. 

Tropical rivers represent a still largely-untapped resource for electricity 
generation, though the construction of new dams must be balanced with 
the environmental costs of their operation. More research is necessary to 
gain a better understanding of these costs, particularly of small and large 
dams in tropical Asia and South America. Potential areas of future research 
include applying remote sensing technology to investigate shifting riparian 
vegetation, such as was conducted in Colorado.152 

connectivity: the case of the upper Paraná River floodplain,” Ecohydrology and Hydrobiology 
9 (2009).
146 C.F. Souza, et al., “Ecohydrology towards the sustainable development: An approach 
based on South American case studies,” Ecohydrology and Hydrobiology 8 (2008).
147 Tundisi et al., “How many more dams in the Amazon?”
148 Ibid.
149 Ibid.
150 Agostinho et al., “Application to the ecohydrological concept.”
151 A.A. Agostinho, S.M. Thomaz, and L.C. Gomes, “Conservation of the biodiversity of 
Brazil’s inland waters,” Conservation Biology 19 (2005).
152 C.H. Kellogg and X. Zhou, “Impact of the construction of a large dam on riparian 
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Research into the influence of climate change on dammed rivers is also 
crucial. It will likely become even more important to differentiate between 
the influences of dams, which are more preventable, from the influences of 
climate change, which would be more difficult to mitigate.153 

As more dams are constructed, it would also be beneficial to establish 
baseline conditions for each site, from fish populations to riparian 
vegetation. Although such studies have been conducted in the Mekong 
River basin, relatively few have been conducted in South America. Baseline 
standards are crucial for conservation. New habitat is also created, but the 
quality of the habitat is a critical, and potentially underestimated, factor. 
Dams in tropical regions will continue to be built, but it is important to 
understand their impacts and costs as well as their potential benefits. 
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“Distorted Narratives & Social Consequences”
Media Constructions of

Mentally Disabled Individuals as ‘Other’
by

Caroline McEvoy1

Abstract 

In their constant reproduction of narratives of disabled people as monstrous, media 
sources consistently contribute to the construction of mentally disabled individuals as 
‘Other’ relative to contemporary Western society.  By identifying these narratives and 
analysing their content I intend to show that the majority of media representations 
of disability are damaging to public perceptions of mental disability as they fail to 
normalise disability and instead constitute disabled people as ‘Other’.  The following 
paper will identify general trends in media representations before conducting close 
analysis of these trends through specific case studies that focus on representations 
of autistic individuals. The conclusion will sum up some of the main points of this 
paper.  As the disabled ‘Other’ can only exist relative to ‘normal’ society and its 
origins largely lie in cultural and social memory, this paper’s subject is an appropriate 
response to the theme ‘Memory and Relativity’.

1: Excluded ‘Other’s

For many hundreds of years Western society has discriminated against 
those affected by mental and physical disabilities, constructing them 
as socially different, alien or ‘Other’ in relation to their contemporary 
worlds (David T. Mitchell vii).  Although the concept of ‘Other’ has been 
written about by numerous theorists, the Lacanian concept of ‘Other’ has 
had some of the most significant impact in cultural and literary theory.  
As summarised by Peter Barry, the child’s first recognition of ‘Other’ 
occurs at the age of six to eighteen months during “what [Lacan] calls the 
‘mirror-stage’, when the child views its own reflection in the mirror and 
begins to conceive of itself as a unified being, separate from the rest of the 
world” (109).  The child’s construction of subjectivity in the mirror-stage 
culminates in “the deflection of the specular I” whereby the child views 
its reflection in the mirror as its own ideal self “into the social I” whereby 

1 Author:  Caroline McEvoy, BA English Literature (UCD), MA Broadcast Literacy (QUB)
Affiliations:  School of English, Drama & Film, University College Dublin, Belfield, Dublin 4, 
Ireland; School of English, Queen’s University Belfast University Road, Belfast, Co. Antrim, 
Northern Ireland  BT7 1NN; Author Contact:  Caroline McEvoy; Email:  cmcevoy18@qub.ac.uk

the child begins to construct its ideal self in accordance with the norms of 
its contemporary society (Jacques Lacan 1167).  In this way as the child 
becomes socialised it is subsumed into a social group which views itself as 
ideal and characterises any individuals who do not meet the requirements 
of this ideal as ‘Other’ than themselves.  Therefore in the same way that 
the child characterises certain individuals as ‘Other’ because they do not 
resemble the child’s ideal self, so too are certain groups constructed as 
‘Other’  by mainstream society because they do not resemble the ideal 
citizen, and through this emerges the social construction of disabled 
individuals as ‘Other’ within Western society.

Although society’s knowledge and acceptance of disabled individuals has 
greatly improved over the course of the last century, today there still exists 
a widespread lack of public knowledge about mental and intellectual 
disability.  As the majority of people lack a detailed understanding 
of mental disability, Otto F. Wahl suggests it is most likely “that the 
public’s knowledge of mental illness comes from sources closer to home 
… namely the mass media”, meaning that the media plays a significant 
role in informing people about mental disability (3).  As “[p]eople with 
mental illness have been consistently portrayed in the media as violent, 
unpredictable and dangerous” this negative portrayal of mental illness 
actively shapes public perceptions of mentally ill or disabled individuals 
as monstrous, thereby contributing to pre-existing social stigmatisation 
and violence towards these individuals (Ann Sanson et al. 47).

Although many of the arguments raised in this paper may apply generally 
to the representation of physically and mentally disabled people in the 
media, this paper is focusing in particular on the representation of 
individuals affected by autistic spectrum disorder.  In general autism is 
defined by the OED as a neurological disorder or developmental disability 
“which has its onset in childhood and is marked by severely limited 
responsiveness to other persons, restricted behaviour patterns, difficulty 
with abstract concepts, and usually abnormal speech development”2.  As 
previously stated, media narratives have a profound impact on public 
perceptions of mental disability, and narratives which have been associated 

2 According to the World Health Organization, the word ‘disability’ acts as “an umbrella 
term, covering impairments, activity limitations, and participation restrictions”, all of which 
apply to autism to some degree, meaning that describing autism as a mental disability is 
appropriate within the context of this dissertation.
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with autism in the past act as a prime example of this impact.  Although 
autism was first recognised as a disorder in the late 1930s it was only 
during the 1980s that a mass audience became “aware of autism through 
the release of the 1988 movie, Rain man [sic], starring Dustin Hoffman as 
an autistic savant” (Adam Feinstein 231).  As noted by Feinstein, Rain 
Man has had a significant impact on the way in which autism is perceived 
and understood by the public, with one of the movie’s principal advisors, 
Dr Darold Treffert, stating that Rain Man “‘did more to bring autism and 
savant syndrome to the public attention than any other public-education 
effort had done up until then’” (231).  Saying this, Treffert also admits 
“‘there is a danger of walking away from the movie with the impression 
that all autistic persons are savants and that all savants are autistic’” when 
in reality only 10% of autistic individuals display savant characteristics 
and numerous other savant individuals (including Kim Peek, whom 
Hoffman’s character was based on) do not have autism (231).  In this way 
the narrative produced by Rain Man is problematic because it presents a 
highly individualised version of autism, yet in spite of this it is still heavily 
associated with autism in film and television today.

Just as Rain Man distorts people’s understanding of autism, many other 
media narratives also act to distort people’s perceptions of mental disability.  
One of the most consistent narratives present in film and television is the 
construction of mentally ill and disabled individuals as disturbed, deviant 
and dangerous, with Wahl stating that “[e]arly films commonly presented 
‘madmen, demented doctors, and psychopath scientists’” in order to create 
horror and suspense (3).  Such disturbed representations of mental health 
have remained recurrent throughout film history with popular movies 
such as The Shining (1980), The Silence of the Lambs (1991) and Shutter Island 
(2010) all contributing to the representation of mentally ill or disabled 
individuals as dangerous and unpredictable.  Wahl further states that “[a]s 
common as mental illness themes may be in feature films … they are even 
more available through television” where numerous negative portrayals 
of mental illness contribute towards the ‘monsterisation’ of mental illness 
(5).  In this way the persistent portrayal of disabled people as monstrous 
distorts people’s perceptions of them, thereby contributing to pre-existing 
“stigma and discrimination” towards these individuals (ix).

However, while the media plays a significant role in shaping people’s 

perceptions about disability, it should be noted that the normative 
perception of the disabled as ‘Other’ relative to ‘normal’ society did not 
originate in the media.  Instead the initial construction of the disabled 
as ‘Other’ can be found many hundreds of years ago in the archaic roots 
of Western culture.  According to Colin Barnes, many contemporary 
stereotypes about disabled individuals “are based on superstition, myths 
and beliefs from earlier less enlightened times” which continue to exist 
“because they are constantly reproduced through the communications 
media” (2).  In A History of Disability Henri-Jacques Stiker maps in detail 
“the social and cultural ways of viewing- and of dealing with-” physical 
and mental disability over time (1).  While Stiker shows that attitudes 
towards disability tended to vary across cultures, with the likes of Biblical 
society actively practising social and religious exclusion towards disabled 
individuals, and medieval society sometimes adopting a more charitable 
approach towards those affected by disability, it is notable that each 
society’s attitude towards disabled people was shaped by the notion that 
they were different or ‘Other’ than that which was designated ‘normal’ 
(see e.g. 24, 87).  Stiker offers an explanation for the historical othering of 
disabled individuals, stating that the practice of exclusion likely resulted 
from an unconscious fear of what disabled people represented to so-called 
‘normal’ people: “They ‘demonstrate’ what could happen to the human 
body.  The anguished question to which/they give answer is: how would 
we be if we were not the way we are?” (70-71)  With this statement, Stiker 
implies that the social exclusion of disabled individuals results from 
nondisabled people’s fears about the possibility of their own disablement, 
which would lead to their subsequent transformation into something 
‘Other’ than ‘normal’.

Referring back to the Lacanian explanation of ‘Other’, people attempt to 
achieve their ideal selves (their ‘Ideal-I’) in their imitation of the prescribed 
social ideal, which is often synonymous with that which is considered 
‘normal’.   One explanation for why disabled individuals are consistently 
constructed as ‘Other’ is that they are perceived as being physically or 
mentally incapable of participating in ‘normal’ life and becoming like the 
‘normal’ ideal citizen.  Writing about his own experience as a disabled person 
in the twentieth century Paul Hunt offers support for this idea, stating that 
disabled individuals are seen as unfortunate because they are perceived as 
being unable to achieve many goals which are held up as ideal in Western 
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society: “The opportunity for marriage and having children, authority at 
home and at work, the chance to earn money, independence and freedom 
of movement, a house and a car- these things, and plenty more may be 
denied us” (4).  As a result of this perception, disabled people are excluded 
from ‘normal’ life and constructed as ‘Other’.  Therefore the unconscious 
fear associated with the disabled ‘Other’ and somehow becoming like the 
disabled ‘Other’ is the nondisabled individual’s fear of their own failure 
to meet the social ideal, which in turn would result in their own exclusion 
from society.  As social exclusion in many ways represents a kind of social 
death3, it can further be construed that the nondisabled individual’s 
unconscious fear of disabled individuals represents an unconscious 
fear of death, and the continued exclusion of disabled individuals from 
mainstream society represents a repression of this fear.

According to Paul K. Longmore: “Disability happens around us more often 
than we generally recognize or care to notice, and we harbor unspoken 
anxieties about the possibility of disablement, to us or to someone close 
to us.  What we fear, we often stigmatize and shun and sometimes seek to 
destroy” (132).  It is for this reason disability is often constructed as ‘Other’ 
in media narratives, and the violent victimisation and stigmatisation 
of disabled individuals in real life likely results from the nondisabled 
person’s desire to repress the fears associated with them (132).  However, 
while addressing the historical othering of disabled individuals and the 
unconscious fears associated with disability it is important to note that in 
the late twentieth and early twenty-first century there has been a general 
improvement in public attitudes towards disability.  This improvement 
reflects the “growing socio-political perception of disabled people as 
a minority group and the increasing impact of the disability civil-rights 
movement” which began in the 1960s in Western society (145).  This 
improvement in attitudes has in turn been reflected by an increasing 
number of positive representations of disability in broadcast narratives.

However, in spite of this change, patterns of social exclusion still continue 
to be embedded within the fabric of Western society, for as Stiker states: 

3 Indeed, not only do disabled people evoke a fear of social death but they also stir the 
unconscious fear of physical death, for without economic and physical support many disabled 
individuals would suffer death.  Even disabled people’s perceived sexual abnormality or 
impotence represents a kind of death as they appear (from a nondisabled perspective) unable 
to engage in the act which produces life.

“We organize the world – that is, space and time and, within these, social 
roles, cultural paths, and habits of leisure – for a kind of average person, 
designated normal” (3).  Due to the fact that disability exists outside of 
this organised world, disability exists as a disruption of ‘normal’.  As 
such it is difficult for disabled individuals to become fully integrated 
within mainstream society and the consistent representation of disabled 
individuals as ‘Other’ in media sources reinforces this exclusion, for “even 
when the handicapped character is presented sympathetically [on-screen] 
… it remains clear severe disability makes social integration impossible” 
(Longmore 135).

2:  Monstrous Figures

As Stiker demonstrates in A History of Disability, while societies have 
differed in their attitudes towards physical and mental disability over 
time, in general social and cultural attitudes towards disability have been 
shaped around the notion that disabled people are different or ‘Other’ 
than nondisabled individuals (see e.g. 24, 87).  The historical othering 
of disabled individuals has led to their construction as ‘Other’ in media 
sources, which in turn encourages the continuation of pre-existing 
negative attitudes towards disabled people amongst the nondisabled 
public (Barnes 2).  One of the most consistent representations of disabled 
individuals as ‘Other’ in the mass media is the representation of 
disabled individuals as monstrous.  Although the way in which disabled 
individuals are constructed as monstrous varies across media narratives, 
Longmore states that the consistent depiction of the disabled as monstrous 
expresses the notion “that disability involves the loss of an essential part 
of one’s humanity”, meaning that which is monstrous is defined by that 
which is ‘Other’ than human (135).   By conducting a close analysis of two 
examples of monstrous narratives in the popular US series Criminal Minds 
this chapter will demonstrate how media depictions distort the reality of 
mental disability.

According to Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, anything or anyone different from that 
which is considered ‘normal’ or ideal in Western society can be constructed 
as monstrous (7).  Although he states that “for the most part monstrous 
difference tends to be cultural, political, racial, economic, sexual”, mental 
and physical disability has often been described as “monstrous difference” 
across the centuries (7).  For example, throughout the Middle Ages certain 
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physical deformities and other impairments were often constructed in 
terms of monstrosity, with Irina Metzler recording numerous associations 
of the word ‘monster’ with physical disability in medieval literature 
(154).  The ‘monsterisation’ of physically disabled individuals- that is, the 
labelling of them as monstrous- during this period was also heavily linked 
to the association of sin with disability, whereby it was widely believed 
that “an impairment present from birth [was] the result of sinful action by 
the parents” and an “acquired impairment [was] a punishment for one’s 
own sin” (9).  Such cultural constructions of the disabled as monstrous 
have had a profound influence on popular representations of disability 
over the years, with disabled individuals persistently being depicted as 
sinister, malevolent or evil in media sources in popular culture (see e.g. 
Longmore 133, Barnes 8).  As such distorted representations of disability 
are consistently found in television sources and as these representations 
influence people’s real-life attitudes towards disability they act as “a major 
obstacle to disabled people’s successful integration into” contemporary 
society (Barnes 8).

According to Longmore, physical disability or “deformity of the body” 
is often used to signify “deformity of the soul” in both literature and the 
media, with Peter Pan’s Captain Hook and Dr. Strangelove’s Dr. Strangelove 
both acting as examples of this (133).  However, as mental and intellectual 
disabilities such as autism are usually unaccompanied by physical 
handicaps, it is often difficult to tell from a person’s physical appearance 
that they are affected by mental disability.  In Lacanian theory, due to the 
fact that the child’s first understanding of ‘Other’ is the inverted image of 
itself that it sees in the mirror, that which is ‘Other’ is often understood in 
terms of visual difference.  As physically disabled individuals’ differences 
are visually apparent, their physical impairments naturally allow for their 
construction as ‘Other’ by the nondisabled individual.  However, in the 
case of mental and intellectual disabilities, the lack of visual difference 
means that the ‘Other’ status of mentally disabled individuals is hidden 
from view, thus creating a disturbance in the nondisabled individual’s 
understanding of what is ‘Other’.  As previously stated, disabled 
individuals generally produce fear in the nondisabled individual because 
they evoke the nondisabled individual’s fear of failing to meet the ‘normal’ 
social ideal, which by extension also evokes their fear of social exclusion and 
therefore death.  As mental disabilities are hidden and therefore unknown 

to the nondisabled individual, this additionally increases the public’s fear 
of mentally disabled individuals in comparison with physically disabled 
individuals, for as H.P. Lovecraft states: “the oldest and strongest kind of 
fear is fear of the unknown”.  

