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1.0 INTRODUCTION

The Eurovision Song Contest in 1994 was held in Ireland and included an
interlude dance show called Riverdance. In this short Riverdance show, dancers
performed synchronous step dancing in a chorus line using battering rhythms at
breathtaking speed and received standing ovations (Whelan 33). The step
dancing displayed in this interlude was Irish step dance. It was Irish folk dancing
adapted for shows. The dancing was accompanied by the singer group Anuna
and included Irish music specifically composed for this interlude (33). It was a
presentation of Ireland to celebrate the Eurovision Song contest in Dublin (33).
Sales of the video recording of this 7- minute performance were highly successful
earning 300,000 pounds revenue (38). The sum was donated to help victims of
the civil war conflict in Rwanda, (38). Incited by the enormous success, the 90-
minute show Riverdance was further developed and premiered at the Point
Theatre Dublin on 9 February 1995 (47). Riverdance and follow - up shows such
as Lord of the Dance and Feet of Flames became the most popular dance world

tour productions in history.

Irish dancing, previously performed in a closed world of tradition and competition,
came to world-wide attention and recognition due to the success and popularity of
the Irish dance shows. Competitive Irish dancing became the backbone of
Riverdance and Lord of the Dance. It is necessary to emphasise that the Irish
dancing shows admired by audiences worldwide are based on competitive sport
seeking perfection. Without the high-standard dancing skills developed through
competitive Irish dancing, Irish dance shows could not have been as accurate,

strong and skilful performed.

Irish dancing can be regarded as merely being a folk dance, as art or an
expression of culture, but it can be clearly defined as competitive modern sport.
This paper will explain the diverse nature of Irish dancing as it will centre on
investigating the aspects that qualify Irish dance as modern sport. This will be

achieved by applying sport studies for definitions and principles of modern sports.



Defining Irish dancing as modern sport is not enough as Irish dancing is
intricately linked to Irish identity. Thus, the question arises how national identity is
performed through Irish dance as modern sport. In order to explain Irish dance as
expressing national identity through sport, the paper will deal with the principles

of Irish nationalism and the formation of imagined nationalism.

In terms of structure, the paper will first produce an explanation of the
phenomenon of nationalism which will be followed by an account of its connection
with the history of Ireland. Then, an overview of various approaches to modern
sport and sport studies will be provided. Subsequently, insights into both
nationalism and sport studies will be used for directly looking at the Gaelic
League’s taking charge of Irish dancing in the 1890s. Furthermore, it will be
investigated how dancing in Ireland became standardised and promoted as “the
Irish dance”. In addition, research on the development from folk dance to Irish
dance as sport will be presented including the creation of controlling
organisations such as the Irish Dancing Commission. Subsequently, the
structural organisation and rule system of the Irish dance competition-system will
be highlighted in order to prove that Irish dance meets all criteria characterising it

as modern sport.

Researching on Irish dance as sports proved to be difficult due to the fact that
only a small number of publications dealing with Irish dancing exists and due to a
tradition of passing Irish dance knowledge informally without written record or
notation system of step repertoire. Although basic information on Irish dance is
provided in some books dealing with Irish history, theatre, and music, publications
dealing exclusively with Irish dancing remained scarce until 1987. Cullinane, from
1987 onwards, successfully attempted to collect comprehensive material on
different aspects of Irish dancing. He published his finding in a series of books
dealing generally with the aspects of Irish dancing. Arthur Flynn provided a basic
introduction to the history of Irish dance for the general reader, while Brennan
highlighted early history of dancing in Ireland, variations of style, and written
records of stylistic debates. Frank Whelan published a comprehensive guide and
overview helping with the difficult topic of Irish dance. None of these books,

however, focuses on Irish dance as sport. In 2003, Frank Hall published his book



Competitive Irish Dance: Art, Sport Duty, using an anthropological approach and
field research to come up with a detailed analysis of Irish dance as competitive

sport.

All authors mentioned highlight the problem of lacking written records when
facing knowledge of Irish dance. From the historical point of view, Irish dancing
has always been fragmented; as to this day, it has only been taught orally and by
imitation. No records of dance repertoire and steps have been made. There is no
elaborate notation system as in ballet, and Irish dance steps have been
continually changed and adapted between competitions. In most cases, not even
the dancer himself remembers earlier version of the dance s/he dances. Film and
picture material of competitive Irish dance is extremely scarce, as filming and
taking photos during competitions is strictly prohibited at contemporary
competitions. All data on the structure of historically early traces of Irish dancing
performed before the invention of filming seem lost (Brennan 13). With a dance
form which is so rapidly changing, and has undergone such dramatic changes
since the 1940s it is hard to dig deeper into the matter. It is difficult to see what
Irish dance consists of today, so it is even more difficult to grasp the components
it consisted of in the past. For this reason | had to rely on the scarce publications
dealing with gone by developments of Irish dancing and had to rely on findings of
literature research in connection with the experience of my own ten- year- long

career as competitive Irish dancer.

Prior to continuing with the main body of the text it is vital to provide a concise
overview of Irish dance forms. Irish dances can be divided into the type of shoes
used. Social dances such as the ceili and set dances as well as designated “light”
dances at competitions are danced in soft palms enabling jumping and elegant
pointed motions. Hardshoes are the popular step dance shoes used for battering
rhythms as an iconic feature of competitions and dance shows. Broadly speaking,
Irish dance can be distinguished between informal social dance, informal sean-
nos (old-style) dancing, show-style dancing, and the standardised competitiive
sport (see “BBC Irish” bbc.co.uk).

The paper will concentrate on Irish dance as modern competitive sport and will

seek to prove that apart from artistic and cultural aspects it qualifies as modern



sport in all aspects. It will not deal with Irish dancing prior to the foundation of the
Gaelic League due to the lack of earlier sources and the prominence of the
League’s influence on Irish dance. In addition, the importance of Irish dance for
nationalism and for expressing Irishness will be outlined. The mode of its
development from local informal performance to global sport will be highlighted as
the code of modern Irish dance will finally be extracted and differentiated from

informal social dances found in Ireland.

2.0 NATIONALISM, NATION, AND IRISH IDENTITY

The following section of the paper will elaborate the concepts of nationalism and
nation and will explain the reason for their significance with regard to Irish
identity. To put the initial focus on nation and nationalism will prove to be

fundamental for assiduously investigating Irish dance.