Although mental and intellectual disabilities are often hidden in real 
life, it is notable that in fictional literary and media sources mental 
disability is frequently made visible through mentally disabled characters’ 
appearances to the audience.  For example, in Charlotte Brontë’s Jane 
Eyre (1847), Rochester’s first wife Bertha is described as mad, and as her 
madness is written onto her body, her disability becomes visible through 
her monstrous depiction: “whether beast or human being … it snatched 
and growled like some strange wild animal: but it was covered with 
clothing” (338).  Equally in the film version of The Silence of the Lambs 
the usually hidden madness of Hannibal Lecter is made visible to the 
viewer when he is shown strapped down and wearing a mask which 
covers his face and mouth.  The mouthpiece of Lecter’s mask appears 
to resemble the teeth of a beast or a monster, signifying to the viewer’s 
his nature as a cannibal as well as rendering his monstrosity visible.  It 
is also interesting to note that in the novel version Lecter is monstrous 
in physical appearance, a factor which again complements Longmore’s 
point that physical deformity is often used to signify deformity of the soul 
(133).  Similarly in the film Shutter Island, when protagonist Teddy Daniels 
first enters the mental institution it is notable that many of the mental 
patients are ‘mad’ in their appearance, visually depicted as monstrous 
through their strange clothes, eccentric mannerisms, and dirty, unkempt 
appearances.  As cinema influences television programming, it is often the 
case that mental disability is similarly represented in monstrous, bestial or 
otherwise subhuman terms on-screen.

One possible explanation for the consistent visual construction of mental 
disability as monstrous in literary and media sources is that by making 
mental disability visually apparent, media sources imply that mental 
disability can be visually recognised as ‘Other’ in real life interactions, 
and so mental disability seems less frightening to the public because it 
is no longer unknown.  In this way popular culture acts to address and 
alleviate the real life unconscious fears of the nondisabled public, for as 
stated by the film critic Michael Woods: “Entertainment is not … a full-
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scale flight from our problems, not a means of forgetting them completely, 
but rather a rearrangement of our problems into shapes which tame them” 
(42).  By rearranging mental disability into a monstrous shape on-screen, 
media representations act to reassure the viewer that mentally disabled 
individuals are ‘Other’ and that this otherness can be known.  As such 
media sources seek “to reassure” the nondisabled public about their 
own normality because media sources demonstrate that nondisabled 
individuals do not resemble the monstrous disabled characters on-screen, 
and this in turn reassures the public of their own continued ability to meet 
the requirements of the prescribed social ideal (Longmore 132).  Thus 
their fears of becoming like the disabled ‘Other’ are somewhat alleviated 
because they can reassure themselves of the difference between the 
disabled ‘Other’ and their ‘normal’ selves.

Having established that fictional media sources ‘monsterise’ mental 
disability in order to construct mentally disabled individuals as ‘Other’ 
there are a number of identifiable narratives which the media perpetuates 
in its ‘monsterisation’ of mental disability.  For example, Barnes states 
that depictions of disabled individuals as “sinister and evil” (7) as well as 
“sexually abnormal” (12) are common in the media, and Longmore makes 
a distinction between narratives which present disability as “monstrous” 
(135) and disability as associated with criminality (133).  However, in spite 
of the variations in these narratives, all of these representations frequently 
overlap on-screen to create one grand monstrous narrative of disability.  
Moreover, within this narrative there are two consistent types of mentally 
disabled or mad characters shown in media sources.  The first of these is the 
more generalised idea of the idiot monster, too foolish to realise the danger 
it poses to others, as personified by the classic depiction of Frankenstein’s 
monster in the 1931 film by James Whale.  The second of these is the 
cunning and intelligent madman, an example of which can be found in 
the iconic figure of Hannibal Lecter, whom Yvonne Tasker describes as 
a “charming psychopath” (85).  As autism is a spectrum disorder, and 
individuals affected by autism display a wide range of capabilities, autism 
is often utilised in media sources to present both the idiot and intelligent 
monster figure.  Problematically, as the label ‘autism’ becomes associated 
with monstrous figures on-screen this in turn distorts public perceptions of 
autistic individuals as monstrous (Sanson et al. 47, Barnes 7).

In the U.S. police procedural series Criminal Minds there are two identifiable 
narratives of the idiot autistic monster and the intelligent autistic monster 
that present themselves for analysis.  The following case study will explore 
the first of these narratives.  The Criminal Minds series has been selected 
for analysis because, as evidenced from the examples above, fictional texts 
(see e.g. The Silence of the Lambs, Shutter Island) which ‘monsterise’ mental 
disability often present this ‘monsterisation’ in conjunction with crimes 
committed by mentally disabled individuals.  As monstrous depictions of 
mental disability are generally found on television within fictional crime 
shows it is interesting to note that just as making mental disability visible 
on-screen affirms viewers’ normality, the crime genre also affirms the 
“dominant interests and attitudes” associated with the prescribed social 
ideal in Western society (Gray Cavendar 30).  Given that the crime genre 
reinforces dominant Western ideology “behind a style so realistic that its 
ideology seems natural and appropriate”, the apparent realism in fictional 
crime shows also creates the impression amongst viewers that these 
programmes’ monstrous depictions of disabled criminals are realistic 
reflections of disabled people (30).  This impression is further reinforced 
when, in response to real-life crimes committed by disabled people, tabloid 
newspapers draw on the language and imagery of fictional depictions 
in their representation of criminals, with Barnes pointing out that “[n]
ewspaper articles sensationalising the connection between intellectual 
impairments and criminality are common in both” tabloids and ‘quality’ 
newspapers (7).  Thus the consequences of ‘monsterisation’ in fictional 
programming have real-world impact for disabled individuals because 
this ‘monsterisation’ perpetuates public perceptions of them as monstrous 
(Sanson et al. 47). 

Case Study: Criminal Minds, ‘To Hell and Back, parts 1 & 2’

In its production of the narrative of an autistic killer ‘To Hell and Back’ 
offers a prime example of how the figure of the idiot monster is constructed 
on-screen.  Mason Turner, a figure who combines both the scientist 
characterisation of Victor Frankenstein and the physically disabled status 
of the hunchback Igor, transforms his autistic brother Lucas into a monster 
by encouraging him to kidnap people and carry out experiments designed 
to restore Mason’s ability to walk.  Much like Igor is responsible for giving 
the monster a criminal’s brain in the 1931 film and as a result is in part 
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responsible for the murders which the monster carries out, Mason is 
likewise responsible for the murders which his brother carries out.  The 
representation of the physically disabled individual as responsible for 
the murders of ‘normal’ able-bodied individuals reinforces two common 
prejudices Longmore describes amongst viewers, the first being that 
“disabled people are embittered by their ‘fate’” and the second being 
that “disabled people resent the nondisabled and would, if they could, 
destroy them” (134).  As such it is unsurprising that Mason is linguistically 
condemned as a “monster” by David Rossi in part two of ‘To Hell and 
Back’, a condemnation which verbally confirms stereotypical notions 
of the physically disabled individual as evil and ‘Other’ amongst the 
nondisabled audience.

However, it is Lucas Turner, whose autism renders him “childlike”, who 
presents an interesting subject for analysis.  Prior to the revelation of 
Lucas’ identity, his face is not directly shown to the viewer, although at 
intermittent points throughout the first part of ‘To Hell and Back’ he is 
seen carrying out his criminal activities through a series of shaky camera 
shots which draw attention to his strength and hulking physique.  In the 
viewer’s first introduction to Lucas he is shown from the back in a camera 
shot which creates the impression that the viewer is in the back seat of 
his car, driving to the pig farm where he lives.  The camera then moves 
around various vantage points, offering the viewer multiple perspectives 
on Lucas’ activity.  At first the camera moves between the internal world of 
Lucas’ house and the external pig farm.  When inside the house, the viewer 
(although they do not yet realise this) is receiving the same first-person 
view that Mason receives as he sits in the house overlooking his brother’s 
murderous activities.  The unexplained sound of Mason’s heavy breathing 
and life support machine in combination with the camera’s refusal to show 
Lucas’ face plays on the viewer’s unconscious fears of the unknown, which 
as previously stated is a fear closely associated with the mentally disabled 
‘Other’.

However, while Lucas’ face is not seen directly, he is shown to have large, 
dirty hands, and to be wearing overalls and muddy boots.  This unkempt 
and dirty appearance implies an uncivilised nature, a fact which asserts 
his status as ‘Other’ on-screen.  His overall physique also carries strong 
connotations of the hulking body of Frankenstein’s monster, meaning that 

Lucas is ‘monsterised’ on-screen through token of his physicality.  The 
visual construction of Lucas as monstrous throughout this segment is 
significant because although the viewer’s fears of the unknown are evoked 
by the fact his face his hidden from the camera, Lucas is still evidently 
monstrous in his depiction and this implies that monstrosity can be visually 
diagnosed, even if monstrosity cannot be fully seen or understood.  In this 
way, returning to Woods’ point that entertainment transforms people’s 
fears into shapes which tame them, Lucas’ visual construction on-screen 
implies that monstrous figures do not resemble the nondisabled ‘normal’ 
individual and this reassures viewers of their own normality (42).

As Lucas gets out of his car the camera moves along the ground at Lucas’ 
feet, a moment which is immediately followed by several close up shots 
of pigs’ faces.  As the low height of the camera places the viewer on the 
ground at the same level as the pigs, the viewer is symbolically placed in 
the position of the pigs in Lucas’ farm.  This positioning is deliberate, for 
when the viewer finally sees the white male victim tied up in Lucas’ barn 
in combination with several close up shots of his face, they automatically 
identify with him and imagine themselves in his position, which is that of 
a pig being brought to slaughter.  Thus a parallel is drawn between the pigs 
on Lucas’ farm and his victim (who by extension represents the viewer), 
and this parallel is strengthened when the victim’s screams from behind 
his mask-taped mouth echo the squeals of the pigs outside.  The fact that 
Lucas’ chosen method of killing his victim is with a sledge hammer (a 
method commonly used by pig farmers in the slaughter of pigs) further 
reinforces the parallel between the pigs and the victim.  Given that, in a 
Westernised patriarchal context, the body of the white male victim in many 
ways represents the ideal ‘normal’ citizen in society, Lucas is presented as 
a threat to the ‘normal’ in his violation of the body of the ideal citizen and 
his transformation of the human into the animal.  His monstrous depiction 
and construction as ‘Other’ is therefore a method of condemnation for his 
actions.

When Lucas is finally revealed to the viewer and diagnosed as autistic, 
sympathy increases for his situation because the viewer realises that to 
an extent Lucas is a victim of his elder brother’s manipulation.  Lucas is 
further humanised by his interactions with the kidnapped girl he hides 
with in his underground den, and as his anxiety about the fact that his 
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brother is not contacting him increases, his autistic characteristics become 
more pronounced, again producing sympathy from the viewer.  Saying this, 
he still remains threatening, for although his autism renders him an idiot 
monster with slow, simple speech (again recalling the classic depiction of 
Whale’s monster in the 1935 sequel to the original film), his sudden bursts 
of temper render him unpredictable.  As such the “deviancy, and danger” 
he exhibits stems from a loss of control “often represented as inherent in 
the experience of disability” (Longmore 141).  Therefore the idiot monster, 
although described by Spencer Reid as “very childlike” and “scared and 
probably confused” still represents a threat to the ‘normal’ able-bodied 
person, who in part two of ‘To Hell and Back’ is represented by his female 
kidnap victim.

To sum up, Lucas’ autism is rendered frightening because it allows 
him to be easily manipulated by his evil, mastermind brother and his 
unpredictable bursts of violence imply an uncivilised, bestial element to his 
personality.  His murderous actions demonstrate a threat to and disruption 
of the ‘normal’, and as his autism is what allows him to be manipulated by 
his brother, his autism is ostensibly linked to the threat that he represents.  
According to Longmore “[t]he criminal and ‘monster’ characterizations” 
associated with Lucas imply “that disability deprives its victims of an 
essential part of their humanity, separates them from the community and 
ultimately requires that they be put to death” (138).  In this sense, Lucas’ 
status as the monstrous ‘Other’, both sympathetic and sinister, justifies his 
death at the end of the episode when he charges like an animal at several 
police officers, who respond with open fire.

It is worth noting that the depiction of Lucas as an easily manipulated 
idiot monster in ‘To Hell and Back’ contrasts with other representations of 
autism in the Criminal Minds series.  For example, one of the programme’s 
main characters, Spencer Reid, is early on implied to have Asperger’s 
syndrome, yet at the same time he is also portrayed as highly intelligent 
and extremely capable in his career as an FBI special agent.  The contrasting 
depictions of Spencer and Lucas reflect the spectrum nature of the autistic 
condition but they also send a very clear message to viewers about what is 
‘acceptable’ and ‘non-acceptable’ autism.  Whenever an autistic individual 
can integrate within society by demonstrating a useful skill (as Spencer 
demonstrates in his proficiency at his job) this allows for their acceptance 

and integration within society as it gives them a social role.  However, 
when individuals like Lucas cannot successfully compensate for their 
impairments they are constructed as monstrous and excluded as a result.

Although displaying intelligence is often how autistic individuals are 
expected to compensate for their social impairments, intelligence when 
combined with mental disability can also be frightening.  In media 
narratives the intelligent monster, unlike the idiot monster that Lucas 
Turner represents, is frightening because they are capable of manipulating 
the ‘normal’ nondisabled victim.  An example of this can be found in an 
episode of Criminal Minds entitled ‘Proof’ when the mentally disabled Cy 
Bradstone is constructed as a semi-intelligent monster.  Cy is frightening 
to the viewer because he uses his disability to manipulate his victims, 
pretending he needs their help in order to lure and capture them.  
Although the nature of Cy’s disability is not made clear to the viewer, 
he displays certain autistic characteristics in his evident difficulty with 
social interaction, which in turn presents him as a social ‘Other’.  His 
fixation with his brother’s wife- whom he had a brief sexual encounter 
with as an adolescent- culminates in the murder of several young women 
who resemble her as she was when she was seventeen.  As fixation is a 
common autistic trait4, as well as one closely associated with psychopaths 
in literature and media, this again ‘monsterises’ aspects of Cy’s disability.

A further frequent aspect of the ‘monsterisation’ of mentally and 
intellectually disabled characters such as Cy on-screen is their construction 
as sexually deviant or dangerous.  The fact that “[m]entally retarded adult 
men” often “appear as sexually menacing figures … because of their 
supposed inability to control their emotions, to gauge their own strength, 
and to restrain a propensity toward violence” is problematic because it 
distorts people’s views of disabled sexuality as threatening to ‘normal’ 
people (Longmore 141)5.  In a highly sexualised society, the ability to 
successfully compete for a mate is often seen as “essential to a fully human 
existence”, much in the same way as getting a job or living independently 
is viewed as “key to entry into a … land of civilized living” (Hunt 4).  As 

4 As noted by Barry K. Morris, fixating or developing intense interests in narrow subject fields 
is associated with the autistic condition.
5 According to Barnes the representation of “the disabled person as sex starved or sexually 
degenerate” is a popular trope in television and literature, and “the connection between 
‘mental illness’ and sexual perversion is a regular feature of the … tabloid press” (12-13).  
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disabled individuals are generally perceived as unable to acquire such 
goods and successfully fulfil the requirements of the prescribed social 
ideal, it is often assumed that “[they] must be only half alive, only half 
human” (4).  When criminal disabled male characters “convey a kinky, 
leering lust for sex with gorgeous ‘normal’ women”, media narratives 
imply that disabled men’s desire for ‘normal’ women is part of their deeper 
desire for social integration (Longmore 141).  This certainly seems to be 
what motivates Cy, who professes his desire to be ‘normal’ by insisting 
on the fact that he is “normal” throughout his introduction to the viewer.  
However, as disabled men such as Cy are ‘Other’, the media constructs 
their desire for a ‘normal’ mate as threatening to wider ‘normal’ society, as 
if their desire to violate the ideal female body represents a desire to disrupt 
‘normal’ life in Western society.  The following case study will be used to 
bring the ‘monsterisation’ of Cy’s sexuality into further focus.

Case Study: Criminal Minds, ‘Proof’

In the opening scene of ‘Proof’ it is quickly made clear to the viewer that Cy 
is socially different or ‘Other’ than ‘normal’ through a series of flashbacks 
which allow the viewer to see him growing up as an isolated child bullied 
by others.  In spite of this, his voiceover insists that he is ‘normal’, stating 
that he “grew up normal” and lived in a “normal house”.  Preceding these 
images of Cy being bullied the viewer witnesses a flashback exchange 
between Cy and his older brother where Cy says that he got to second 
base with Lyla and Cy’s brother runs away from him shouting that he 
is a liar.  Through this exchange, Cy is linguistically identified as a liar 
to the viewer, meaning that whenever his voiceover insisting that he is 
“normal” contrasts with the images of him being bullied as a child, the 
viewer realises that Cy is an untrustworthy character.

Following the initial series of flashbacks, the adult Cy is shown driving his 
car as he talks into a handheld camera, allowing him to address the viewer 
directly.  Cy’s slow, staggered speech (once more recalling Whale’s 1935 
version of Frankenstein’s monster) and apparently childish understanding 
of the world seems indicative of his disability, which makes his tendency 
to lie seem innocent.  However, the light and pleasant music which plays 
over this sequence and frames the viewer’s perceptions of Cy as innocent 
takes on a darker tone when Cy gets out of his car and tells the viewer that 
he has built a generator from the engine of an old car while simultaneously 

showing them parts of an engine on the ground in scraps.  Cy’s lies when 
faced with physical evidence of his falsehood seem to imply either a 
deliberate misunderstanding of truth or a level of delusion.  Either way, 
his lies seem to act as part of his attempt to linguistically construct and 
present himself as his ‘normal’ ideal self to the camera.  However, when 
it becomes clear that Cy is killing young women in order to bring himself 
closer to his ideal version of himself, this attempt to construct himself as 
‘normal’ contributes to his presentation as a monstrous ‘Other’ on-screen.

When Cy enters the shed and his female victim is shown tied up in a chair 
with her eyes taped open, the music intensifies as the viewer realises they 
are being addressed by a criminal.  This revelation shows that in spite of 
his claims, Cy is anything but ‘normal’.  Not only is he ‘Other’ but he is also 
an ‘Other’ who pretends to be more innocent than he is.  When it is later 
revealed to the viewer that Cy lies to his victims by pretending to be more 
severely disabled than he is in order to win their trust, this automatically 
increases the viewer’s fear of disabled individuals as disability is utilised 
to carry out his crimes.  Thus, in Cy’s case, the intelligence he displays 
renders him sinister, and the fact that his crimes are motivated by his 
fixation on young girls as he attempts to live out a fantasy of himself as a 
‘normal’ seventeen year old increases his sinister construction on-screen.  
In this way, the representation of the desire of the disabled ‘Other’ to be 
‘normal’ is represented as threatening to ‘normal’ society.

Somewhat ironically, ‘Proof’ highlights throughout this episode that 
mentally disabled individuals such as Cy are subject to discrimination and 
bullying, and acts to raise viewers’ awareness that disabled individuals are 
often the victims of social exclusion.  However, because ‘Proof’ also indicates 
that disabled individuals will react against their social exclusion by taking 
vengeance on ‘normal’ people, in many ways it undermines the message 
that it potentially could have given, which is that the nondisabled should be 
more accepting and respectful of disabled individuals.  By choosing instead 
to construct Cy as a sexually degenerate killer acting out a fantasy of being 
‘normal’, the episode confirms the disabled as ‘Other’ and reinforces the 
stereotype earlier discussed by Longmore that “disabled people resent the 
nondisabled and would, if they could, destroy them” (134).

In the case of Lucas and Cy, both individuals are constructed as monstrous 
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and perceived as threatening in their disruption of the ‘normal’.  For Lucas 
this disruption occurs in his transformation of the human into the animal 
and for Cy it occurs through his attempt to encroach upon the ‘normal’ 
sexuality of ‘normal’ women.  Since media narratives shape people’s 
attitudes towards disability both episodes are likely to distort people’s 
perceptions of mentally disabled individuals as monstrous.  However, 
it is worth noting that while such monstrous depictions of disability are 
common in fictional texts, factual texts tend to construct more positive 
narratives of mental disability which may have the potential to counter 
some of the consequences of on-screen ‘monsterisation’.  Saying this, 
fictional texts still have the power to warp reality, for, as Barnes states, 
they influence newspaper reporting on real-world crimes carried out 
by disabled individuals and thereby encourage discrimination towards 
disabled individuals (7).

This paper has attempted to identify wider trends in the media’s construction 
of mentally and intellectually disabled individuals as ‘Other’ while also 
exploring the power of the media to distort people’s real-life perceptions.  
The use of Lacananian theory offers an explanation for the historical 
‘Other’-ing of disabled individuals, and two episodes of the popular U.S. 
series Criminal Minds have been analyzed in order to demonstrate wider 
media trends.  These television representations of autistic individuals have 
been the main focus of analysis because, in spite of the fact that autism is 
now a highly recognised disorder, public perceptions of autism continue to 
be largely impacted by distortion in the media.  Such a focused approach 
was necessary in the identification of broader trends because the label 
‘disabled’ is all encompassing and refers to a variety of people with a 
diverse range of mental and physical conditions, meaning an attempt to 
explore the full range of representations of disability in the media would 
be beyond the scope of this paper (Longmore, ‘A Note on Language’ 420). 
Saying this, deeper exploration would be beneficial in any further research 
carried out.
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Meaningful Brutality
Formal Strategies of Violence inThe Beauty Queen Of 

Leenane and ByThe Bog Of Cats…

by
Kurt McGee1

Abstract

This essay examines the theatrical use of violence in The Beauty Queen of Leenane 
by Martin McDonagh and By the Bog of Cats… by Marina Carr.  Scholarship to this 
point has primarily regarded their use of dramatic violence as a reinforcement of 
the colonial view of the Irish as volatile and barbaric or has dismissed it as stylistic 
without aesthetic or thematic substance.  Contrary to this view, I argue that Carr 
and McDonagh employ violence for use as a cultural examination of violence in 
rural communities, as the product of undiagnosed mental illness, and as an assertive 
response against patriarchic suppression.  The essay concludes by reflecting on 
the problem of presenting violence in drama and the difficulty of determining 
“meaningful violence” in artistic works.

Keywords

McDonagh, Carr, violence in drama, stage Irish

Two Irish playwrights, Marina Carr and Martin McDonagh, rose to fame 
during the 1990s:  Carr with several well-received plays that culminated 
in her now-classic By the Bog of Cats… (1998), and McDonagh with an 
impressive collection of five plays written in a single nine-month stretch in 
1996, all produced to critical acclaim.  Despite their commercial and often 
critical success, both writers have been criticized for a debasing portrayal 
of a rural Irish population that is prone to shocking and visceral acts of 
violence.  Almost the entirety of McDonagh’s dramatic oeuvre relies on 
violence as a climax.  His Leenane Trilogy tests the English lexicon for words 
ending with “–cide:” it begins with matricide, proceeds to uxoricide, 
and ends with a priest absurdly committing suicide in order to prevent 
fratricide.  Carr’s work is equally unsettling.  By the Bog of Cats… and On 
Raftery’s Hill (2000) contain acts of suicide, child-murder, and incestuous 
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rape that are highlighted in center stage and accented by their occurrence 
directly before the curtain fall.  Both writers have pushed the boundaries 
of dramatic savagery further with each new play.

The polarizing response by some academics and critics to Carr’s and 
McDonagh’s violence on stage reveals an uncertainty about the role of 
violence in drama and a lingering concern about a colonial view of the Irish 
as backward and savage.  This essay will examine the critical discourse 
surrounding Carr’s and McDonagh’s use of the rural Irish setting and 
the formal reasons behind their decision to use violence to express their 
characters and to develop their dramaturgy.  McDonagh’s debut play, 
The Beauty Queen of Leenane (1996), and Carr’s By the Bog of Cats… are 
representative targets of the criticism aimed at each writer and show the 
different strategies that each playwright uses to explore the causes and 
consequences of violence.  Both plays use detailed foreshadowing that 
culminates with a single moment of gruesome violence, and both feature 
a complex protagonist rebelling against feelings of entrapment and 
isolation that emphasizes the dynamic and unforeseen ways in which 
violent acts can come from seemingly normal people.  Far from providing 
mere spectacle, the violence of Carr’s and McDonagh’s plays provides a 
thoughtful analysis of the origins and consequences of violent behavior in 
modern society and attempts to show that the people who commit these 
acts are often troubled in ways that are not easily seen.  

The Beauty Queen of Leenane

The Beauty Queen of Leenane takes place in a cottage in western Ireland 
where forty year-old Maureen takes care of her mother, Mag, who suffers 
from a “urine infection” and is mostly confined to her chair.  The selfish 
and petulant behavior of both women leads to a dysfunctional relationship 
in which Maureen force-feeds Mag undesirable food, Mag manipulates 
and insults Maureen, and both women engage in petty quarreling that 
constitutes the majority of dialogue in the play.  When Pato Dooley spends 
a romantic night in Maureen’s room, Mag attempts to sabotage their 
potential relationship by revealing Maureen’s history of mental illness 
and later by burning the letters Pato sends to the house.  Enraged by her 
mother’s sabotage and by a feeling of imprisonment, Maureen tortures 
her mother by pouring hot oil on her hand on top of a stove.  She repeats 
this torture before throwing the hot bowl into Mag’s lap, causing the 

splash to sear Mag’s face and upper body.  Maureen remorselessly finishes 
her off with a fire poker and Mag topples over to reveal a “red chunk of 
skull” hanging “from a string of skin at the side of her head.”2  Finally 
alone, Maureen tragically discovers that Pato has left without her and 
despondently assumes her mother’s former position in the rocking chair.

The intense onstage violence in Beauty Queen is representative of 
McDonagh’s oeuvre, which has received ample criticism, not simply for 
its visceral content, but for its supposed lack of artistic significance.  This 
criticism can be separated into two categories: those who view it as a 
resurgence of the simian “stage Irishman,” and those who think it does 
not contribute to the understanding of the characters or the structure of 
the plays.  In a review of a 2000 production of Beauty Queen, Susan Conley 
remarked that the play “offers a simplistic, violent, and dated vision of life 
on this island” that is “tantamount to cultural insult.”3  This argument is 
expanded by Vic Merriman, who views McDonagh’s characters as “child-
adults,” “gross caricatures” to whom “death, affection, responsibility 
appear as meaningless intrusions.”4  McDonagh’s success on the stage 
can be attributed to spectacle, which “overpowers engagement with their 
significance as dramatic art.”5  Nicholas Grene adds that in McDonagh’s 
work “there is a cartoon-like gleefulness . . . a grotesque excess in the 
language that actually reduces its shock value by taking it out of the 
realm of the real.”6  For such critics, the violence lacks depth because the 
characters themselves lack depth and, far from fulfilling its deconstructive 
role as a postmodernist play, Beauty Queen is actually a reductive attempt 
to resurrect an antiquated Irish that never existed in the first place.  

McDonagh shows an unflattering portrait of existence that is always 
teetering on the edge of conflict and violence, but the violence displayed by 
characters such as Maureen is hardly endemic to rural Ireland.  The Leenane 
of McDonagh’s early plays, with its characters speaking purposefully-fake 

2 Martin McDonagh, The Beauty Queen of Leenane in Martin McDonagh:  Plays I (Reading:  
Methuen, 1999), 51.
3 Susan Conley, “The Beauty Queen of Leenane Review” in The Theatre of Martin McDonagh:  
A World of Savage Stories, ed. Lilian Chambers and Eamonn Jordan (Dublin: Carysfort, 2006), 
374-375.
4 Vic Merriman, “Decolonisation Postponed: The Theatre of Tiger Trash,” Irish University 
Review 29, no. 2 (1999):  313.
5 Ibid., 315.
6 Nicholas Grene, “Ireland in Two Minds: Martin McDonagh and Conor McPherson,” The 
Yearbook of English Studies 35, no. 1 (2005):  313.
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dialects and its anachronistic references, is, to quote Patrick Lonergan, “an 
imagined location, bearing little resemblance to the real Galway village.”7  
The insularity of Beauty Queen, which never leaves the nondescript living 
room it is set in, deemphasizes its geographical location by offering a setting 
that could be anywhere in the world.  Portraits of John and Rob Kennedy 
in the set background, Americans assassinated by a Soviet defector and a 
Palestinian, emphasize the universality of violence in this world, and the 
characters’ constant chatter about British energy drinks and Australian TV 
shows that McDonagh is interested in discussing issues of internationalism 
and modernity, not belittling a particular group of rural people.

Though often accused of presenting violence for the sake of spectacle, 
McDonagh’s social commentary is deeply concerned about the origin of 
violent behavior and its relationship to modern society.  Ostensibly set in 
the middle of the century, Beauty Queen is a contemporaneous play with 
“an utterly 1990s sensibility.”8  A product of this era is Ray Dooley, a local 
boy who delivers messages to Maureen on two occasions and who is so 
influenced by violent modern TV that during one visit he picks up Mag’s 
fire poker and swings it around, shouting, “half a dozen coppers you could 
take out with this poker . . . just for the fun of seeing the blood running 
out of them.”9  His humorous but distressing line, “A whole afternoon I’m 
wasting here . . . when I could be at home watching telly,”10 is indicative 
of new concerns about the correlation between frequent consumption of 
virtual violence and violent behavior: a concern that would burgeon with 
the millennial generation.  Ray is an image not of a stage Irishman, but 
of a millennial youth whose mind is saturated with an increasingly large 
amount of violent entertainment.  

Dooley is not the only character inspired by this developing culture of 
virtual violence.  Maureen’s “sadistic ritual” and gruesome murder of 
her mother,11 which includes methodically heating the oil in front of her, 
would be equally at home in a Quentin Tarantino film or a horror movie 
as on the stage.  As per the stage directions:  “[Maureen] puts a chip-pan 
on the stove, turns it on high and pours a half-bottle of cooking oil into it, takes 

7 Patrick Lonergan, The Theatre and Films of Martin McDonagh (Kingsdown: Methuen, 2012), 4.
8 Finton O’Toole, “Introduction to Martin McDonagh: Plays I” (Reading:  Methuen, 1999), xi.
9 McDonagh, Beauty Queen, 39.
10 Ibid., 40.
11 Marion Castleberry, “Comedy and Violence in The Beauty Queen of Leenane” in Martin 
McDonagh:  A Casebook, ed. Richard Rankin Russell (Milton Park: Routledge, 2007), 52.

down the rubber gloves that are hanging on the back wall and puts them on . . . 
sits at the table, waiting for the oil to boil.  She speaks quietly, staring straight 
ahead.”12  Rebecca Wilson argues that this scene “suggests a sadism” out 
of touch with Maureen’s ostensible objective of prying for information 
from her mother about Pato’s letter.13  There is unquestionably something 
wrong with Maureen in this moment; her stoic familiarity with this act 
shows that she is comfortable with such brutality, not necessarily because 
she is accustomed to torturing people, but because she is familiar with the 
concept.  This scene displays the ritual of a meticulous and cinematic serial 
killer.  But considering the TV in the house is on at all times—its constant 
presence is the butt of several jokes and becomes background noise for 
the play—it is easy to imagine that Maureen did not develop such sadistic 
techniques using her own imagination.  Like Ray, she acts out a behavior 
imbibed from the fictive medium of violent television, except Maureen 
follows these actions to their fullest extent.  If we can find a reason behind 
the violent acts of McDonagh’s characters, perhaps we can look first at 
the international TV-consuming culture in which it is set and which it 
comments upon.

Critics who dismiss McDonagh’s violence as spectacle also fail to account 
for the nuanced formal strategies that the playwright uses to provide 
insights into characters and successfully foreshadow their consequent 
violent acts.  It is easy to see the dialogue in Beauty Queen as shallow and 
vapid, a common complaint of McDonagh’s style that prompted O’Toole’s 
famous question, “when does the laughing stop and the thinking begin?”14  
But in the midst of the witty dialogue between Maureen and Mag, the duo 
reveal subtle clues about Maureen’s tragic past abroad and the resulting 
trauma that continues to affect her.  After traveling to England to start a 
new life, Maureen fails in her job search and ends up cleaning toilets at 
an office complex in Leeds.  Here she is verbally abused by the English 
workers who specifically target her as an Irishwoman.  After some amount 
of time—Maureen is quite vague when describing her past—she claims 
that the abuse “just got to me,” and a mental breakdown causes her to 

12  McDonagh, Beauty Queen, 47.
13 Rebecca Wilson, “Macabre Merriment in McDonagh’s Melodrama, The Beauty Queen 
of Leenane” in The Power of Laughter: Comedy and Contemporary Irish Theatre, ed. Eric Weitz 
(Dublin:  Carysfort, 2004), 139.
14 Finton O’Toole, “Murderous Laughter,” review of The Leenane Trilogy, by Martin 
McDonagh, The Irish Times, June 24, 1997, https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/murderous-
laughter-1.84789.
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spend a month in a mental institute.15  Such knowledge of Maureen’s past 
gives her behavior toward her mother new meaning.  Mag’s abuse of 
Maureen’s physical appearance, similar to that which traumatized her as 
a janitor abroad, has led to twenty years of entrapment and misery with a 
woman who would “die before I’d let meself be put in a [nursing] home.”16  
The only difference is that Maureen now faces a single opponent and is 
able to return the abuse she receives.  Ultimately however, Maureen cannot 
endure the familiar abuse and her trauma, coupled with her entrapment 
in an environment of verbal maltreatment, contributes to her eruption of 
violence at the end of the play.  