2.1 NATION

Irish identity is solidly based on the terms of “nation” and “nationalism”. “Nation” is
a concept used prior to “nationalism” as nationalism was not fully established in
politics before the late nineteenth century. Although this distinction cannot be
considered clear-cut (see English 432), the introduction of the concept of nation
highlighted a battle for power between the monarch and the aristocracy leading to
an important political and historical shift of sovereign power from the aristocracy
to the bourgeoisie during the English Civil War in the sixteenth century, and after

the French Revolution, in the nineteenth century (see Foucault 273-275).



Michel Foucault (170-71) analyses the historical development of “nation”
comprehensively, explaining that the term initially denoted a certain group of
people inhabiting certain land surrounded by a common border and being
governed by a federal government enacting common laws. This definition of

nation is, however, almost identical to that of state.

According to Anderson (6) the term of nation is to be understood in a sense of
(political) community. This view is reflected in Anderson’s definition of the term
specifying that “it is an imagined political community —imagined as both inherently

limited and sovereign” (6).

According to Anderson (6), “imagined” means that even though members of a
nation cannot know the vast number of co-members personally or do not even
perceive them; they still believe that they share the same point of view and
certain similarities which define them as belonging to the same nation. Anderson
puts it that way: “In the mind of each lives the image of their communion” (6).
Anderson (6) highlights the fact that nations are defined as communities, as he
clearly observes that “the nation is always conceived as a deep, horizontal
comradeship” (6). Communities rely on intimacies, but the community being a
nation is not directly formed by face-to-face contacts or personal acquaintances
between members. In the light of the vastness of co-members, a mutual
understanding and sense of community can only be bestowed by imagining that
all members, even without personal contact, are interlinked, if only in national
spirit (6). The intimacy between members of a nation is imagined, thus, the nation

is an imagined community (6)

Anderson’s definition (7) implies that nations are limited due to their given size,
whether they are clearly defined by boundaries or encompass a certain number
of members. No nation constitutes a universal unit, as exemplified in Anderson’s
description of Christianity envisioning “a wholly Christian planet” (7) in certain
periods of history. He claims that nation is always limited since “no nation

imagines itself coterminous with mankind” (7).

Richard English (466) indicates that nations, though having a territorial claim and

being confined, can exist in one geographical area, their community relying on a
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certain political goal. English (466) argues that nations are not confined by
borders or a certain government. In fact, one state does not necessarily
encompass one nation. He points out that states are not “homogenously national”
(466).

Foucault (77), by historically analysing discourse of war, discovers that the British
and especially the French Revolution show several nations in conflict within one
country, thus hinting towards the fact that several nations with conflicting political
goals can exist within one state (77). In particular, Foucault (65, 77) interprets the
two contrasting visions of sovereignty leading to the English Civil War as being
based on two conflicting nations in Britain, thus allowing for the term “British
Revolution”. He further suggests that political agitators did not apply nation as a
synonym for state, not even during the zenith in the rise of the modern nation (77-
81).

Foucault’s statements lead us to the political meaning of nation which became
established in the late nineteenth century. Hobsbawm (15) states that the term
nation was used synonymously with ‘descent’ or the German ‘Volk’ before the
French Revolution originated the modern and political concept of nation
(Hobsbawm 15). Hobsbawm claims however that the territorial factor did not play
a major role until the beginning of the twentieth century. He quotes Maurice Block
suggesting that the French Revolutionist version of nation corresponded to self-
determination only (19-20). The geographical meaning, according to Hobsbawm
(19), is thus derived from the amalgamation of the terms nation and state and the

people living in it forming a nation-state.
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2.2 FROM NATION TO NATIONALISM

The following section will deal with definitions of nationalism, as it will answer the
guestion of how nationalism can be used to explain the link between nation and

state with nationalism being its form of transition.

English (432-459) provides a definition of nationalism which is lined to four
aspects dealing with the emancipation of a group of people. First his definition is
based on a sense of protective community securing basic needs for their
members. Second, it focuses on self-determination thus striving for political goals.
Third, in order to achieve these goals, nationalism frequently goes hand in hand
with struggle. And fourth, possession of land is playing a vital role in nationalist

visions.

English (432- 459) provides a discussion which aims at explaining the
psychological appeal and the immediate and emotional bonding effects of
nationalism. Primarily, nationalism is based on fundamental human needs such
as the need for protection or belonging to a community. He concludes that
nationalism is based on a sense of community which, according to him, does not
rely on shared characteristics and thus can prove to be highly integrating (432,
436). Furthermore, he states that this sense of community is built on loyalty
bestowed by the group members in return for their need of gaining security and
being part of that community (432, 435). Another point he mentions is that
nationalism can provide fundamental meaning to the lives of group members as it
provides a political purpose through a common identity and a distinctive collective
history (444). Fourthly, by providing an increased purpose of living it also
enhances the position of members themselves by offering “a more celebratory
self-image” (444), which means that “the affirmation of one’s own culture is the

affirmation — among other things — of oneself” (444).

English (455) emphasises the political goals, without which nationalism would be
fruitless, just as he refers to the struggles these goals create. Reasons for
nationalist claims for self-determination can be the desire to protect in-group ties

from a perceived hostile out-group. In many cases, a shared historical
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consciousness motivates nationalists to politically attempt the revival of a lost
national era and re-establish its past quality. Of course, economic factors calling
for nationalist action cannot be neglected. English clarifies that: “[A]t times the
struggle is for survival, whether literal [...] or cultural [...] or it can involve more
abstract but no less important struggle towards the recognition of group rights [...]

and of the freedom for particular cultural expression” (English 455).

English (456) further argues that nationalist struggle to secure basic needs of
protected community is inextricably linked to agitation that involves a notion of a
golden age which was destroyed and needs to be reinitiated. English (456) states
that “nationalist restlessness with current imperfection must be assuaged through
a grievance-driven struggle for redress. This often involves a quasi-religious
sense of time [...]” (English 465) and can mean the re-establishment of past
independence or former cultural glory and greatness, and finally, the rebirth and

renewal of a “true” national culture (465).

English (468) claims that certain nationalists strive for an independent state to
fulfil their self-determination. The nationalists’ goal is to gain power to make
political decisions for their community. The national collective ties serve as a
basis for creating an official state. Legitimated by their official state status, they
have the political power to decide and enact laws according to their will. In other
words, creating a nation is the basis for establishing an independent state which
can be seen as the epitome of self-determination. All this can be achieved

through active nationalism (English 468).