Such a sober moment of revelation in an otherwise absurd play almost 
encourages its own dismissal, but knowledge of Maureen’s tragic past 
changes our understanding of her actions.  Even so, mere retaliation for her 
past abuses fails to explain fully how Maureen could perform “as violent and 
horrific a scene as has ever been staged.”17  McDonagh’s violent characters 
are often accused of behaving in a manner far exceeding their indignation, 
but Maureen’s case is not as such.  Her explosive violence is not simply the 
result of her pernicious mother; there is evidence to suggest that she has a 
serious undiagnosed mental illness that contributes to this violent act.  The 
first explicit evidence that hints at Maureen’s mental problems is described 
in a brief scene in which she quickly and vaguely defends herself against 
her mother’s insistence that she was institutionalized in “an oul nut-house 
in England.”18  Maureen is purposefully vague and defensive about these 
claims and the scene ends before Mag can show the paperwork to Pato to 
prove her daughter’s instability.  The comedy of the scene, the lack of details 
given, and Maureen’s downplay of her medical record take focus away 
from her mental illness, but it is clear that she is worse than she lets on.

Maureen’s aberrant behavior at the play’s conclusion provides further 
evidence of her mental instability.  Her “bored” and stoic reaction to 
Mag’s death, which Merriman argues shows that death and responsibility 
for her are “meaningless intrusions,” could, in fact, be the symptoms of 
a psychotic disorder such as schizophrenia.  According to the National 
Institute for Mental Health, symptoms of schizophrenia include “reduced 

15  McDonagh, The Beauty Queen, 31.
16  McDonagh, The Beauty Queen, 43.
17  Castleberry, “Comedy and Violence,” 53.
18 McDonagh, Beauty Queen, 30.

expression of emotions,” “delusions,” “agitated body movements,” and 
“dysfunctional ways of thinking.”19  Immediately following Maureen’s 
strangely-dispassionate murder, she absent-mindedly “idles very slowly 
around the room, poker in hand” while speaking a stream-of-consciousness 
monologue that is so convoluted and disjointed that it has been called 
a “hallucinatory delusion.”20  Maureen’s final moments in the play, 
inexplicably attempting to sneak up on visiting Ray to kill him while 
engaging in casual conversation, show that she has entirely been lost to 
her delusions.  For a character who has deftly and wittily engaged with her 
mother and lover throughout the play, the final moments of Beauty Queen 
highlight and explain the seemingly-incongruous violent act of Maureen 
as the product of a deep-rooted mental illness.

As with many people with mental illness, Maureen’s extreme behavior 
only becomes apparent after certain duress and before that point can 
only be diagnosed from minor circumstantial evidence that requires keen 
observation to detect.  Maureen’s violent act has been building up the 
entire play, and by providing only a glimpse of Maureen’s mental illness, 
McDonagh shows that by giving so much weight to momentary outbursts 
of violence, we fail to recognize the deeper issues that contribute to the 
consequent violent behavior.  The nuanced violence in Beauty Queen, 
despite its apparent shallowness, emphasizes the difficult nature of 
identifying the origin of aggressive behavior.  

By the Bog of Cats

Similar to McDonagh, who finds his artistic voice in the Connemara of 
his youth, Marina Carr sets many of her early plays in the Midlands of 
her childhood.  By the Bog of Cats retells the Greek tragedy of Medea in a 
Midlands bog circa 1998.  Hester Swane, a tinker living on the property she 
used to own, ignores a prophecy of her imminent doom, instead clinging 
to her family’s land and her former lover Carthage Kilbride, who has 
recently left her for a younger woman.  In a desperate act to regain some 
control of her past life, she begs Carthage to return to her, forbids their 
daughter Josie from interacting with the new bride and, outraged by the 
indignity of losing everything, burns Carthage’s house and livestock.  Still 

19 “Schizophrenia,”  National Institute of Mental Health, accessed July 19, 2016, https://
www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/schizophrenia/index.shtml.
20  Castleberry, “Comedy and Violence,” 54.
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unsatisfied with these acts, Hester cuts her daughter’s throat before killing 
herself with the same knife.

Like McDonagh, Carr has been criticized for presenting violence as the 
ordinary behavior of a primitive people—Merriman’s criticism of “the 
colonised simian reborn” is applied equally to Carr in his article—but also 
for her hopeless protagonists, who seem to lack meaningful agency in the 
violent and fated worlds in which they live.  This criticism is picked up by 
Frank McGuinness, who wryly notes that “There is no knowing what is 
going to happen in any play by Marina Carr, except the inevitable,”21 and 
by Kevin Barry, who argues that “One of the distinctive elements of Carr’s 
play is that the action is simply catastrophic: the axe falls and continues 
to fall.  There are no savings graces.”22  Implicit in these criticisms is the 
idea that predetermined violence lacks the same artistic potency as willful 
violence.  Other critics emphasize Hester’s agency within this seemingly-
fated world.  Eda Dedebas views Hester as a “new woman who emerges 
out of self-destruction and violence” who, “being left with no space of her 
own, has no choice but to commit suicide.”23  In a retelling of a tragedy, 
Hester can have only so much power to make choices, so her decision to 
commit suicide and kill her daughter shows as much choice as is possible 
in her subjugated position as a woman tinker in a community that has 
turned against her. 

It has become a popular argument to view any Irish play with less-than-
exemplary rural characters as a continuation of a colonial view of Ireland.  
This argument falls short with Carr, who is careful to accurately render the 
speech, people, and problems of the Midlands with an explicit accuracy 
necessary to establish her criticism of the region.  Like the Leenane of 
McDonagh, Carr’s Midlands are a place of geographic isolation with a 
profound lack of communication with the outside world.  Unlike Leenane, 
the characters of Bog of Cats do not watch TV, they make no reference to the 
world outside of the bog, and we can assume that some of them have never 
set foot outside of it.  There is no colonial gaze in The Bog of Cats because 
the outside world does not exist.  Generations of people have lived in the 

21 Frank McGuinness, “Writing in Greek:  By the Bog of Cats…” in The Theatre of Marina Carr: 
“Before Rules Was Made,” ed. Cathy Leeney and Anna McMullen (Dublin:  Carysfort Press, 
2003), 87.
22 Kevin Barry, “An End to Representation,” The Irish Review 27, no. 1 (2001): 185.
23 Eda Dedebas, “Rewriting of Tragedy and Women’s Agency in Marina Carr’s By the Bog of 
Cats …, Ariel, and Woman and Scarecrow,” Women’s Studies 42, no. 1 (2013): 248, 266.

same houses, know everything about one another, and are concerned with 
nothing more than their own small community.  Bog of Cats is a myopic 
world focused inwardly, just as Hester’s violence is targeted inwardly 
toward her daughter and herself.  

In such an incestuous and limited setting, Hester’s actions of self-definition 
are necessarily limited, and the play’s early emphasis on her determined 
tragic identity is established almost immediately.  While dragging a 
bleeding swan carcass—a foreshadowed bookend of the play’s bloody 
dénouement—through the forest, Hester accidently encounters the Ghost 
Fancier, who has come at the wrong time but whose presence implies that 
Hester’s death will occur that day.  Minutes later Hester hears but refuses 
to accept a second prophecy by the oracular Catwoman, a preternatural 
figure who tells Hester to “Lave this place now or ya never will.”24  Of 
course, Hester cannot leave because she has nowhere to go and no 
acquaintances outside the small community she grew up in.  Her mother, 
daughter, and lover are attached to the bog and, having lived her whole 
life in the same place, Hester’s life is inextricably tied to the Bog of Cats.

Hester’s destructive fulfillment of the prophecy is further determined, like 
Maureen, by her traumatized past.  From conversations early in the first 
act we learn about Hester’s mother, an infamous profligate who routinely 
locked her infant daughter in a dog collar, “chained like a pup to this 
auld caravan” before she left Hester permanently at the age of seven.25  
Hester is taken care of sporadically by members of the community, 
and there is even evidence to suggest that one of these caretakers, the 
domineering local patriarch Xavier, may have sexually abused her.  Hester 
is psychologically damaged from neglect and abuse, part of a cycle of 
generational violence that she fails to overcome.  Paula Murphy notes that 
Hester’s suicide “underlines the inescapability of the past, which operates 
in self-perpetuating cycles.”26  Hester “leaves” her daughter at the exact 
age that her mother left her and kills Josie with the same knife she used to 
murder her brother years earlier.  Her suicide, and self-imposed murder of 
her own flesh and blood, symbolize the inevitable destruction and chaos 

24 Marina Carr, By the Bog of Cats… in Modern and Contemporary Irish Drama: A Norton Critical 
Edition, ed. John P. Harrington (London:  Norton, 2009), 359.
25  Ibid., 357.
26  Ibid., 397.
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of living in a community with generational grudges, ingrained biases, and 
no hope of escape.

Violence may be inevitable in a tragedy where Hester’s future is 
prophesied, but Carr complicates this idea with the actual murder scene, 
playing with the audience’s expectations of the climax and motivation 
behind the killing.  The Catwoman’s prophecy suggests something terrible 
will happen to Hester, but the specific act is unknown.  Considering its 
fidelity to Medea, it is reasonable to assume she will murder her daughter 
just as Medea killed her two sons.  Of course, she does kill Josie, but only 
after Josie pleads with her to “take me with ya.”27 Hester’s suicide, which 
she was ready to perform without killing her daughter, is Carr’s addition 
to the myth.  This is a significant reappropriation of Euripides’ ending for 
several reasons.  First, there is no deus ex machina chariot to take Hester 
away from the homestead that has led her to hopelessness.  In a play 
otherwise full of supernatural elements, Hester’s fate is not determined 
by a miraculous conclusion; Carr only allows her to escape the violent 
consequences of her actions by taking her own life.  Second, the murder 
and consequent suicide take place on stage, defying the Ancient Greek 
theater custom of violence behind the curtain.  Josie’s last bloody gasp and 
Hester’s wailing at cutting Josie’s throat “in one savage movement” are 
presented fully on center stage.  Hester’s double act of violence, offered 
uncensored to the audience, can be viewed as an act of self-definition that 
subverts the traditional determinist story it is based upon. 

Carr’s third deviation from the source material involves Hester’s motive 
for killing her daughter.  Unlike in Medea, Josie’s murder is not performed 
out of revenge; it is a mercy killing.  Hester does not intend to kill her 
daughter, but finally yields to her incessant plea: “Alright, alright!  Shhh! 
[Picks her up.]  It’s alright, I’ll take ya with me, I won’t have ya as I was, 
waitin’ a lifetime for somewan to return, because they don’t, Josie, they 
don’t.  It’s alright.  Close your eyes.”28  Several critics have argued that 
Hester’s murder of Josie is performed out of love.  Bernadette Bourke calls 
the ending “the most controversial aspect of the play . . . [it] is ironically 
perpetrated without overt violence, but with love.  Carr has subverted the 
very notion of violence itself, by couching it in gentle, protective, motherly 

27  Ibid., 394.
28 Ibid., 395.

terms.”29  Olwen Fouéré, director of several of Carr’s productions, 
suggests that the murder is “born out of great passion, great love, not 
out of any kind of retaliation.”30  The gruesome act of a mother cutting 
her young daughter’s throat in the middle of the stage is disturbing, and 
made even more upsetting by the positive motivation behind it.  Carr’s 
final observation of violence, then, is to suggest that the reasons behind it 
are often conflicting and are not always inspired by hatred or a desire for 
revenge.  In this way, the ending of By the Bog of Cats is hardly predictable; 
its conflicting violence, which subverts the source material it is otherwise 
loyal to, highlights agency in a stagnant rural Midlands that continues to 
struggle with domestic abuse, violence, and a lack of social opportunity.

Conclusion

It is necessary when dealing with drama to recognize that it is not designed 
to be read, but to be presented in front of an audience.  Violence in the 
theater, which presents to the audience a physical body and an actual 
setting, confers distinct power to the playwright, who can show gruesome 
acts of human conflict unfiltered by a camera lens.  There is an unsettling 
realism in the experience of watching Maureen murder her mother 
or Hester kill her daughter in center stage and in real time; it is simply 
there, without the comforting redoubt of a pause button or TV screen to 
fall back on.  And in the same way that these characters feel confined in 
their environments and situations, without any recourse except violence, 
so too is audience, trapped in the theater with them, able to commiserate 
and possibly even sympathize with their pain.  Of course, sympathizing 
with a murderer in a visual display that is frighteningly close to reality 
is distressing, to say the least, and it is becomes the responsibility of the 
playwright to be aware of this fact.  Carr and McDonagh, in presenting 
societies struggling with racism, sexism, and untreated mental disorders, 
are able to examine meaningfully the causes of violence and to present 
them existentially and distressingly through the medium of drama. 

29 Bernadette Bourke, “Carr’s ‘Cut-Throats and Gargiyles’:  Grotesque and Carnivalesque 
Elements in By the Bog of Cats…” in The Theatre of Marina Carr: “Before Rules Was Made,” ed. 
Cathy Leeney and Anna McMullen (Dublin: Carysfort Press, 2003), 141.
30  Olwen Fouéré and Cathy Leeney, “Journeys in Performance:  On Playing in The Mai and 
By the Bog of Cats…” in The Theatre of Marina Carr:“Before Rules Was Made,” ed. Cathy Leeney 
and Anna McMullen (Dublin: Carysfort Press, 2003) 167.
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A Theoretical Overview of
Unlearning in Engineering

by
Robin Patrick Mooney1

Abstract

Unlearning is the deliberate undoing or reversal of what has been previously 
learned. This skill has been acknowledged in business and academia as being 
increasingly important for engineers in a highly changeable 21st century environment; 
additionally, industry have recently flagged a real-world skill deficit in graduates that 
can be remedied using the concept of unlearning. This paper shows that modern 
learning theories and engineering teaching initiatives implicitly rely on unlearning to 
successfully influence and appropriately prepare engineering students for industry.

Keywords

unlearning; engineering education; CDIO; conflict.

Introduction

“The illiterate of the 21st century will not be those who cannot read and 
write, but those who cannot learn, unlearn, and relearn.”2 Toffler’s alarming 
view of the future, in his book: Future Shock, referred to the inevitable 
and imminent problem of ‘information overload’ that would stifle our 
existence. We now live in that future, and, contrary to his prediction, most 
would agree that technology has changed people’s lives for the better3. 
However, his prediction regarding the ability to unlearn has gained ground, 
and is now quite relevant in the digital age. ‘Unlearning’ is the deliberate 
undoing or reversal of what has been previously learned. For example, one 
might want to unlearn a bad habit. Instinctively, one might believe that 
unlearning in education is a futile undertaking given that learning is the 
main goal of education; however, in the constantly changing environment 
that is the post-millennial world, unlearning has emerged as an important 

1 BEng ME PgDip PhD, Department of Mechanical & Manufacturing Engineering, University 
of Dublin, Trinity College, Dublin, Ireland. Corresponding Author: mooneyrp@tcd.ie
2 Toffler, Alvin. Future Shock (Random House, 1970).
3 Isreal, Shel. “Future Shock: Why Alvin Toffler Was Wrong.” Forbes, 2012. http://www.
forbes.com/sites/shelisrael/2012/06/21/future-shock-why-alvin-toffler-was-wrong/#2715
e4857a0b27d6ede26d45.
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skill necessary for success in business4 and academic teaching.5

During the past half-century, engineering education has shifted its focus 
towards teaching modern engineering science at the expense of teaching 
engineering practice. Consequently, industry have flagged the common 
complaint that graduates lack real-world skills and abilities necessary 
for real engineering situations. The engineering teaching methodology: 
Conceive Design Implement Operate (CDIO) aims to address this problem.6 
This paper discusses unlearning in the context of engineering education 
by linking together ideas, principles, and pedagogies of unlearning 
with CDIO, engineering industry, and conflict avoidance; pedagogics of 
unlearning are also discussed. Finally, key findings resulting from the 
discussion are summarised in the conclusion.

What is unlearning?

Cirnu7 explains unlearning in the context of learning theory and from a 
corporate business point of view. To illustrate the concept of unlearning, 
Cirnu notably distinguishes declarative (know that) knowledge, i.e., explicit 
knowledge that can be expressed in declarative sentences, from procedural 
(knowing how) knowledge, i.e., implicit knowledge of actions required for 
a given task. Procedural knowledge is often tacit (in other words, difficult 
to communicate). Cirnu8 points out that in a crisis situation, new (less 
stable) learning is habitually disregarded in favour of old (more stable) 
learning—even if it is flawed or misguided. The backwards bicycle9 is used 
as an example of how challenging it is to unlearn procedural knowledge 
(neurally codified since one’s first bicycle ride) even when declarative 
knowledge has advised to the contrary (knowledge that the bicycle has 
been modified in its mechanical operation). Knowledge, procedural or 
declarative, is a prerequisite for the unlearning process to occur, however, 
the former type can be considerably more difficult to omit or ignore by 
choice (i.e., to unlearn).

4 Cirnu, Carmen. “The Shifting Paradigm: Learning to Unlearn.” Internet Learning, 2015. 
http://digitalcommons.apus.edu/internetlearning/vol4/iss1/8.
5 McWilliam, Erica. “Unlearning How to Teach.” Innovations in Education and Teaching 
International 45, no. 3 (August 18, 2008): 263–69. doi:10.1080/14703290802176147.
6 Hugo, Ron, and Johan Malmqvist. “About CDIO,” 2015. http://www.cdio.org/about.
7 Cirnu, “The Shifting Paradigm: Learning to Unlearn.”, 126.
8 Ibid., 129.
9 Sandlin, Destin. “The Backwards Brain Bicycle.” SmarterEveryDay.com, 2015. https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=MFzDaBzBlL0.

Why is unlearning important?

McWilliam10 addresses the importance of unlearning in academic teaching. 
It is illustrated how teachers have unlearned their traditional role as Sage-
on-the-stage (where one-way transmission of knowledge from educator to 
student occurs, and the focus is on the educator) in favour of a student-
focused Guide-by-the-side approach. The latter approach aligns itself with 
contemporary learning methodologies, for example, constructivist theory, 
where the teacher is simply a facilitator of learning11. McWilliam argues 
that teachers must now unlearn the student-focused approach, and shift 
towards a Meddler-in-the-middle model that is characterised by mutual 
involvement of teacher and student in a more creative, experimental, 
and collaborative arrangement where error-making and tinkering is 
encouraged for the purposes of learning. This conjecture is justified by 
the state of the highly changeable ‘fluid’ social world of the 21st century 
where the transmissive culture of teaching is redundant amongst a wealth 
of freely available information (i.e., the Internet).12 Unlearning is central 
to the success of both student and teacher under this approach, since the 
post-millennial social world—in which they are part—is often volatile 
and in a perpetual state of flux, the ability to adapt and creatively solve 
problems is therefore of increasing value.

Cirnu13 points how the unlearning process takes place in, and is linked 
to, popular learning theories, thereby underlining its importance. In 
behaviourist theory, where learning occurs through passive stimulus-
response sets, unlearning is characterised by removing reinforcements 
(positive or negative stimuli) and by the introduction of stimuli that 
strike an atypical response. In constructivism theory, learners use previous 
knowledge in an active manner to construct new ideas and concepts; here, 
unlearning is intrinsically linked with the ‘previous knowledge’ of the 
learner. In cognitivist theory, where learning is achieved through analogical 
reasoning in an interactive environment, unlearning is akin to Piaget’s 
successive reformulation of knowledge structures.14

10 McWilliam, “Unlearning How to Teach.”, 264.
11 King, Alison. “From Sage on the Stage to Guide on the Side.” College Teaching 41, no. 1 
(1993): 30–35. http://www.jstor.org/stable/27558571.
12 Bauman, Zigmunt. “Liquid Sociality.” In The Future of Social Theory, edited by N. Gane, 
17–46. London: Continuum, 2004.
13 Cirnu, “The Shifting Paradigm: Learning to Unlearn.”, 128.
14  Lee, Virginia S. “Unlearning: A Critical Element in the Learning Process.” Essays on 
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Unlearning in engineering education

The Conceive Design Implement Operate (CDIO™) initiative is an 
“innovative framework for producing the next generation of engineers.”15 
Interestingly, the story of CDIO aligns it with the themes of unlearning 
introduced above. Traditionally, 20th century engineering students had 
plenty of hands-on practice. However, as the millennium approached 
scientific knowledge expanded rapidly and engineering education shifted 
towards teaching of modern engineering science at the expense of teaching 
engineering practice.16 Subsequently, by the end of the 20th century, a 
common complaint emerged from industry: engineering graduates, 
while technically adept, lacked real-world skills and abilities necessary 
in real engineering situations. Consequently, through detailed feedback 
from industry and engagement with appropriate accreditation boards, a 
group of universities lead by MIT initiated an international collaboration 
that ultimately led to the CDIO initiative.17 Under the CDIO initiative 
engineering graduates were expected to be able to: (i) Conceive, Design, 
Implement, and Operate (ii) complex value-added engineering systems, 
(iii) in a modern team-based environment, and students should be (iv) 
mature and thoughtful individuals. Two of the goals defined in the CDIO 
initiative were as follows.18

(1) Master a deeper working knowledge of technical fundamentals.

(2) Lead in the creation and operation of new products, processes, and 
systems.

Crawley, Brodeur, and Soderholm19 explain how the first two goals 
have historically been in tension; where a traditional ‘knowledge 

Teaching Excellence Toward the Best in the Academy 14, no. 2 (2002). http://podnetwork.org/
publications/02-03-essays/.
15 Hugo, Ron, and Johan Malmqvist. “About CDIO,” 2015. http://www.cdio.org/about.
16 Crawley, Edward F., Doris R. Brodeur, and Diane H. Soderholm. “The Education of Future 
Aeronautical Engineers: Conceiving, Designing, Implementing and Operating.” Journal of 
Science Education and Technology 17, no. 2 (April 12, 2008): 138–51. doi:10.1007/s10956-008-
9088-4.
17 Berggren, Karl-Frederik, Doris Brodeur, Edward F. Crawley, Ingemar Ingemarsson, 
William T.G. Litant, Johan Malmqvist, and Sören Östlund. “CDIO: An International Initiative 
for Reforming Engineering Education.” World Transactions on Engineering and Technology 
Education 2, no. 1 (2003): 49–52.
18 Ibid., 49.
19 Crawley et al. “Aeronautical”, 143. 

transmission’ approach is applied to these goals the tension between 
technical fundamentals (goal 1) and professional skills (goal 2) intensifies. 
The CDIO approach relieves this tension by constructing sequences of 
integrated active learning experiences. Curricula are designed using 
mutually supporting disciplinary courses in a highly inter-woven fashion. 
The sequence of activities follows the conceive design implement operate 
acronym; instead of focussing mainly on learning the fundamentals and 
mathematics of engineering (e.g., conceiving and designing), students 
are exposed to hands-on learning experiences (e.g., implementing and 
operating) in the classroom and in modern workspace environments. 

Constructivism learning theory is central to the CDIO initiative. The role of 
instructors is to facilitate the processing of new information to help students 
build meaningful connections with previous knowledge. Particular focus 
is given to experiential learning, for example, students participate in 
active learning tasks where individuals take on roles that simulate real 
engineering practices. Kolb20 explains how experiential learning engages 
critical thinking, problem solving and decision making skills. Such learning 
experiences have a dual impact; technical fundamentals and practical skills 
are enriched in unison. Another benefit is that the learning experience itself 
provides a cognitive framework for learning the detailed abstractions that 
follow the technical fundamentals.21 McWilliam’s concept of the teacher 
as ‘Meddler’ agrees with this approach, by encouraging an experimental, 
error-making pedagogy where learning comes from creatively trying 
different things and failing frequently (until something works).22 A simple 
example being: one cannot learn to juggle without dropping a ball.

Bennedsen and Christensen23 state, “with CDIO comes a better conceptual 
understanding of the difficulties in changing long established approaches 
in for instance [sic] routine practices. Such changes involve unlearning”. 
Their study reported on Danish higher education institutions that had 
implemented CDIO syllabi. One consensus among participants was that 

20 Kolb, D.A. Experiential Learning: Experience as the Source of Learning and Development. 
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1984).
21 Crawley et al. “Aeronautical”, 141.
22 McWilliam, “Unlearning How to Teach.”, 264.
23 Bennedsen, Jens, and Mette Birkedahl Christensen. “Key-Factors for a Successful CDIO 
Implementation in a Danish Context.” In 8th International CDIO Conference. Brisbane, 
2012. http://www.cdio.org/files/document/file/key-factors_for_a_successful_cdio_
implementation_in_a_danish_context_.pdf.
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formal education often assumes that mere acknowledgement of the subject 
being taught is enough, whereas in reality, in real engineering practices, 
this level of knowledge is simply inadequate. CDIO syllabi outcomes 
tend to bridge this gap. One of five key-factors for the success of CDIO 
implementation was the idea of ‘evolution, not revolution’; providing a 
common, more natural way to talk about engineering education. It is clear 
then that unlearning, adapting, and evolving harmoniously with industry 
is core to the CDIO initiative.

Unlearning in industry

CDIO was borne out of the need for graduate engineers to evolve with 
industry needs. As advances in technology proceeds at an ever increasing 
rate, and non-renewable energy resources diminish, engineers are being 
asked to solve increasingly more difficult problems. It follows that industry 
(i.e., real life, from a student’s point of view) is now, more than ever, highly 
changeable and in a constant state of flux. The focus should be to help 
students learn how to change and adapt within their given environment, 
as opposed to simply achieving ones potential in an assumed stable 
environment. Unlearning is a key skill in respect of this objective. 

The same is true for organisations themselves, at a corporate level. Tsang 
and Zahra24 outline the importance of organisational unlearning; they 
distinguish learning from unlearning (in the organisational context), 
and continuous versus episodic change. They conclude that managing 
organisational unlearning will help senior executives to implement new 
strategies and initiatives successfully. Cirnu25 discusses when unlearning 
is required in industry at the level of the individual; for example, when one 
must grasp a new initiative, embrace a new workplace culture, or adapt 
to the latest scientific theory. It is concluded that unlearning is a necessity 
rather than an option; and that the concept of unlearning is intrinsically 
linked to the concept of change.

A good example of a recent change in scientific theory, where unlearning 
has been central to the progression of the field, is in the discovery of the 
Higgs-Boson particle resulting from experiments carried out at the Large 

24 Tsang, E. W.K., and S. A. Zahra. “Organizational Unlearning.” Human Relations 61, no. 10 
(October 1, 2008): 1435–62. doi:10.1177/0018726708095710.
25 Cirnu, “The Shifting Paradigm: Learning to Unlearn.”, 130.

Hadron Collider at CERN, Switzerland.26 Two mutually exclusive schools 
of thought dominated particle physics (with regard to the ‘Standard 
Model’) prior this discovery,27 viz., the Super-symmetry and Multiverse 
theories. The measured mass of the particle discovered would disprove one 
or other of these theories; a measurement of around 115 GeV promoting 
the super-symmetry theory and 140 GeV promoting the multiverse theory. 
The actual measured mass of the discovered particle was somewhere in 
between at 126.0±0.4 GeV. While confirming the existence of the Higgs-
Boson particle, this measurement endorsed neither theory fully, and has 
consequently prompted theory reformulation on both sides. Without the 
ability to unlearn, particle physicists would currently be stuck in the mud, 
since parties to both schools of thought must row back on aspects of their 
knowledge base.

Unlearning and conflict avoidance 

Even now, in the 21st century engineering classroom with CDIO inspired 
syllabi and teaching methods, it is apparent that engineering students still 
want ‘just enough’ information to be delivered to them in a transmissive 
manner, so that they can do the minimum required to achieve the grade 
necessary to pass; and ultimately attain their desired qualification. Often 
there is a tendency to avoid asking questions in the classroom in order 
to: (i) prevent any embarrassment amongst peers (if the question itself is 
poor), (ii) not delay the class, (iii) not have to really think about what is 
being said, or finally (iv) to avoid any conflicting opinions regarding the 
content. Most often (in the author’s experience), the students who have 
contradictory ideas to that which are being offered to them, eventually 
emerge as the brightest students with the most to offer in terms of 
constructive discussion. 

A problem then exists; junior engineers have a tendency to avoid conflict, 
not voice their opinion, and be lead rather than question. Those engineers 
need to be trained how to unlearn prior knowledge, so that they can 
adapt, evolve and progress their career accordingly. Hayes28 describes 

26 Aad, G., T. Abajyan, B. Abbott, J. Abdallah, S. Abdel Khalek, A.A. Abdelalim, O. Abdinov, 
et al. “Observation of a New Particle in the Search for the Standard Model Higgs Boson 
with the ATLAS Detector at the LHC.” Physics Letters B 716, no. 1 (September 2012): 1–29. 
doi:10.1016/j.physletb.2012.08.020.
27 Ibid.
28 Hayes, Jeff. “CPP Global Human Capital Report: Workplace Conflict and How Businesses 
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how conflict is an inevitable feature of working life in organisations, 
and when managed correctly leads to positive change. Unlearning can 
play a central role in the resolution of conflicts. A good example of this 
is described by Heffernan29; she recalls the discovery by physician and 
epidemiologist, Alice Stewart, regarding the dangers of x-raying pregnant 
women30. The medical establishment at the time failed to acknowledge this 
finding (avoiding the conflict), citing conventional wisdom; implicitly they 
were influenced by their view of themselves as people who helped, not 
harmed. Eventually, 25 years later, Stewart’s work was recognised and the 
medical establishment were forced to unlearn their previous knowledge 
and abandon the practice of x-raying pregnant women. It is interesting 
to note that Stewart worked in a conflict ridden relationship with her 
statistician, George Kneale, whose primary objective was to disprove her 
theories to some degree of mathematical certainty; both parties, in contrast 
to the medical establishment, embraced conflict. Engineers (and it could be 
argued most other professions) should similarly embrace conflict in a way 
that effects a positive outcome. The ability to unlearn provides the basis for 
a wider, more adaptable, and robust individual in the face of conflict. The 
forgoing example shows how important it is, and how troublesome it can 
be, to unlearn, and how it is relates to conflict.

Teaching and unlearning 

It is worthwhile to examine the ‘pedagogics of unlearning’—the title of a 
recent conference hosted by Trinity College31—from the point of view of 
the experience of the author as an engineering educator, and by referencing 
two invited speakers of the conference: Deborah P. Britzman and Jacques 
Rancière. 

Anecdotes are useful to grab the attention of undergraduate engineering 
students. Primarily, such students are mostly unaware what the ‘real 
world’ is like (in other words, they have no industry experience), and so 

Can Harness It to Thrive,” 2008. https://www.cpp.com/pdfs/CPP_Global_Human_Capital_
Report_Workplace_Conflict.pdf.
29 Heffernan, Margaret. “Dare to Disagree.” TED Talks, 2012. https://www.ted.com/talks/
margaret_heffernan_dare_to_disagree/transcript?language=en#t-303202.
30 Stewart, Alice, Josefine Webb, Dawn Giles, and David Hewitt. “Malignant Disease in 
Childhood and Diagnostic Irradiation in Utero.” The Lancet 268, no. 6940 (September 1, 1956): 
447. doi:10.1016/S0140-6736(56)91923-7.
31 Dunne, Éamonn, Aidan Seery, and Michael O’Rourke. “Unlearning Conference Website,” 
2014. http://www.unlearningconf.com/.

they are attentive when a story based on experience is shared in order 
to elucidate a point. Secondly, and perhaps more interestingly, such an 
approach agrees with Britzman’s thinking, that education is an emotional 
engagement; pedagogy leans upon a teacher’s life and meaning is given by 
emotional links to actual experience32. Teachers and students are therefore 
co-dependant.

Rancière proposed in his book: The Ignorant Schoolmaster, the radical idea 
that all humans possess the same intelligence; the only difference being the 
extent to which they are willing to learn33. Rancière tells the story of a 19th 
century educator, Joseph Jacotot, who was tasked with teaching Flemish 
students to speak French when neither party understood the other’s 
language. Astonishingly, Jacotot succeeded in bringing the students to a 
high-level of fluency using his ‘emancipatory’ methods of teaching (based 
on an assumption of equivalent intelligence). Rancière explains that “to 
teach what one doesn’t know is to simply ask questions about what one 
doesn’t know.” This leads to the conclusion that everyone can teach anyone 
anything, even if they don’t ‘know’ it in the first place. This is relevant 
and appropriate for modern engineering education where technologies 
are fast-changing (therefore a cycle of learning, unlearning and relearning 
inevitably follows technological advances); and a convivial yet collegial 
learning atmosphere is encouraged by industry and academia.

Conclusion

This paper introduces and explains the concept of unlearning generally 
and in the context of engineering. The importance of unlearning is 
illustrated with reference to learning theories. It is recommended that 
teachers should embrace a meddler-in-the-middle role—characterised by 
a creative, experimental, value adding approach—in order to prepare 
students for the highly changeable social world that is 21st century industry. 
Counterintuitively, error-making is encouraged with this approach to 
teaching; a good example (to justify the meddler approach) being that one 
cannot learn to juggle without dropping a ball. 

A progressive engineering teaching initiative, CDIO™ (Conceive Design 
32 Britzman, Deborah P. Practice Makes Practice: A Critical Study of Learning to Teach (SUNY 
Press, 1991).
33 Rancière, Jacques. The Ignorant Schoolmaster Five Lessons in Intellectual Emancipation 
(Stanford, California: Standford University Press, 1987).
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Implement Operate),34 is discussed and linked to unlearning with an 
example. Similarly, by examples, unlearning is connected to industry and 
the problem of conflict avoidance. Finally, some interesting pedagogics of 
unlearning theory are explained in the engineering education context.