Nationalism tends to extend its idealist values with a distinct notion of history
used to legitimise political goals. The perception of a glorified era in the past in
need of revival along with the fear of losing one’s culture constitutes a key factor
for nationalism. Foucault (62, 67) discusses a line of thought, or rather a
discourse from the Middle-Ages, which corresponds to the nationalists’ ideal of
re-establishing a former glory. In this context, Foucault (62, 67) mentions the
everlastingness of war dating from the Middle-Ages, when war was seen as a
guideline for analysing history and power and as a process of creating states
(67). The mythology applied in this respect remained of great importance until the

nineteenth and twentieth century (74). According to Foucault (75), this mythology
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is the vision of a glorious age being lost while its resurrection is at hand through
the final victory against the oppressors eventually leading to a new everlasting
golden era. It is the mythology of the people who regard themselves as being

oppressed and seek revenge.

2.3 NATION AND NATIONALISM IN IRISH HISTORY

Before analysing how Irish dancing developed from a local performance to a
national canon of dancing, eventually becoming a global sport, we need to clarify

the meaning of nation and nationalism in Irish history.

The following will help us understand why Irish national identity is inter alia
defined by cultural and social practices such as Irish dancing, as well as to which
extent Irish dancing contributed to the emergence of national identity, evolving
from the 1880s to 1930s, a time when Irish nationalists sought to establish an

independent Irish nation.

The French Revolution had large-scale effects on the Irish fight for freedom as it
motivated the leader of the “United Irishmen”, Theobald Wolfe Tone to build up
resistance against Britain (English 477). In addition, the philosophy of John Locke
and Jean Jacques Rousseau had major effects on Ireland. Both philosophers
strengthened the confidence of the governed to claim political power. According
to Locke’s philosophy, monarch and citizens form a contract based on the
citizens’ consent (approval), according to which the citizen has the right to abolish
the monarch if he/she breaches this contract. English (477) explains that:

The French revolution helped bringing nationalism to Ireland, a process
aided by the fact that the radicalism of that other great contemporary
Revolution — in America — again involved the flowering of such radical
notions. [...] Drennan and Russel were directly influenced by Rousseau’s
ideas; Tone and Emmet had read Locke; [...] Locke, Rousseau and Paine
being the routes by means of which nationalism arrived in late-eighteenth-
century Ireland in egalitarian, emancipatory form. Once embedded in Irish
nationalist thinking, this central notion — the welding together of
sovereignty, equality and liberty — then became seemingly ineradicable,
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evident in epochal moments such as the 1919 Declaration of
Independence. (English 477)

Nationalism in general, but notably in Ireland, is a complex category as, in fact,
there is no Irish nationalism. Rather the plural is the case meaning there are
several Irish nationalisms (English 9). From a historical point of view, nationalism
in Ireland consists of several nationalist movements, some more, some less
radical. Until today they disagree and struggle over conflicting ideas of their vision
of Ireland and take varying approaches to fulfil them. As in the course of time “the
terms and aspirations and even the vocabulary of nationalists have altered
dramatically” (English 9). English refers to the story of Irish nationalism: “It is a
tale of the Irish nationalist conflict with England and Britain; but it is also a story of
the conflict between Irish people — nationalist-versus-nationalist as often as
nationalist-versus-unionist” (English 9). In fact it is about the severe disagreement

regarding independence vs. home rule, political vs. cultural nationalism (9).

Nationalism in Ireland has proved to be a force both democratic and anti-
democratic. English (475) argues that nationalism is a democratic force as the
foundation of a democratic society demands a consolidating unit. In addition, he
claims that historically liberal democrats have used nationalism for rallying their
supporters and for establishing a democratic identity. At the same time
nationalism is also anti-democratic. In the course of political struggle, “[n]ationalist
regimes have all too often been authoritarian in practise [...] and while nations
might be necessary for the effective functioning of democracy, establishing the
appropriate boundaries [...] has proved an often bloody and difficult process,

generative of further conflict and cruelty. (475)”

The first nationalist mass movement, which took place in the first half of the
nineteenth century, was highly democratic in nature (English 139). Daniel O
Connell’'s non-violent approach to nationalism consisted of democratic gatherings
and was based on parliamentary intervention. He “pioneered a socially
conservative, mass nationalism based on Catholic Ireland [...] pragmatic rather

than romantic in orientation, and libertarian in much of its spirit.” (English 139)
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However, this was soon followed by the anti-democratic nationalism of the
Fenians (English 180). The Fenians, later called Irish Republican Brotherhood,
were founded in 1848. Fenian symbolism is based on Celtic mythology, their
inspirational icon being Theobald Wolfe Tone (183). The goal of the brotherhood
was not self-determination under the suzerainty of Britain, which was O Connell’s
aim (136). Instead, they envisioned an independent Irish state which was not to

be established through democratic action but through violent force (179).

Upon the investigation of Charles Stuart Parnell and his Home Rule party, the
complexity and variety of Irish nationalism in the late eighteenth century was
revealed. Before Parnell’'s leadership, nationalism proved to be highly
controversial and fragmented (Fitzpatrick 182). The Land League, initially led by
the Fenians, ceased to use grave violence to fight for the tenant-and peasant
rights and continued their boycotts (180). The Fenian rising since 1867 failed and
their supporters waited for a further call to arms (180, 181). In 1885, Parnell's
Home Rule party won four fifths of the Irish Parliament’s seats. Parnell, himself
being a Protestant landlord, managed to disparage the landlords and to attain
wide non-fractional support. Fitzpatrick explains that achieving such wide support
“gave unprecedented stability to politics in Catholic Ireland” (181). Parnell’s
campaign was successful because he could convince the Fenians that a
parliamentary course of action was more efficient than violent uprisings (181).
The Catholic Church functioned as a main assistance and information network.
“The parochial clergy became indispensible as local organizers, officers, and
subscribers to party funds, while church porches provided the forum for political
oratory” (182)

On investigating Irish history, English (46-49) argues that the crucial factor for
Irish nationalism were not differences in ethnic descent but religious conflicts. It
was not the English invasion of the twelfth century that can be regarded as the
cornerstone of large-scale resistance against England, but rather the process of
Reformation. He suggests that seeing the English invasion as an early trigger for
the conflict between the Irish nation versus imperial England is part of the Irish
nationalist historical symbolism and stereotype (26). English suggests that “the

Irish population has been heterogeneous and kaleidoscopic in terms of race or
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ethnic origin for as long as we can trace it” (26). The invaders led by Anglo-
Norman lords themselves were rather “an international group” (38). He continues
that the English invasion was no full-scale invasion at all, as after its completion
the majority of power continued to rest with the Gaelic lords (37). In addition, full
conquest was not possible for England at that time due to a lack of resources
(40). The English monarch’s claim for Irish possessions arouse because of a
power dispute between him, his Anglo-Norman lords and the Gaelic lords. As a
matter of fact, Gaelic Ireland was not unified, and military incidents had existed
before the English invasion (37). Until the fifteenth century, the Anglo-Norman
lords had lost power and retreated into the territory of their influence around
Dublin known as the Pale (45). During the Reformation, King Henry VIII
converted his realm to Protestantism himself being the head of the Church of
England (48). Consequently England took action to convert Ireland to
Protestantism, the Irish population, however, remained Catholic (49). English

explains the significance of the unsuccessful Reformation in Ireland:

For the sixteenth century onwards political or ethnic division between
English power and any Irish who opposed it was a division made more
deeply and impermeable because it was reinforced, if not defined by religion.
[...] Catholic belief, experience and culture were indissolubly part of one’s
sense of proto-nationality (50). [...] Thus, politics and religion became
decisively interwoven [and] the Reformation came to be seen as an English,
foreign imposition. The congquest non-cooperation of the lay-Irish elite with
this attempted process of Reformation was one of the key factors explaining
the failure of that undertaking. (53)

Unlike Ernest Gellner (qtd. in English 486) who defines nationalism as a political
force conditioned by industrialism, English (486) points out that in Ireland,
industrialisation and urbanisation were only emerging gradually not affecting
political developments. Compared to the urban economic sectors of Britain, the
urban sectors in Ireland were few in number and small in terms of populace as
merely seven percent of the Irish population lived in cities (502). During the
nineteenth century, Ireland’s economy was based on agriculture (Fitzpatrick 178).
Fitzpatrick (178) emphasises that, even in agriculture, “[tlechnological innovation
and improved systems of crop rotation and manuring were slow to affect Ireland”
(178).
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Dispute over symbolical and actual inheritance of land became an essential
aspect of Irish nationalism during the late nineteenth century as the land issue
had moved to the centre of political and nationalist attention (English 438). In
1879, the Land War marked the peak of a conflict concerning tenant rights and
security of tenure (Fitzpatrick 178). In 1879, Michael Davitt established the Irish
National Land League incorporating Fenian support. The Land League provided a
forum and network for the coordination of land agitation. However, according to
Fitzpatrick (178) the League lost the citizens’ support as the campaign became

increasingly radical and violent.

For nationalists, fight over land rights has a symbolic meaning attached to it. This
symbolic and more concrete meaning is composed of the notion of home crops

nurturing Ireland and thus granting survival (English 438).
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3.0 NATIONAL IDENTITY AND SPORTS

Nationalism and in particular Irish nationalism have been dealt with in theory and
with regard to history in the chapters above. Following this, the argument will be
elaborated that both nationhood and national identity in sports are not mere

notions restricted to abstract theory, but are subtly present in everyday life. Thus,
the following section will show that national identity performed through sports has

meaning and influence beyond the mere cultural level.

3.1 POWER AND IDENTITY IN PHYSICAL ACTIVITY

The question of identity can be seen as being linked to the question of power in
sports. Marschik (16) presents Foucault’'s discovery that in sport and physical
training in general power is exercised on the body itself. He quotes Foucault who
claims that that shaping and training the body is subjugating the body to the
athlete’s will. This means that the physical power exercised is self-governance of
the body (16). This domination of the body is subjected both to the athlete’s will
and the body norms predominant in a society at a given time (17-18). Thus the

body becomes a vessel for embodying a society’s norms and codes.

Alkemeyer (48) quotes Gebauer who claims that the body itself becomes a carrier
of identity. Not only does the kind of sport reflect the identity of the athlete and the
society or nation the athlete represents, but it also segregates different norms
and identities (48). Alkemeyer continues by using Gebauer’'s argument that

sport is both a sphere of defining and distinguishing identities and norms, and
differentiating what is perceived as “the other”. Thus, sports can be used for

defining- and differentiating policy (49).

Gebauer’s ideas are further developed by Alkemeyer (48) who demonstrates that
by shaping the body, identity becomes apparent and readable because it denotes
a person’s conduct of life. During the rise of modern democracies, the body
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became a means of symbolic expression (Gebauer gtd. in Alkemeyer 48) which,
however, coincided with a notion of physical equality (48). Due to this notion of
equality of bodies, sport became employed as an instrument for distinguishing
oneself as an individual (48). It is this potential to re-invent the body and perform
identity which leads Alkemeyer (48) to regarding sport as a method of political

resistance against hegemonic predominance.

Alkemeyer (48-54) shows that portraying body exercise as lifestyle and identity
has a symbolic meaning regarding collective identities. Alkemeyer (49) provides a
history of the body using the example of Germany. This sheds light on how
different connotations of the body can appear diachronically. Alkemeyer (49)
explains that, during the nineteenth century, the bourgeoisie’s vision of the ideal
body focused on the upright body-carriage, physical strength and display of good
manners. With these qualities, they sought to differentiate themselves from the
aristocracy and display superior moral conduct (49). Until the late nineteenth
century, rigidity was enforced to resemble military erectness and toughness and
became the major mode of physical education of school children (50). In this
connection, the marginal design and semantics of physical activity were extended

to a collective representation.

The arguments presented above show that not only does the symbolic
significance of sport cover movements, composure, and dress codes
representing a certain identity or ideology. But in fact, as Marschik (28) says,
identification with sport is written into the body itself, as sports interact with
ideology and norms by altering performance to suit proposed values. Such as
industrialisation corresponded with the ideal of maximising efficiency and
productivity (26-27), the same ideal of maximising efficiency was incorporated
into sports leading to an advanced rule systems, precise measurement and to
rationalising space and time in which sport is performed (27). In following this
trend, physical performance also adapted to changing patterns of norms dealing
with class, race, and gender as athletes sought to satisfy the ideals of body (29).
In adapting sports to new gender- and ethnical norms, those norms became
embodied through physical exercise, thus being re-created and, in being so,

influencing in turn norms of society (29).
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The link between society, culture, and sport is outlined by Foucault as quoted by
Alkemeyer (48). Foucault (gtd. in Alkemeyer 49-50) claims that sport is
intertwined with power relations thus making the physically active body a carrier
of an ideal identity. Not only does sport correspond to shifts in perspectives as
demonstrated above, but it also offers a way of analysing society by
demonstrating, mirroring, or contradicting its values and norms. For Foucault
(49), physical expression in sports offers the opportunity to shape both one’s
body and mind. Although these ways of shaping one’s own identity are still
subject to any given society and power, Foucault (49) claims that the forms of
self-indoctrination may still counter-dominate power relations (50).

The fact that the desired way of life has a strong impact on the individual body is
an advantageous factor in the performance of national identity. The national
theme inscribed into the social character of a national sport reduces the need of
direct control as it reproduces itself and is performed through the self-motivated
activity of the athletes and social sphere of teachers, organisers, sport clubs and

international umbrella organisations.

3.2 SPORTS AND NATIONALISM

According to English (462) sport is a daily social practice seeming fit to perform
national identity. In order to explain how Irish dancing can be characterised as
modern sport, the categories “sport” and “modern sport” based on the discipline
"sport studies” need to be investigated. It is necessary to define sport in order to
understand the interrelatedness between sport and nationalism. The definition
presented below is focused on modern sport, as this paper aims at analysing to

which extent Irish dancing can be labelled and defined as such.

Sport is an intricate social sphere re-creating its own set of norms, codes and
semantic symbols of representation (Marschik 26). Marschik (16) quotes Leis

who claims that sport tends to incorporate rule systems following the world of
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work in terms of structure. Furthermore, for an adequate performance of sport,
moral codes of fair play and mode of proper conduct are to be defined, as well as

basic rules such as the economic binary of win-lose (16).

Sport studies are, in fact, a complex field. There are various approaches and
theories. In contrast to sport history, sport studies are primarily targeted at
understanding sport as a modern development (Marschik et al. 9). In terms of
scope, an interdisciplinary approach may be applied on the basis of cultural
studies as well as sociology, philosophy, political philosophy, economics,
geography; psychology and gender studies (see Marschik et al. 255-286). Thus,
sport studies require different approaches to cope with the complex social matrix
of sports.

A main achievement of sport studies is the definition of modern sports and the
explanation of historical trends having brought about its transformation to this day
(see Marschik 23-34; Millner 35-46). Clearly, the emphasis is on comparing pre-
modern forms of sports to modern sports on the basis of detailed classification
(see Marschik 27, Guttmann 15-56) and are to be differentiated from pre-modern
forms of sports with regard to standardisation and quantification by seven criteria
provided by Allen Guttmann (15-57).

Marschik (23) and Mullner (43) demonstrate how modern forms of sports first
developed in Great Britain until the development was gradually spreading over
mainland Europe. Whereas, previously, sport was characterised by local
performance being executed by amateurs, modern sports can be seen as an
international event, being performed by professional athletes and enjoying great
media appeal (Marschik 26). Marschik and Miillner agree that the core of
modernisation, however, is provided by Guttmann’s theory (qtd. in Marschik 26 &
Mullner 42) of the seven ‘inner’ criteria defining the transition to modern sport.
They share Guttmann’s point of view that the seven criteria mark a development
making sports comparable and quantifiable along the quest for record-breaking
achievements (Marschik 26, Mullner 42). To put Guttmann’s criteria in a nutshell,
modern forms of sport involve standardisation, rules and the ideal of a world
record (Marschik 27, Mullner 42).
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By characterizing the successful Austrian weightlifter Joseph Steinbach, Marschik
(24-25) explains the transformation of sport to modern sport. Joseph Steinbach,
who was born 1879, was already seen as local hero in 1900 as his success in
weightlifting astounded the local audience. He actually worked as a waiter
signalling that weightlifting was an amateur sport. His continuing success of
breaking the world record in 1904 and being awarded as World Champion in
Vienna was reported by the sports magazine Allgemeine Sport Zeitung (24-25).
Vienna based media appeal was soon followed by international media
representation as Steinbach won another two world championship titles in Berlin
in 1905. Steinbach’s weightlifting marks a transition from informal sports to
modern sport as he was qualified to compete in the unofficial Olympic Games in
Athens in 1906. There Steinbach was accused of “professionalism” in
weightlifting by opponent Dimitrios Tophalos, which was seen as an insult to the
Austrian national identity (Lennartz gtd. in Marschik 24-25). By transgressing
from local execution of weightlifting to international competitive performance, he
successfully highlights the main components of modern sport outlined as follows
(Marschik 25): Steinbach highlights the standardisation of rules being applied and
compared on an international level. Furthermore, the local character of sports
was substituted by international games, competitions and organisations. “Going
media” became a major factor due to the fact that sports became attractive to the
media, culminating in the big turnover of specialised sports magazines.
Coinciding with the wide audience appeal and the economic utilisation, the upper

circles of athletes transgressed from amateurs to professionals (24-25).

Furthermore, Steinbach’s example illustrates the fact, that performing sports on
an international level has turned out to be a competition between nations as
individual athletes symbolise a nation’s national consciousness (Marschik 24-25).
Marschik (30) points out that modern sports are, in essence, both national and
international. International competition requires national structures determining
the national qualifiers for performing sports on an international level. This global
mechanism demands organisations to impose and control the rules of sport and
cooperation and are organised in hierarchical order (30). On an international
level, some athletic disciplines correspond to certain nations as Marschik



23

provides the examples of German gymnastics, Nordic skiing or English sports. In
these examples, a specific type of physical activity stands for a whole nation.
Next, Marschik quotes Alkemeyer (30) who explains that at international sport
events like the Olympics, the achievements of the individual athletes are
overshadowed by the achievements of their corresponding nations. Athletes and
their achievements do not stand for themselves but for the country they
represent, as their success or failure is felt and experienced and commented
upon by citizens (30). Thus, Alkemeyer concludes, international events such as

the Olympic Games represent a competition between nations (30).

3.2 SPORTS AND MODERNITY

In support of the above mentioned argument, | would like to demonstrate the
correlation between the paradigm of modernity and sports as outlined by
Marschik (23-34) and Manzenreiter (112-125). In addition, a short survey of the
history of modern sport is essential for understanding the transformation of Irish
dance from a social form of expression to a competitive sport in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century as Irish dancing followed the same

patterns of development as other sports in the same period of time.

Marschik (26) cites Giddens who argues that, in a traditional sense, sport has
always been highly interwoven with the social life of people and follows their
customs and daily routines. He supports Kaschuba’s argument that in modern
times, however, sport started to dislocate from quotidian life and formed a world
of its own (Kaschuba qtd. in Marschik 26). While first, Marschik (26) points out
that Giddens regards this development as the core of modern transformation of
sports he later supports Kaschuba’'s argument that sport was not only
transformed along modern lines but became a symbol of modernity itself (26).
This transformation is a process which began in the eighteenth century and has

lasted until contemporary times (Marschik 26).
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Modernity is defined by Marschik along the categories of industrialisation,
democratisation, secularisation and capitalism (26-27). Marschik (26-27) explains
that these four aspects are understood as the cornerstones of modernity as they
changed both the way of life and political topography. The rise of industry and
technical mass production of goods coincided with capitalism and the
secularisation of beliefs shifting from a religion-centred ideology to a belief in
human capability and progress. In the second half of the twentieth century,
democratisation and capitalism amalgamated and gave rise to a liberalism of

social life pointed towards a “western” individualism (Marschik 27).