A summary of key findings discussed in this paper are as follows: (i) 
Industry have recently flagged a ‘real-world’ skills deficit in engineering 
graduates, owing to a shift in focus towards engineering science education 
at the expense of engineering practice education. This is compounded by 
the rise of the millennial ‘hand-held device’ informed generation that have 
forgotten how to tinker and experiment for the purposes of learning. The 
CDIO initiative seeks to address this problem by implementing experiential 
learning activities into engineering curricula and by promoting creativity 
and innovation. Unlearning, as a skill, is implicitly required (or eventually 
attained) using this approach. (ii) At the individual level, new engineers 
in industry are faced with a highly changeable environment where 
unlearning skills will help them to adapt and change harmoniously with 
their environment. At the organisational level unlearning is a necessity, 
rather than an option; and it is intrinsically linked to the concept of 
change. (iii) Engineers (and more generally, people) tend to avoid conflict 
instinctively; however, conflict is unavoidable and should be embraced 
in order to achieve a positive outcome. The ability to unlearn provides 
the basis for a wider, more adaptable, and robust individual in the face of 
conflict. Finally, (iv) the pedagogics of unlearning inform teaching in an 
interesting and far-reaching way; for example, the idea that anyone can 
teach anything is supported by the concept of unlearning.
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Should the State intervene
to repair defective housing?

by
Deirdre Ní Fhloinn1

Abstract

This paper considers the State’s response to the building failures that have come 
to light in Ireland in recent years.  It provides a critique of existing legal remedies 
in relation to defective housing, and highlights a number of difficulties with the 
State’s response to date.  In identifying limitations with the existing system of legal 
remedies, and shortcomings in the State’s response to building failures, the features 
of a coherent response, which would be expressed in law reform, are identified.  The 
paper identifies the boundaries and main features of the law reform needed to deal 
with residential building failures in a coherent and orderly manner, by identifying a 
value-based / risk allocation model.  This model is premised on the package of value 
and risk being reflected in the purchase price of a building, which could then be re-
adjusted (at the expense of those who profited from the construction and development 
of the building) in the event of defects, in accordance with legislation which would 
have to be designed to give effect to this.  The model departs significantly from 
one of the primary bases for consumer protection legislation, which distinguishes 
between natural persons acting outside their business or trade, and commercial 
entities; instead, the remedy would be designed around the transaction, to ensure 
that appropriate risk allocation and management is embedded in all transactions for 
construction of housing, regardless of whether the ‘first purchaser’ of that housing is 
a consumer.

Keywords

housing; defects; remedies; building.

Introduction

Irish and international examples demonstrate that intervention that may 
be required at the level of the State where catastrophic building failures 
occur, and where the original developer / builders may be insolvent.  

1, LL.B. LL.M, MSc (Construction Law); PhD Candidate, School of Law, Trinity College 
Dublin, Dublin 2; Irish Research Council Scholar 2016-2018. nifhlode@tcd.ie

This paper considers:

1. The problem of the State response to building failures in Ireland in 
recent years;
2. The nature of State intervention in building failures;
3. The existing legal remedies available for homeowners dealing with 
defective housing;
4. The characteristics of an ‘orderly’ model of State intervention in 
housing failures, and 
5. Whether the consumer law can provide a model.

The methodology for this research is doctrinal, involving consideration 
of caselaw of the Irish and English courts, as well as international 
jurisprudence, and of Irish legislation.    Tentative conclusions are drawn 
based on analysis of caselaw and of legislation, to form the basis for a 
design of orderly State intervention by way of law reform.

The problem and its significance

There have been a number of high-profile building failures in Ireland in the 
past ten years.  250 residents of an apartment development in North Dublin, 
Priory Hall, were evacuated from their homes at short notice by Dublin 
City Council in 2011,  pursuant to the Council’s statutory powers under 
the Fire Services Act 1981.  Investigation had shown numerous breaches 
of the Irish Building Regulations2, which rendered the development a fire 
hazard, unfit for habitation.     Numerous other developments are also 
thought to have been constructed in breach of Building Regulations3.  The 
discovery of damaging levels of the mineral pyrite in the foundations 
and brickwork of thousands of houses in Ireland has had a devastating, 
and very costly, impact on thousands of affected owners of homes and 
businesses.  

These failures highlighted the lack of effective legal remedies under Irish 

2 Building Regulations 1997-2014, available at www.irishstatutebook.ie 
3 The Irish Examiner reported in September 2015 that the following developments had all 
been found to have significant issues due to breaches of Building Regulations: Priory Hall, 
Belmayne, Longboat Quay, Shangan Hall, (Dublin); Kentswood Court (Navan); Glenn Riada 
(Longford); Riverwalk Court (Meath); Millford Manor (Newbridge).  Michael Clifford, “Fire 
Safety Response is just a Smokescreen”, Irish Independent, September 30, 2015, accessed 2 
March 2016 http://www.irishexaminer.com/viewpoints/columnists/michael-clifford/fire-
safety-response-is-just-a-smokescreen-356527.html 
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law in respect of building defects.  In many cases, the original builder/
developers of the buildings were insolvent, and other features of the Irish 
legal regime governing remedies inhibited the availability of financial 
redress.     

Irish and international examples demonstrate that intervention that may 
be required at the level of the State where catastrophic building failures 
occur, and where the original developer or builders may be insolvent. The 
relevant legal relationships for construction of homes, therefore, should 
not be treated as exclusively private matters. It is far preferable to invest 
in an effective building control system, supported by a legal regime that 
affords a remedy to homeowners, than for the State to continue to act as 
the ultimate guarantor of building failures.

Where there is a significant building failure which requires the evacuation 
of residential buildings, political pressure may result in significant public 
expenditure to provide accommodation for residents and ultimately to 
underwrite the building failure. The Irish State ultimately bore the cost of 
the remediation of the development, currently estimated at €27 million.4 
There are a number of examples of significant building failures from other 
jurisdictions where State authorities underwrote private risk by providing 
compensation in respect of defective dwellings.  In the Canadian province 
of British Columbia, billions of dollars of repair work was required 
after inappropriate building envelope and cladding methods were used 
in construction of condominiums, which led to the establishment of a 
Government scheme of interest-free loans for repair works.5

It will be argued that State intervention should be dictated by the nature 
of the transaction, rather than the nature or identity of the purchaser of 
housing, in order to optimise effective risk management at the earliest 
possible stage and to reduce the risk of building defects.

4 Cormac Murphy, “Bill to fix fire-trap Priory Hall is €17m higher than thought”, Irish 
Independent, 22 July 2014, accessed 2 March 2016, http://www.independent.ie/irish-news/
news/bill-to-fix-firetrap-priory-hall-is-17m-higher-than-thought-30451684.html 
5 Commission of Inquiry into the Quality of Condominium Construction in 
British Columbia, “The Renewal of Trust in Residential Construction”, June 1998, 
http://www.qp.gov.bc.ca/condo/ , accessed 2 March 2016.

Orderly and disorderly interventions in building failures

Intervention by the Irish State into legal relationships following building 
failures in recent years has taken two forms.  I characterise the first as 
orderly, where the State intervenes within the context of a regulatory 
framework that entitles the State to intervene in some way.  The other 
as disorderly, where the State has adopts a ‘wait and see’ approach to 
determine whether the relevant legal relationships provide a remedy; if 
not, the State may intervene.  

The Irish Pyrite Resolution Scheme is an example of a disorderly 
intervention;   the damage being caused to buildings by the presence of 
pyrite in building materials became apparent in the middle of 20076, but 
the legislation establishing the Pyrite Resolution Scheme was not enacted 
until 2013.  It is a condition of eligibility for the scheme that the applicants 
must demonstrate that they have no other option for remediation but to 
apply to the Scheme.7  

This approach can be characterised as disorderly for the following reasons:

-the decision to intervene is taken after the event; thus, the financial 
risk to the State of providing the remedy cannot be managed via the 
construction process, in order to reduce the risk of the building failure;

-the making of ex gratia payments by the State in order to rectify defects 
in privately-owned housing represents a benefit which is selectively 
conferred on some, but not all, of those affected.   Thus, the funds made 
available for the rectification of the Priory Hall development were 
not disbursed as part of a general scheme applicable to all owners or 
properties that met certain criteria.

It is also noteworthy that these interventions are a method of dispersing 
the community of affected homeowners, who no longer need to rally 
around a common problem, and understandably wish to get on with their 
lives. This has the effect of preventing the emergency of advocacy groups 

6 See Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government, “Report of the 
Pyrite Panel”, June 27 2012, at para. 3.4.1; accessed 2 March 2016, http://www.environ.ie/
sites/default/files/migrated-files/en/PyriteReport/FileDownLoad%2C30735%2Cen.pdf 
7 See Pyrite Resolution Board, “Pyrite Remediation Scheme”, at para. 3.9.  http://www.
pyriteboard.ie/Pyrite/media/Pyrite/Updated/Pyrite-Remediation-Scheme-Feb-2015.pdf, 
accessed 2 March 2016
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and organisations that could agitate for more coherent, comprehensive 
remedies to deal with building failures.

Critique of existing remedies for housing defects

Under Irish law, there are a number of limitations to remedies for building 
defects, any of which, or a combination of which, may bar recovery of a 
financial remedy by the affected homeowner.  

Remedies under the law of contract

The common law rules on privity of contract prevent any owner other than 
the original purchaser from bringing proceedings for breach of contract.8 

All houses and apartments are built on the basis of contracts, usually with 
the first purchaser of the house or apartment.  If the other party to that 
contract – the builder – delivers a house or apartment that is defective, 
the primary remedy of the purchaser is for breach of contract, which is 
available for 6 years from the date of breach of contract.9       It is unlikely 
that anyone but the first purchaser of a dwelling will ever have a remedy 
in contract against the builder.  The Law Society of Ireland standard form 
building contract used for new dwellings in Ireland prohibits assignment 
of the contract without the consent of the building contractor.  Therefore, 
a person buying an apartment or house that is less than six years old will 
have no remedy under the law of contract, and will have to pay for the 
repairs to them out of their own funds if insurance is not available to cover 
the repairs.

An example of an alternative approach to home building contracts is the 
1989 Home Building Act of New South Wales,  which implies a number of 
warranties into contracts for building work, the benefit of which passes 
to successors in title to the party that originally employed the building 
contractor10.   If a similar rule was introduced into Irish law, it would mean 
that the action for breach of contract would not disappear when a house 
or apartment is sold within the limitation period of 6 years from the date 
of the breach.

8 Law Reform Commission, “Report on Privity of Contract and Third Party Rights”, 
February 2008: 5.
9 Section 11 (1), Statute of Limitations 1957
10 Julian Bailey, Construction Law, (Informa Law, 2011),  1256.

Even if a remedy is available against the original builder in contract, the 
builder may be insolvent, and the defect may not be covered by a defects 
policy.  There is no system for comprehensive, mandatory, latent defects 
insurance in Ireland, and the defects policies on the market are subject 
to various limitations and exclusions, such as exclusion of liability for 
the presence of pyrite in building materials.11      Again, there are various 
examples from international practice that would be of assistance in devising 
appropriate insurance requirements; for example, the New South Wales 
Home Building Act requires home warranty insurance to be arranged by 
the contractor for any residential construction work above a certain value.12

Remedies under the law of tort

There is a well-established line of jurisprudence from the English courts 
to the effect that the cost of rectifying defects is regarded as ‘economic’ 
loss and thus generally not recoverable against a builder; the position 
under Irish law is unclear in this respect.      A defect in a building which 
causes physical injury, or damage to property other than the building itself, 
is recoverable in principle under the law of negligence.     Damage to the 
building itself is regarded as ‘economic loss’ as it consists of a defect of quality, 
rather than a danger defect.  Economic loss is generally not recoverable 
under the law of negligence.     The 1980 decision of the Irish High Court 
in Colgan v. Connolly Construction Company (Ireland) Ltd.13 established that 
a second purchaser of a property (who had no contract with the builder) 
could recover damages in respect of dangerous defects that presented a 
risk of personal injury, but that damages in respect of defects of quality 
were not recoverable under the law of negligence. 

In Ward v. McMaster14, the High Court in dealing with the liability of the 
builder, held that a builder of a house on his own land owes a duty of care 
to a subsequent purchaser of that house to avoid dangerous hidden defects 
and consequential financial loss and inconvenience. Costello J. in the High 
Court distinguished earlier cases in which it had been held that a builder 
who owned land on which he constructed a dwelling, who subsequently 

11 http://www.independent.ie/irish-news/insurer-refuses-to-pay-for-pyrite-damage-in-
buildings-26767273.html 
12 Bailey, Construction Law, 1259.
13 Colgan v. Connolly Construction Company (Ireland) Ltd. [1980] ILRM 33.
14 Ward v. McMaster [1986] ILRM 43.
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sold or let that dwelling, was immune from liability in tort.

The finding against the builder was not appealed15, and still represents the 
Irish position with regard to the liability of a builder in tort in respect of 
defects of quality in a house.  The fact that the building in question was a 
dwellinghouse was a significant factor in the Court’s decision; it may be 
that a Court in the future might adopt a different position in relation to a 
commercial premises.  As against this, Costello J. in grounding the liability 
on reasonable foreseeability, does not distinguish in this way between 
residential and commercial property.     In the 2002 decision in Glencar 
Exploration v. Mayo County Council (No.2)16, the Supreme Court expressly 
reserved the question of whether economic loss was recoverable and did 
not overrule its decision in Ward.   The issue of whether economic loss is 
recoverable under Irish law has been raised in a number of subsequent 
cases, but no definitive judgment has been delivered on the issue.

Liability of building control authorities

The Building Control Act 1990 (‘the 1990 Act’) is the legal basis for the 
Building Regulations, which are updated regularly and which set out 
the technical requirements applicable to new buildings, including fire 
safety, energy efficiency, and accessibility.  Building control authorities 
were established under the 1990 Act, with powers to inspect buildings 
in the course of construction, and to compel compliance with Building 
Regulations where breaches are discovered.    The 1990 Act makes clear that 
the building control authority’s function is to receive and record certain 
information, rather than to issue approvals of design or workmanship; its 
role is characterised in terms of powers rather than duties.17 

In a number of decisions of the English and Irish Courts between 1971 
and 1991, building control authorities were held to have a duty of care 
to homeowners arising from failures of building inspectors to detect 
defects or breaches of building bye-laws. The English jurisprudence 
commenced with the 1971 decision in Dutton v. Bognor Regis UDC18 , in 

15 The 1988 Supreme Court decision dealt with an appeal from Louth County Council, and 
upheld the finding of negligence against it.
16 Glencar Exploration v. Mayo County Council (No.2) [2002] IR 84.
17 See section 11 of the Building Control Act 1990 in relation to powers of inspection and 
enforcement.
18 Dutton v. Bognor Regis Urban District Council [1972] 1 QB 373, CA

which Lord Denning stated that the local authority should be regarded as 
owing a duty of care to the plaintiff home owner unless there was some 
justification or explanation for excluding that duty. The defendant local 
authority’s inspector had approved a defective foundation.  The Court of 
Appeal found that the local authority owed a duty of care to a subsequent 
purchaser of the house, and the Council was therefore vicariously liable 
for the negligence of its inspector.    The reasoning was followed by Lord 
Wilberforce in the 1978 case of Anns v. Merton LBC19.  However, the House 
of Lords, in its 1991 decision in Murphy v. Brentwood DC20,  overruled its 
earlier decision in Anns, and held that neither a builder nor a building 
control authority owed a duty of care to home owners in respect of defects 
of quality.  

Quill21 notes that there are various examples from other common law 
jurisdictions (including the Canadian and Australian courts) where Murphy 
has not been followed, and the decision has not been explicitly endorsed 
by the Irish Courts, and suggests that the development of remedies in tort 
with regard to defective buildings have been prejudiced to some extent by 
the parallel development of legislative protection for defective products, 
which has obviated the need for judicial consideration of the scope of the 
duty.     However, there are no decisions of the Irish Courts since Ward 
where a building control authority has been held liable for the cost of 
rectification of building defects arising from failure to detect those defects 
in its exercise of statutory powers.

Statutes of Limitations

The Irish courts have held on several occasions that a cause of action may 
become statute-barred even where a building defect is not discovered until 
many years after it begins to damage the building.    This is at variance 
with the position in other jurisdictions: for example, in England and Wales 
the 1986 Latent Damage Act prevents the cause of action in negligence 
becoming statute-barred where facts relevant to the cause of action are not 
known at the date of accrual of the cause of action.

19 Anns v. Merton London Borough Council [1978] AC 728, HL at p. 751H
20 Murphy v Brentwood District Council [1991] 1 AC 398
21 Eoin Quill, “Consumer Protection in respect of Defective Buildings” (2006) 14 Tort Law 
Review 1
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Remedies for owner-occupiers

The relationship between sellers and buyers of housing differs significantly 
depending on whether the dwelling is new, or second-hand.   A second-
hand dwelling is sold in accordance with the common law principle of 
caveat emptor; no warranty of quality is implied into the transaction, and 
the purchaser must conducts its own enquiries and survey in order to 
determine the condition of the property, which will be at the purchaser’s 
risk on completion of the sale.

New homes in Ireland are often sold from plans, by ‘speculative’ builders 
who design and finance housing estates and apartment developments 
before buyers have been secured for the units.  The legal relationship 
entered into with such buyers consists of (i) a contract for the sale of 
the land relating to the unit in sale, and (ii) a building contract for the 
construction of that unit.    A building contract is regarded as a services 
contract for the purposes of Irish law, and is thus governed by the Sale 
of Goods and Supply of Services Act 1980, section 39 of which implied 
certain terms into all services contracts, in relation to the quality of the 
service provided.  However, the terms take effect as terms of the contract 
between the parties; therefore, remedies for breach of the terms must be 
sought within the framework of the law of contract.

The relationship between seller and buyer of housing is regulated to a 
limited extent by Irish law.   In the sale of a new dwelling, implied terms as 
to quality may be enforceable against the builder of the dwelling, provided 
that the person who has suffered the loss is entitled to enforce the original 
building contract.   The system and relevant legal rules for transfer of 
property are well-established and coherent.  

The Building Control Act 1990 establishes the legal framework for the 
making of Building Regulations, which specify requirements in relation to 
the quality and safety of buildings.   In principle, these control mechanisms 
should provide a substantial degree of assurance in relation to the quality 
of dwellings constructed in Ireland.  However, the public response to the 
building failures of recent years has been disjointed and incoherent, and 
a holistic, risk-based approach would offer more predictably, considered 
outcomes for homeowners.    This model must be designed and implemented 
by the public sector, rather than being assigned to the private sector in a 

self-governing role.    One justification for such regulation would be that 
the Irish experience has shown that it is a fallacy to treat such relationships 
as being exclusively private matters with no broader social implications 
or risks to the State, as the most significant building failures exposed in 
Ireland in recent years were ultimately underwritten by the Irish State.

It is submitted in each private relationship for the construction of housing 
there exists a significant potential financial risk to the State or to local 
authorities dealing with the consequences of defects or of a failure to 
complete developments.     The relationship between the seller and buyer 
of housing is heavily regulated; however, the regulation is piecemeal and 
addresses some, but not all, risks of purchasing a dwelling.  For example, 
a great deal of work has been done in recent years in Ireland in order to 
modernise the mapping and conveyancing practice, in order to facilitate 
land transfers and to reduce risk related to title.  The Irish Government 
announced in 2014 that electronic conveyancing would be introduced as a 
matter of priority.   

However, the risk related to defective title is of a different order to a 
construction defect; it can present significant problems upon subsequent 
sale of the property, but will not render a property unsafe for habitation.  
In some cases, a title defect may be resolved through passage of time, and 
an action in negligence against the conveyancing solicitor may result in an 
award of compensatory damages to the purchaser.    A construction defect, 
by contrast, may be considerably more complex, and more costly, to rectify.  
It was reported by the Minister responsible for administration of the Pyrite 
Remediation Scheme that over €2.2m had been expended in the initial 
pilot project for the scheme in 2014, but that remediation works had been 
completed to only five houses during that time22.

What should be the characteristics of an ‘orderly’ model 
of State intervention?

One of the key questions to be considered is outlining the parameters of 
a revised legal regime for defective buildings is to define the beneficiaries 
of those enhanced rights. There are a number of ways of drawings the 

22 “Pyrite Remediation Programme Implementation”, Dáil Eireann debate, 28 January 
2015, accessed 2 March 2016 http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/
DebatesWebPack.nsf/takes/dail2015012800006 
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boundaries of such rights. Two options are discussed below; firstly, 
assigning enhanced rights based on the nature of the beneficiary, and 
secondly, assigning such rights based on the nature of the transactions.   

The first approach is reflected in a pieces of legislation introduced in recent 
decades in Ireland, some of which follow consumer protection instruments 
introduced by the European Union. The defining characteristics of a 
consumer throughout the legislation is that of a natural person acting 
outside their trade or business.23

The second approach would take as its starting-point the transaction 
itself, and would consist of remedies designed to take account of the re-
allocation of risk that results from the emergence of a defect.  On this view, 
the transaction concluded between the parties includes consideration 
that is assessed by reference to the commensurate risk and value being 
delivered for that consideration.  When a defect emerges, the value being 
delivered is diminished to the extent of that defect, in various ways; the 
building is devalued, and expense must be incurred in rectifying the defect, 
which results in both direct and indirect financial loss. The availability of 
a financial remedy for breach of contract should, in the normal course, 
compensate the owner for these losses, but may be unavailable, due to the 
insolvency of the building contractor or the expiry of the limitation period 
for such an action under the Statute of Limitations.

It is submitted that the second approach may be more appropriate to the 
construction of a building, and allows the complexity of the process to be 
taken into account, and is consistent with the risk allocation model based 
on the contract between the parties.

A significant limitation of the first approach is that its focus is on the 
relationship between the parties to the transaction, rather than on the 
subject-matter of the transaction.  This is undoubtedly appropriate in 
transactions, say, for purchase of small consumer goods, where defects in 
the goods present a problem only for the immediate purchaser, and no 
collateral losses arise from those defects.  The position is entirely different 
with a defective building, where the defect can have a very detrimental 

23 Directive 2011/83/EU of the European Parliament and of the council of 25 October 2011 
on consumer rights (L304/64).

effect on numerous parties beyond those who were party to the original 
transaction by which the building was made; there are numerous 
stakeholders who have a legitimate interest in ensuring the quality of 
buildings, and in ensuring that remedies are available where defects arise.      

Can consumer law provide a model?
Is the ‘consumer’ the correct starting-point for providing 
enhanced rights?

Irish legislation consistently defines a consumer as a natural person, acting 
otherwise than in the course of business24.   This approach may be motivated 
in part by the types of activity that have been recognised as requiring 
enhanced rights.     The significance of the definition of the ‘consumer’ for 
the purposes of the 1980 Act is that it allows enhanced rights to be afforded 
to persons who come within that definition, and represents a choice made 
between activities in a person’s private existence, such as the purchase of 
goods and services for their personal lives, and activities undertaken in 
pursuance of a person’s livelihood, which provide an income and/or a 
profit.  

Viewed in this way, there is an intuitive logic to affording a different legal 
protection to a significant investment in one of the essentials of life – home 
and shelter – to that afforded to an investment property, for example.       A 
consultation process on a Consumer Rights Bill was commenced by the 
Irish Government in May 2015, which specifically includes building 
contracts in its definition of ‘services contracts’.     However, a number of 
conceptual problems may result from adopting the existing language and 
concepts of consumer law. Quill argues that a house or building should not 
be regarded as simply a larger version of the types of consumer goods to 
which consumer legislation will typically apply:

‘…to say that a building is just a big product fails to recognise the 
greater practical and  economic significance that building purchases 
entail, particularly in the case of the purchase of one’s home.’ 25

The owner of a defective building may suffer significant financial loss in 
the event of a defect, for which the remedy generally cannot consist of the 

24 Sale of Goods Act 1980, s. 3; Consumer Protection Act 2007, s. 1.
25 Quill, “Consumer Protection”, 13. 
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replacement of the goods, and where remedial works will not be carried 
out by the original builder; the builder may be unwilling or unable to carry 
out the remedial works, or the owner may be unwilling to retain him for 
this purpose.  

A further problem arises when such an argument is applied to housing.  
In any functioning housing market there will be a significant percentage 
of rented accommodation: one person’s investment is another person’s 
home.    Defects in, and loss of a home can have catastrophic consequences 
for tenants and owners alike.  For example, tenants of a local authority 
may have few options to deal with defective housing.  

Persons who are not regarded as consumers are thus not entitled to 
enhanced rights under consumer protection regimes.  Persons procuring 
a building in the course of their business is treated, on this view, as being 
capable of protecting their own interests.  A natural person purchasing 
a new house or a house in the course of construction will be afforded 
additional rights under Irish law (principally pursuant to the Sale of Goods 
and Supply of Services Act 1980) on the basis of the perceived vulnerability 
of that person in entering into the legal relationship that forms the basis 
of that transaction.  The structure of the transaction is similar whether one 
purchases a house or a commercial unit, and whether or not one does so in 
the course of a business; in each case, the foundation of the relationship is 
a building contract in which the purchaser assumes the role of employer, 
and the builder assumes the role of contractor.  

The difference in the employer-contractor relationship as between the two 
categories of employer, however, is apparent from the different standard 
form building contract used in Irish construction practice. The position is 
somewhat different, arguably, in the case of the person who sits between 
these two categories.  If a person purchases a house or apartment as an 
investment, should they be treated as a commercial investor or as a home-
owner/consumer?  Should they be deprived of a remedy on the basis that 
they own a residence elsewhere?  The definitions of ‘consumer’ set out below 
would not exclude such a person unless their purchase of housing was 
regarded as being made in the course of their business. Therefore, a person 
whose ‘business’ is not primarily in the field of property management and 
development might purchaser several investment properties and yet still 

be regarded by the law as a ‘consumer’ in respect of those purchases.

Quill argues in favour of an expansion of the law of tort to compensate 
purchasers for defective buildings, and suggests three categories of 
purchaser for the purposes of defining the appropriate beneficiaries of an 
enhanced duty in tort, to include (i) private buyers, (ii) small businesses, 
and (iii) large businesses, each attracting a different duty of care.26 Crucially, 
Quill regards vulnerability as the defining characteristic which should 
result in a finding of a duty of care (and thus liability for defects) in favour 
of private buyers, and, arguably, small businesses. Large businesses, 
however, would be excluded from such an enhanced duty:

‘Large commercial entities are less vulnerable, as they are in a better 
position to bargain for contractual protection; they can generally 
engage in a more searching examination of the property; and in 
many cases, the purchase represents a less significant investment of 
resources for them compared to persons buying a home.’27

A significant problem with the approach suggested by Quill is that the 
remedy would exist in the law of tort; thus, the purchaser would need 
to litigate or arbitrate in order to vindicate the right, and there remains 
the significant uncertainty associated with the recovery of economic loss 
under Irish law.      In addition to the three categories identified above by 
Quill, a further category may be identified, that of purchasers of housing 
who are not professional investors, but who nonetheless are purchasing a 
property either as an investment or at least without intending to live in it; 
an example of such a purchaser would be a parent purchasing a property 
for their children while attending college away from home.       Should 
such a person be denied enhanced legal rights?  If the purchaser owns 
numerous investment properties, should they be treated differently?   One 
way to avoid having to draw a dividing-line in cases such as this is for the 
remedy to be designed around the building itself, rather than the identity 
of the purchaser. 

26  Eoin Quill,  “Defective Buildings the Limitation of Actions: Part 1.” Irish Law Times 10: 2.
27 Quill, “Consumer Protection”, 9.
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The value/risk approach to defining the beneficiaries of enhanced 
rights

The fact that the 1980 Act applies to contracts entered into both within and 
outside the course of a business is very important in seeking to define a 
principled approach to the giving of ‘enhanced’ rights by law.     In two 
significant cases decided in 2014 by the Irish Supreme Court, James Elliott 
Construction v. Irish Asphalt28 and Noreside Construction v Irish Asphalt29, 
section 39 of the 1980 Act played a crucial role, and in each case was the 
sole basis, for different reasons, on which the plaintiff was held entitled to 
recover.  This suggests that the protections of the 1980 Act are necessary 
and relevant in non-consumer cases, not on the basis of the vulnerability 
of the purchaser/customer, but on the basis of the respective knowledge of 
the parties and of the ability of the supplier to manage certain types of risk.  
A clear example from the James Elliott and Noreside decisions is the risk of 
damage arising from contaminated aggregate.    

It is far preferable, from the point of view of cost and risk, for a supplier to 
carry out any relevant testing of a product in order to determine whether 
it is of merchantable quality than for each purchaser of that product to do 
so.  The term implied by section 39 of the 1980 Act is a means by which the 
optimal management of the risk, namely the testing of the aggregates, is 
allocated to the party best able to undertake that testing, as the financial 
risk of a failure to test lies with the supplier.

Conclusion

The unity of financial risk and the means of managing that risk is central to 
the question of the appropriate legal response to building failures.  The Irish 
system of building control disconnects financial risk from risk management, 
as the financial risk of a building failure, at least for a residential unit, will 
often lie with the purchaser of the unit.  The purchaser, however, has no 
means of managing the risk of that failure during the construction process; 
it is reliant in this regard on the building contractor, which bears some of 
the ultimate financial risk of failure, and on the building control authority, 
which bears none.

28 James Elliott Construction Limited v Irish Asphalt Limited. [2014] IESC 74. 
29 Noreside Construction Limited v Irish Asphalt Limited. [2014] IESC 68.

A remedy based on the nature of the building would focus instead on the 
fact that any dwelling is a purpose-built home and that defects in that 
building will have a negative effect on its occupiers, potentially causing 
damage to their property and causing financial damage (as in the Priory 
Hall residents who did not own their units, but were put to the expense 
of finding accommodation elsewhere). A value-based approach would 
potentially assist commercial owners as well as homeowners/consumers, 
by re-adjusting risk allocation between those responsible for creating 
defects and those who suffer loss as a result.  

The significant advantage of such an approach is that it could inform the 
entire construction process from planning and project initiation through 
the works phase, and thus allow risk management to be introduced at 
a sufficient early stage to mitigate the risk of major defects (and thus, 
major building failures).   In this way, the State’s intervention could be an 
orderly one, taking the form of regulation that accompanies the project 
throughout its life-cycle, instead of an ad-hoc intervention following a 
building failure, which is likely to be far more costly to implement, and 
will present few broader benefits, for example in terms of economies of 
scale and the creation of a culture of compliance with building standards.     
This approach could be characterised as a value-based / risk allocation 
model, which is premised on the package of value and risk being reflected 
in the purchase price of a building, which should then be re-adjusted (at 
the expense of those who profited from the construction and development 
of the building) in the event of defects.

Such an approach, if reflected in law, would then drive the protection 
of value through the appropriate market initiatives, for example, the 
arrangement of defects insurance funded as part of the construction cost 
and reflected in the purchase price, which equally reflects the risk allocation 
agreed between contractor/developer and purchaser.  

The advantage of this approach from the purchaser’s side is that the 
remedy is not dependent on the continued solvency of the contractor/
developer, as the insurance premium is paid once, and the insurer has a 
financial interest in the outcome of the building process, and therefore 
should exercise a supervision / control role which provides additional 
assurance of quality to the purchaser.    
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The alignment of the financial risk of defects with construction in 
accordance with requirements should be a key driver of the design of a 
new model of legal relationships and remedies for defective buildings.
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The International Cycling Unions War on Drugs –
Concerns with cycling’s biological passport

by
Annemarie Shea1

Introduction

The use of performance enhancing substances has become a global 
epidemic that is widespread in every athletic arena.2 At the forefront 
of drug use allegations and intense scrutiny is the sport of professional 
cycling – a sport often regarded as a competition between pills not skills.3 
The sport’s governing bodies, The Union Cycliste Internationale4 and 
the World Anti-Doping Agency,5 have responded by implementing an 
aggressive new antidoping programme known as the biological passport. 
Cycling’s biological passport marks a paradigm shift in antidoping efforts, 
which traditionally focused on directly detecting prohibited substances in a 
cyclist’s system. Instead, the biological passport tracks biological variables 
in a cyclist’s blood and urine over time, monitoring for fluctuations that are 
thought to indirectly reveal the effects of doping.6 While the scientific and 
sporting communities have developed rigorous standards for laboratory 
practices, it is argued that testing is not infallible and not all positive 
tests are caused by intentional doping, athlete negligence or competitor 
sabotage.7 Anomalies in blood that may indicate doping can be the same as 
those caused by health problems, permitted altitude training or biological 
abnormalities. Information gathered in the biological passport therefore, is 
grossly incomplete and prosecution solely on the basis of inferences drawn 
from biological fluctuations lacks a sound logical foundation.8 While the 

1 LLM candidate ‘International and Comparative Law’ at Trinity College Dublin, 2015
2 Courtney Lotfi, ‘Doping, Athletes and Arbitration: A case study on the need for transparency in the 
system’  U.Denv. Sports & ENT. L.J. 1 (2006).
3 Angela Schneider, ‘Cultural Nuances: Doping, Cycling and the Tour de France’ Sport in Society: 
Cultures, Commerce, Media and Politics Vol.9, Issue 2 (2007).
4 Union Cycliste International [hereinafter UCI]. The UCI represents the interests of more 
than one hundred and seventy national cycling federations and exercises judicial, executive 
and legislative powers over its members.
5 World Anti-Doping Agency [hereinafter WADA]. 
6 Supra note 1. 
7 Bradley Schmalzer, ‘A vicious cycle: The biological passport dilemma’ U. Pitt. L. Rev. 677 (2008).
8 Nicholas Hailey, ‘A false start in the race against doping in sport: concerns with cycling’s biological 
passport’  61 Duke L. Journal 393 (2011).
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biological passport programme has the potential to be the most effective 
weapon yet devised against doping,9 significant controversy remains 
regarding the reliability, transparency and consistency of the scientific 
process, and the procedural fairness of the disciplinary arbitration process 
to which professional cyclists must submit. It is proposed therefore, to 
critically analyse the legal framework, process and recourse for cyclists 
under the UCI Regulations,10 the WADA Code11 within which alleged 
doping offences are to be adjudicated. It shall be argued that until the 
science underlying the biological passport has been further refined, 
cyclists should not be found guilty of doping violations unless additional 
corroborating evidence exists.