Guttmann (59-60), however, who regards the correlation between sports and
capitalism as a prerequisite for modern sports, goes as far as to claim that the
modernisation of sports would not have been possible without the rise of
capitalism. Mass production of goods changed social patterns, and generated
“social imperatives” (59) resulting in changing patterns of sports (59). Guttmann
(59) claims that in Britain, the imperative of maximising efficiency and productivity
primarily affected team sports such as football and baseball. These team sports
became a means of socialising lower classes and were re-designed to provide an
arena for the workforce in order to maintain their bodily strength (59). The British
elites, however, practiced sports in order to emphasise their athletic individuality
and to train leadership (59 -60). Guttmann’s strongest claim dealing with sports
and capitalism is that “the first nations to industrialize were also the first to
establish national organizations for modern sports, in almost the same order”
(61). He stresses Britain’s role of being the origin of modernisation of sports by
labelling Britain as the “homeland of industrial capitalism” where society is

socialized along capitalist patterns of living at an early stage (60).

According to Manzenreiter’'s account (114), sport became further interlinked with
economy from the eighteenth century onwards. He divides this interlinking
process into three steps: He explains that during the new era of mass production
of goods and urbanisation between 1860 and 1920, sport and its
professionalization became a new form of business (114-115). In Europe, sport
still adhered to moral and educational maxims, whereas it was corporate-

governed and highly profit-orientated in North America (115). Consequently, sport
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included liberation of working class resulting in higher wages and more leisure
time during the era of Fordism between the 1950s and 1960 (116). The combined
purchasing power of both the working class and the other classes gave rise to
profitable sport merchandising (117). Subsequently, collective participation in
physical sport activity and an increased interest in consuming sports through
radio and television raised the economic value of sport and made it attractive for
the state-run health— and leisure policy (116-117). In the third step of Post-
Fordism from the 1960s onwards, sport assets became a further form of
investment as the commodity sport has been interfering with the marketing worlds
of fashion and entertainment (119). Manzenreiter (120) argues that sport has
become a tool for guaranteeing health and fighting adiposity and an anti-aging
method. Manzenreiter (120) calls this amalgamation of living and consuming
sport “economisation of the cultural sphere” (“Durch6konomisierung des
Kulturellen”) and “corporatisation of the individual” (“Korporatisierung des
Individuums”) as the individual invests in his/her living and future by consuming

sport and health goods supplied (120).

Guttmann’s seven criteria of sport (see Guttmann 15-57) define modern sports
and help to differentiate between pre-modern forms of sport from modern sports.
They are a useful tool for analysing Irish dance and help to distinguish different
features of Irish dancing marking it as a sport, and more especially, as a modern

sport, which will be outlined below.

These criteria or features of modern sports are interdependent in terms of their
development and are needed in a system directed at a competitive physical
contest awarding a winner (Guttmann 55). Guttmann describes the
interrelatedness of the criteria as follows:

The modern quest for records is certainly unthinkable in its present form
without quantification. It is also impossible, after a certain point reached
by the untrained body, to achieve new records without specialization and
rationalization. But specialization and rationalization usually imply
bureaucratic organization, without which world championships cannot be
staged nor rules established nor records duly certified. [...] The
specialization, rationalization, and bureaucratization of modern sport also
assume certain kinds of equality of opportunity. [...] Finally, the very
notion of quantified achievement is probably more compatible with the
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standards of a secular system than with one closely oriented to the
transcendent realm of the sacred. (Guttmann 55)

Marschik (30) explains that sports require institutions controlling standardisation,
codification and transnational performance. Guttmann (45) labels the process of
competitive sports leading to the development of organisational structures as the
bureaucratisation of sport. He emphasises this aspect, as bureaucratisation is a

decisive step in the development of modern sports (see Guttmann 45).

The tasks of the hierarchically-structured sport organisation are varied. First, the
organisational bodies are primarily in charge of enacting rules and membership
on a universal and unified level. In addition, they seek to maintain and organise
competitions and the interlinking of regional, national and international

championships, the so-called “ratification of records” (Guttmann 47).

Guttmann states that primitive and ancient sports primarily had a religious
function, which is in contrast to secular modern sports (17). In other words,
ancient sports were necessary to establish a link between people and sacred
rituals and were not a means in itself as they are today. He quotes Carl Diem who
states that “all physical exercises were originally cultic” which means that

primitive sports cannot be seen as linked to modern sports at all (17).

What Guttmann (17) clearly shows is that modern sports have abandoned any
religious use of sacred rituals and have developed into a modern thus secular

phenomenon.

Rationalisation in sports is reflected in the organisation of processes involved and
in the finding of ways to maximise performance. In order to determine the
winners, sports need rules establishing the mechanisms of contests as well as
the choice of the winner (Guttmann 43). In addition, they determine which actions
are to be prohibited and which physical achievements are to be performed and
awarded. Furthermore, rationalisation means the study of physical activity for the
sake of advancing physical achievement, such as the science of physical

ergonomics (43).
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The distinction between primitive and modern sports cannot be assessed on the
basis of presence versus absence of rules but rather on their purpose (49).
Guttmann (40) highlights that anthropologists have challenged the notion of the
noble savage expressed by Rousseau. They claim that primitive cultures were
not characterised by an entire lack of rules and taboos but, in fact, showed a high
degree of restrictions. Thus, Guttmann argues, the distinction of rationalisation
between primitive and modern sports cannot be based on the existence or lack of
rules, but rather on the purpose of these rules. He suggests that the rules of
primitive sports underlined the sacred cult and were not imposed to affect the
game’s mechanics. In modern sports, however, Guttmann explains the purpose
of rules in terms of Max Weber’s “Instrumental Reason” and claims that “the rules
of the game are perceived by us as a means to an end” (40) which is quite the

opposite of the meaning they had in primitive sports.

Specialisation involves several aspects. First, specialisation means the athlete’s
focus on one type of physical contest (Guttmann 36). Second, competitive games
involve the strategic structuring of a team according to positions and roles to fulfil
in order to win (37-38). Third, the goal of meeting ever higher targets in sports
has resulted in a split between the amateur and the professional athletes (39). All
these three phenomena of specialisation have developed as they became
necessary and inevitable for successfully competing in sports by maximising

outcome (39).

Another criterion for distinguishing non-modern from modern sports is equality.
While ordinary games solely played for pleasure involve participation of a group
of players mixed in aspects such as age, height, gender, contests today require
equal standards for contestants’ as far as preconditions and abilities are
concerned, in order to determine the best (Guttmann 26). The meaning of
equality in sports is best outlined by Guttmann who explains: “The second
characteristic of modern sport is equality in two senses of that complex concept;
(1) everyone should, theoretically, have an opportunity to compete; (2) the

conditions of competition should be the same for all contestants.” (ibid.)

Adding a careful “theoretically” in his claim above, Guttmann states that in spite of

the necessary theoretical aspect of equality, sports are characterised by a high
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amount of inequality, especially as everyone should be allowed into contests.
Still, sports have shown exclusion on the basis of class, gender and race or
simply membership (see Guttmann 26-36). On close investigation, inequality in
sports seems inevitable. Guttmann states that the equality of participation and the
equality of results are interlinked insofar as the higher the equality of participation

the more inequality there is in the results (ibid.).

Quantification of modern sports is the desire to put physical activity and its
achievements in synchronically and diachronically comparable numerical order
(47). This means that achievements are counted and determined through time
measurement and detailed statistics (47-78). Guttmann (47) states that “modern
sports are characterized by the almost inevitable tendency to transform every

athletic feat into one that can be quantified and measured”.

According to Guttmann (48) this maxim of quantification is a hint towards the
zeitgeist of modern sports in present-day societies. He comprehensively

comments that:

The statistics of the game are part and parcel of the statistics of modern
society. The Earned Average and the Gross National Product, Yards
Gained Rushing and the Grade Point Average. We live in a world of
numbers. Computers inform us of the successful batter's new average
before he arrives breathlessly at second base, just as computers provide
us with data on the Dow Jones Average and the felony rate in twenty-five
metropolitan areas (Guttmann 48)

Quantification of gymnastic sports has pointed out the problem of inaccurate
measurement. Sports such as gymnastics, ice-skating and dancing are difficult to
quantify, as their execution is primarily assessed on the basis of aesthetics. One
can quantify numbers and heights of jumps, the length of a pitch or the duration
of a racing lap, but to accurately measure the greatness of a skilled figure in ice-
skating is problematic (Guttmann 50-51).

However, Guttmann (50) indicates that there is a demand for quantification, even
with regard to aesthetic performances and he explains the way in which the
problem is being solved. Organisations managing such disciplines have
introduced assessment on the basis of a numeric point system to be used by

judges. Exercise of certain movements is given a pre-set number of points. This
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method of evaluation represents a numeric translation of the partly subjective
aesthetic opinion of the judges into quantifiable measurements, as Guttmann
suggests (50-51).

Due to detailed quantification and statistics, which have become vital for modern
sports, it has become possible to determine both the best athlete of a current
game and the best sport achievement over a longer period of time (Guttmann
51). Guttmann clarifies that the aspiration to attain best achievements, i.e.
records, has been an inevitable result of the process of quantification. Records
provide an opportunity for athletes to diachronically compete with scores of
athletes who exercised their sports earlier in sports history. As a consequence,
ever more records are broken and the record itself steadily approaches the

highest possible degree of human achievement potential (51-52).

Sports whose execution is assessed on the basis of their aesthetic values, can
likewise provide their own history of records. Guttmann (52) suggests that a
certain number of titles won constitute their own realm of records, as do the

recurring numbers of highest-point results.
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4.0 SPORTS AND NATIONALISM IN IRELAND — THE GAELIC
ATHLETIC ASSOCIATION

The question remains why cultural practices such as Irish dance are essential for
nationalism. Irish dancing as a carrier of national identity is important because
nationalism relies on creating a national identity through cultural and social
activities in quotidian life (English: 462). English (462) provides the link between
nationalism and everyday life and states that nationalism “can be [...] culturally
orientated (campaigns for the extension on national language use, for the
establishment of norms of cultural practice), and frequently reflected even in daily

routines and rituals” (462). He continues that:

Shrewd nationalists recognize that national consciousness, cultural practices
and the like must be embedded in daily routines and habits and
assumptions; and so campaigns can revolve around [...] the reinforcing and
reproducing of national consciousness through day-to-day language and
practice: the people and events commemorated in the names of streets,
buildings, stations, airports, [sic] sports [...] and so forth (462).

Summing up, nationalist thinking is bound to manifest itself in cultural practises,
as it needs to be promoted and developed through these in order to be effective

and capable of mobilizing masses of group members (462).

With regard to sport, English demonstrates the importance of cultural practices
(such as Irish dance) for establishing and maintaining a national consciousness.
This does not mean that every development in the recent history of Irish sports
and Irish dance has been motivated by nationalism. However, English succeeds
in portraying the way in which cultural practises can support national interests,

whether deliberately promoted in a nationalist sense or not (see English 462).

Foster (231) explains that the late nineteenth century in Ireland was characterised
by the urge to create a national consciousness suitable for representing a
collective Irish nation. As for the cultural impact, this was achieved through the
influential poetry of William Butler Yeats as well as the creation of the Gaelic
Athletic Association and the Gaelic League (Foster 231). The Gaelic Athletic

Association was founded in 1884 in order to promote Irish sports, whereas the
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Gaelic League (founded in 1893) initially focused on the promotion of the Irish
language before it started to collect and promote Irish dances (Foster 231;
Whelan 17). Foster quotes the military leader Michael Collins who claimed that
“we only succeeded after we had begun to get back our Irish ways [...]” which
Foster considers to be achieved in Yeats’ literary creation of a national canon.
According to James O’Grady, Yeats is ‘the father of the Irish Revival’ (gtd. In
Foster: 231). Not only did the Irish Revival rest on cultural and literary
movements, but was interwoven with political agendas of the Irish Republican

Brotherhood, the Fenians and the Parnellite approach (231).

While the struggle for independence did not rest on mutual consent, the
composition of a national consciousness was envisioned unanimously (31-39).
The Irish nation was seen in close connection to a glorified Gaelic past whose
former glory was to be continued. This vision was “supported by the image of
high kings, saints, and scholars” (Cronin 39). Cultural aspirations such as the
Literary Revival, the Gaelic League and the Gaelic Athletic Association as well as
political nationalism, no matter whether para-military or Irish Republican, all

based their notion of Irishness on this vision (39).

Gebauer, who is cited by Alkemeyer (48) emphasizes that sport has both the
power to include and define an in-group and to distinguish the in-group from a
constructed out-group. As indicated in chapter three, sport can function as a
carrier of lifestyle and identity (Alkmeyer 48-53). As will be outlined below, Irish
sport contains the moment of defining and bestowing itself with identity by linking
the newly constructed version of Irish sports with a nostalgic sense of history (see
Cronin 72). | will subsequently explain that the same mechanism is true for Irish
dancing.