The Strict Liability of Anti-Doping

Under the doctrine of strict liability the mere detection of a prohibited 
substance results in a legal presumption that the athlete is guilty of a doping 
violation.12 The finding of an infraction is in no way based on the mens rea of 
the athlete nor evidence of his or her competitive advantage. If strict liability 
were not the standard, coaches, trainers, team doctors, and other support 
staff could provide an unknowing athlete with banned substances and the 
athlete would not suffer sanctions.13 Albeit a sound policy objective on its 
face, the application of strict liability to doping cases raises serious doctrinal 
problems.14 Strict liability prevents an accused cyclist from mounting a critical 
defence because it inhibits them from providing any exculpatory explanation 
of the circumstances in which the substance was found. The doctrine of strict 
liability therefore, potentially violates the cyclists’ fundamental right to a 
fair trial and the principle of nulla poena sine culpa.15 It is argued, that the 
implementation of a standard that would take into consideration several 
mitigating factors, including the unintentional use of banned substances, 

9 Peter Charlish, ‘The biological passport: closing the net on doping’ 22 Marq. Sports L. Rev. 61 
(2011).
10 Union Cycliste International Regulations http://www.uci.ch/inside-uci/rules-and-
regulations, accessed May 10, 2016.
11 World Anti-Doping Agency Code https://www.wada-ama.org/en/what-we-do/the-
code, accessed May 10, 2016.
12 Paul Dimeo & John Taylor, ‘Monitoring drug use in sport: The contrast between official statistics 
and other evidence’ Drugs: Education, Prevention and Policy Vol.20, Issue 1 (2012).
13 Supra note 6.
14 TW Cox, ‘The International War against Doping: Limiting collateral damage from Strict liability’ 
47 Vand. J. Transat’l L.295 (2014).
15 Verner Moller, ‘Who Guards the Guardians? A global history of doping in sport.’ The International 
Journal of the History of Sport Vol.31, Issue 8 (2014).

would be far more equitable for an accused cyclist.

Court of Arbitration for Sport

The Court of Arbitration for Sport16 is the exclusive arbitral tribunal for 
the binding adjudication of disputes involving Olympic Sports.17 The 
Court has brought order to the previously chaotic and inconsistent world 
of international sport adjudications. In particular, the structure and rules 
of the Court have facilitated the flexible, inexpensive, confidential and 
pragmatic resolution of sporting disputes. However, the appeals system 
arguably lacks the checks and balances that are required to protect the 
rights of accused athletes.18 The UCI Constitution specifically designates 
the Court of Arbitration for Sport as the sole competent authority to deal 
with and judge appeals of decision made by the UCI, applying Swiss law if 
necessary.19 Article 112 of the UCI’s anti-doping regulations allows the UCI 
to bring an appeal against the decision of a national federation to the Court 
of Arbitration for Sport.20 Article 113 also provides that the UCI may refer a 
case to the Court if a national federation fails to sanction a doping offence.21 
These provisions of the UCI Regulations are problematic for they place the 
UCI in the position of prosecutor against the national federations.22 

Section 10 of the Court of Arbitration for Sport Statute provides that the 
panel will consist of three arbitrators.23 Each of the parties to the dispute 
will choose one of the arbitrators and the parties will agree mutually to the 
third who will act as the president of the panel. It is common place that 
parties will appoint arbitrators sympathetic to their positions resulting 
in two arbitrators with directly opposite views on the panel.24 With two 

16 Court of Arbitration for Sport/Tribunal Arbitral du Sport <http://www.tas-cas.org/en/
index.html> accessed April 11, 2016.
17 ET Gilson, ‘Exploring the Court of Arbitration for Sport’ 98 Law Libr. J. 503 (2006).
18 Darren Kane, ‘Twenty years on: An evaluation of the Court of Arbitration for Sport’ 4 Melb. J. 
Int’l L. 611 (2003).
19 UCI Constitution http://www.uci.ch/inside-uci/rules-and-regulations/constitution/ 
accessed April 12, 2016.
20 Supra note 2.
21 Ibid.
22 Patrick Mignon, ‘The Tour de France and the doping issue.’ The International Journal of the 
History of Sport, Vol.20, Issue 2 (2003).
23 Code: Statutes of ICAS and CAS http://www.tas-cas.org/en/icas/code-statutes-of-icas-
and-cas.html date accessed April 12,  2016.
24 Jason Gubi, ‘The Olympic Binding Arbitration Clause and the Court of Arbitration for Sport: An 
analysis of due process concerns’ Fordham Intellectual Property, Media and Entertainment Law 
Journal Vol.18, Issue 4, Article 4 (2008).
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votes potentially pre-determined, the third panel member plays the 
critical tiebreaking role. Such prevailing control weakens the claim that 
any procedural infirmities are remedied by the panels de novo review on 
appeal. The prospect for abuse in the appeals process is exacerbated by 
the question of arbitrator impartiality during the selection process. Despite 
the efforts made to increase the Courts independence from the governing 
bodies of the Olympic movement, doubts remain over the actual autonomy 
of the Court of Arbitration for Sport arbitrators.25 Buti submits that anti-
doping authorities act as prosecutors, judge and jury enforcing rules that 
they have written, punishing violations based on sometimes questionable 
scientific tests they have developed and certify themselves.26 Furthermore, 
as the arbitrators for the Court are not attached to a particular division they 
may sit on panels in both the ordinary and appeals division. Arbitrators 
for the Court therefore, have the potential to commit procedural harms at 
both hearings despite the presumed remedial effect of a de novo review. 
The question that arises therefore is whether the Court of Arbitration for 
Sport is truly able to ensure legitimacy when it acts as both the court of 
first instance and the court of appeal?27 Although the arbitration process 
provides a procedure for an expedited hearing and disposition, realistically 
the athlete has limited time or resources in which to ascertain the content 
of the allegations made against them. Frequently, athletes are informed of 
disciplinary charges on the eve or in the midst of major competitions; such 
restraints make it difficult to obtain qualified legal representation and the 
scientific expertise needed to investigate the charges.28 It is argued therefore, 
that accused cyclists are placed in a precarious and inequitable position, 
fighting blindly against a well-financed and experienced machine.29 The 
“War on Drugs” and the desire for expediency cannot be at the expense of 
fundamental fairness.30

A doping violation brought before the Court of Arbitration for Sport is 

25 Richard McClaren, ‘Court of Arbitration for Sport Doping Jurisprudence: What can we learn?’ 
Int’l Sports L. Rev. Sports 49 (2006).
26 T. Buti ‘Drug Testing in Sport: Legal Challenges & Issues’ 20 U. Queensland L. J. 153 (1998).
27 Maureen Weston, ‘Doping Control, Mandatory Arbitration, and Process Dangers for accused 
athletes in International Sports.’ Pepperdine Dispute Resolution Law Journal Vol.10, Issue 1 (2010).
28 Meredith Lambert, ‘The competing justices of clean sport: strengthening the integrity of 
international athletics while affording a fair process for the individual athlete under the World anti-
doping program’ 23 Temp. Int’l & Comp. I.J. 409 (2009).
29 Matthew Hard, ‘Caught in the net: Athlete’s rights and the World Anti-doping Agency’ 19 S. Cal 
Interdisc. L.J 533 (2009).
30 Supra note 7.

a bifurcated process – the process requires an initial finding of liability 
and the imposition of a penalty. The UCI Regulations provide that for a 
first time doping offence, a mandatory two year suspension from the sport 
is imposed.31 While the length of the suspension may be challenged by 
the accused cyclist through the appeals process, the majority of cases are 
dismissed and the imposed suspension stands.32 The period of suspension 
may be reduced only if the license holder establishes that he bears no 
significant fault or negligence. Downie defines ‘no fault’ or ‘negligence’ 
as occurring when the athlete could not, even with the exercise of utmost 
caution, have reasonably suspected that he/she had been administered 
a prohibited substance.33 The lone claim an accused cyclist has against 
the manufacturer is for negligence but only if he or she suffered physical 
harm from using the medication. It is argued that such limited application 
renders the exception void. Polvino submits that such restriction is easily 
justified, since a more lenient and permissive approach would open the 
door to abuse allowing athletes to hide behind their physician’s errors.34 
For a second offence, an accused cyclist is banned for life from participation 
in the sport.35 This blanket system for suspension ignores unique 
considerations and special cases which could in certain circumstances 
equate to unfairness. Jose submits that the Court of Arbitration for 
Sport has expressly acknowledged the penal nature of doping matters; 
for which accused cyclists may face suspension from competition, 
disqualification of results, repayment of prize money, ban from organised 
practice and fines.36 In addition to the immediate impact of a suspension 
or disqualification, doping sanctions may have long-term consequences 
potentially affecting future earning capacity and sponsorship. Deubert 
notes that the mere allegation of doping alone converts the admired athlete 
into a pariah.37 Further concerns with the biological passport surround the 
potential invasion of the athlete’s privacy. Professional cyclists already 

31 Supra note 9.
32 Supra note 8.
33 Rachelle Downie, ‘Improving the performance of sports ultimate umpire: reforming the governance 
of the Court of Arbitration for Sport.’ 12 Melb. J. Int’l L. 315 (2011).
34 Anthony Polvino, ‘Arbitration as preventative medicine for Olympic aliments: The international 
Olympic committee’s Court of Arbitration for Sport and the future for the settlement of International 
Sporting Disputes’ Emory Int’l. Rev. 347 (1994).
35 Supra note 2.
36 Steffi Jose, ‘From Sport’s Kangaroo Court to Supreme Court – How the Court of Arbitration for 
Sport can legitimize anti-doping law’ 20 SW. J. Int’l L. 401 (2014).
37 C. Deubert, ‘Putting shoulder pads on Schleck: How the business of professional cycling could be 
improved through a more American Structure book’ J. In’l L. 65 (2011).



214

Annemarie Shea | The International Cycling Unions War on Drugs

215

Trinity College Dublin Postgraduate Review | 2016

have diminished privacy expectations as evidenced by Armstrong,38 
Landis39 and countless other cycling indiscretions, and the passport 
programme necessitates further intrusion into their already compromised 
private lives.40 Nevertheless, buoyed by its initial biological passport 
successes before the Court of Arbitration for Sport,41 the UCI will no doubt 
continue to aggressively pursue doping sanctions against cyclists solely on 
the basis of indirect evidence. 

The World Anti-Doping Code and the Burden of Liability

The World Anti-Doping Agency purpose is twofold: (1) to protect the 
fundamental rights of athletes to participate in sport free of doping and 
‘thus promote health, fairness and equality’ for athletes worldwide, and 
(2) to ‘ensure harmonized, coordinated and effective antidoping programs 
at the international and national level with regard to detection, deterrence 
and prevention of doping.’42 To meet these goals, WADA administers the 
World Anti-Doping Program, which comprises the World Anti-Doping 
Code,43 International Standards,44 and Model Rules and Guidelines.45 The 
Code is the uniform set of antidoping rules that governs all Olympic sports, 
including professional cycling. The Code formally defines doping and 
describes the burden of proof, standard of proof, evidentiary standards, 
and right to a fair hearing applicable to all disciplinary proceedings for 
doping violations.46 The UCI has incorporated the code into its own 
regulations, formally placing anti-doping efforts under the World Anti-
doping Agency’s ultimate authority.47 The UCI however, shall continue 

38 Vidar Hanstad and Sigmund Loland, ‘Elite athletes’ duty to provide information about their 
whereabouts: justifiable anti-doping work or an indefensible surveillance regime?’ European Journal 
of Sport Science, Vol.9, Issue 1 (2009).
39 Ulrik Wagner, ‘The International Cycling Union under siege – Anti-doping and the Biological 
Passport as a mission impossible?’ European Sport Management Quarterly Vol.10, Issue 3 (2010).
40 Ibid.
41 Mario Zorzoli and Francesca Rossi, ‘Implementation of the biological passport: The experience 
of the International Cycling Union’ 28th Cologne Workshop: Advances in Sports Drug testing 
Vol.2, Issue 11-12 (2010).
42 Supra note 10.
43 Ibid.
44 World Anti-Doping Agency International Standards < https://www.wada-ama.org/en/
international-standards> accessed May 10, 2016.
45 World Anti-Doping Agency Model Rules and guidelines < https://www.wada-ama.org/
en/model-rules-guidelines-and-protocols> accessed May 10, 2016.
46 < http://www.uci.ch/mm/Document/News/Rulesandregulation/16/85/60/20150101U
CIADRPart14-FINAL_English.pdf> date accessed May 10,2016.
47 Supra note 9.

to have the burden of establishing that a doping violation has occurred.48 
The standard of proof shall be whether the UCI has established a violation 
to the ‘comfortable satisfaction’ of the hearing panel bearing in mind the 
seriousness of the allegation which is made. This standard of proof is 
greater than a mere ‘balance of probability’ but less than proof ‘beyond 
a reasonable doubt.’ Although the Court of Arbitration for Sport has 
examined this standard of proof in a number of cases, the exact meaning 
of ‘comfortable standard’ remains uncertain.49 The accused athlete has the 
burden of establishing laboratory testing error despite the fact that the 
applicable rules do not provide a right of access to detailed information, 
witnesses or the scientific expertise necessary to make that determination. 
Athletes are only provided with a standard laboratory documentation 
package which provides basic information about test results. Accused 
cyclists are subsequently at the mercy of the arbitral panels’ discretion to 
grant discovery and inspection. Even where the athlete can demonstrate 
a failure in compliance, such mistakes are excused unless they are found 
to be the cause of the adverse finding. Furthermore, any challenge of a 
sanction will remain futile, as the laboratories that accused athletes 
challenge are the very ones establishing their baseline. The ability of 
an athlete to meet his/her burden of establishing laboratory errors in 
analytical positive cases under the UCI regulations and the World Anti-
doping Agency code appears to be insurmountable.50 A further procedural 
issue an accused cyclist faces on appeal is the limited guidance regarding 
evidentiary rules. In particular, the rules are silent on issues such as the 
admissibility of evidence, the regulation of expert evidence and whether 
any inference should be drawn from an athlete’s failure to testify in doping 
proceedings. It is argued therefore, that until a new approach regarding an 
athlete’s ability to challenge an adverse result, the UCI regulations appear 
to cause more problems than they solve.

Conclusion
Doping has historically infected and continues to pollute the integrity 
of international sport,51 in particular, professional cycling. Although the 

48 Ibid.
49 Chris Davies, ‘The comfortable satisfaction standard of proof: applied by the Court of Arbitration 
for Sport in drug-related cases’ 14 U. Notre Dame Austl. L. Rev. 10 (2012).
50 Zachary Blumenthal, ‘The Punishment of all Athletes: the need for a new World Anti-Doping code 
in sports’ 9 J. Int’l Bus. & I. 201 (2010).
51 Mike McNamee, ‘Performance Enhancing Technologies in Sports: Ethical, Conceptual and 
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biological passport may provide a valuable new tool in the fight against 
doping, it is also important to balance the interest in conducting this fight 
with the fundamental rights of accused athletes. It is concluded, that the 
regulatory force of the UCI, the World Anti-doping Agency and the Court 
of Arbitration for Sport would not be undermined if cyclists in doping 
cases received greater procedural protection. Accused cyclists should have 
the opportunity to mount a substantial defence according to procedures 
that comport with principles of fairness and justice. It is evident however, 
that the regulations governing doping in cycling fall short in this regard. 
The WADA should amend the Code to allow independent testing of 
samples, work to improve uniformity between testing laboratories, and 
give less deference to laboratories when an athlete is able to establish 
reasonable doubt about the outcome of an adverse test result.52 Similarly, 
the Court of Arbitration for Sport, by extending fundamental rights and 
principles available in Criminal law to doping cases, will only strengthen 
its credibility within the sporting and legal community. Until then the 
arbitration process will remain flawed to the extent that an individual 
athlete can be left at a significant disadvantage in the instance of appealing 
a drugs test.
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