Cronin states that there is an urge to revive Gaelic order in sports by establishing
a historical link between modern Irish Gaelic sports (such as hurling) and the
glorified past (72). With regard to history, Gaelic sports are seen as a
continuation of former Gaelic sports or a direct transformation of these into their
modern equivalents. Cronin criticises the practise of establishing such a historical
connection (74). He explains that there were indeed Gaelic Games before the

eighteenth century, but to exactly “name them hurling and football is difficult” (75).
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Due to historical vagueness, it is not possible to directly compare former Gaelic
sports with the distinctive hurling or Gaelic football which already underwent a

nationalist transformation (39).

Promoting Irishness in the history of Irish sports extends to providing national
icons and legends, as well as the question of origin (73). Cronin indicates the lore
about the origin of Gaelic games revolving around initiation rites symbolising male
transgression from adolescence to manhood (73). Furthermore, Gaelic sports are
symbolised by the mythical figure of Ca Chulainn (who has been a role model for
the Fenians) as the first national sportsman (73). According to popular lores, the
origin of Gaelic sports is said to have taken place at the battle of Moytura and is
credited to the “annual fairy battle of Munster” (Cronin 72). The examples given
highlight the interaction of Irish Gaelic consciousness with history, mythology and

legends.

Cronin’s critique that Gaelic sport is depicted as being connected with ancient
Gaelic practise along with lore and mythology also applies to Irish dancing.
Prominent examples for including myths and lores into the history of Irish dance
are given by the origin of Irish dance and the rigidity of arms in Irish dancing.
Traditional explanations for the rigidity of the upper body have been passed on
orally. They are briefly mentioned in print in the history article section of an Irish
dance wear retailer's homepage (see Why the Straight Arms) highlighting the
popular belief of Irish dancers and teachers in two different myths: The first myth
indicates that dancers from Ireland were brought to the court of queen Elisabeth I.
and - refusing to pay tribute to her majesty - danced with their arms kept rigid as
a sign of resistance (ibid). Another myth states that dancers behind the pub bar or
behind windows would keep their arms and body rigid to prevent the English
police officers from recognising their performance (ibid.). Later this myth was
altered as it was the clergy from whom the dancers were hiding (ibid.). Hall (15)
refers to myths in Irish dancing dealing with rigidity of arms to counteract
opposition to dancing, but he concludes that such myths are treated as jokes and
are not believed. | strictly disagree with this conclusion. The article mentioned
above shows that popular believe regards the counter-hegemonic essence of

those myths as the only valid answer available for addressing questions about
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rigidity of the upper body. Hall fails to see the importance of the fact that certain
myths and developments of Irish dance are consciously linked to national

narratives of resistance against authorities.

Historical vagueness constitutes a problem when doing research on Irish dance
history. The book Irish Dance by Arthur Flynn serves as a prominent example of
historical vagueness. He argues in a section named “Origins of Irish Dance” that
“[almong the earliest influences were the Druids who danced in religious ritual to
the oak and the sun. Traces of their circular dances still survive in the ring dances
of today” (Flynn 13). In his text, Flynn does not provide further explanations for
his argument and does not state any evidence that ritual dances of druids directly
influenced contemporary Irish dancing. His argument seems doubtful and far-
fetched as other authors do not mention such a relation. Earliest sources
mentioning dancing in Ireland date from the middle ages (Brennanl5). The first
reference to rince describing “[a] dance around fires by a slender swift vigorous
group” (Carney qtd. in Brennan 16) dates from 1588 (16). Brennan (15) makes
clear that “references to dancing in Ireland in the years prior to the seventeenth
century are few [...] [and] [e]Jven where the Irish words for dance — rince and
damsah- do occur, it is not possible to glean any information as to the precise

nature of the dance”.

Cronin’s statement (75) that it is not possible to compare modern Irish sports with
traditional equivalents due to nationalist transformation is true for Irish dancing.
Flynn tries to establish a connection between dances of “Celtic” druids and
modern Irish group dances in order to provide a sense of continuity, while
glorifying an imagined past and depicting Celticism as closely belonging to
Irishness. This practice, however, is not history but nationalist story-telling.

Following Cronin’s line of thought it is not possible to use such early sources of
dancing in Ireland for explaining the origins of “the” Irish dancing we know today.
In the first chapter of Further Aspects of the History of Irish Dancing, Cullinane
(17-50), too, investigates the origins of Irish dances and repeatedly warns of the
scarcity of historical sources. Nevertheless, there seems to be an urge to present
an origin and this urge is expressed by Cullinane (17): “[...] [W]e just do not know

at what date the human race first started to dance and we do not know at what
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date the Irish race stated to dance. We can only speculate that it was way back in

prehistoric times and almost certainly pre-Christian times.” (Cullinane 17)

As stated in the introduction, this paper focuses on the 1880s as being the
starting point for research due to a lack of data about Irish dancing prior to the
late nineteenth century. Cronin helps us understand the nationalist transformation
of Irish sports by providing essential background knowledge of the year 1880 (76-
77). He states that after the 1880s, Parnell, the Fenians, the Land League
campaign and the introduction of the nationalist newspaper United Irishman
supported nationalism to be represented by the masses (77). Cronin highlights
the role of the Catholic Church which controlled the “make or break movements”
(Cronin 77).

A vital factor for providing cultural nationalism through sport has been the Gaelic
Athletic Association founded on 1 Nov 1884 in the Hayes Hotel billiard room in
Thurles, Ireland (Cronin 80). Key figure Michael Cusack intended to establish a
cultural nationalism for promoting a political nationalist course of action. This was
an endeavour he clearly stated in a letter to the United Irishman (80). The
Association had broad support with Charles Stuart Parnell, Land Leaguer Michael

Davitt and the Archbishop of Croke as its patrons (80).

Apart from supporting Irish sports, the G.A.A also distinguished Irish sports from
those of other nations, especially Britain, as it tried to exclude the hegemonial
out-group (see Cronin 78). This development reminds us of Gebauer's argument
that sport is a sphere of differentiating policy (gtd. in Alkemeyer 48).

As Cronin (78) suggests, the Gaelic Athletic Association was founded not only to
promote Irish culture, but to oppose British influence in the field of sports (78).
The late nineteenth century withessed a growth of popularity of British sports
such as cricket and soccer. This spread of British sports was seen as
endangering Irish sports. According to Cronin (82), Archbishop Croke
pronounced the fear of an extinction of Irish sports due to British Influence. Other
attempts to save the Irish culture from oblivion was the establishing of sport
organisations such as the National Athletics Sports of Mayo (Foster 224). Foster

(224), like Cronin, highlights the Irish nationalist motivation behind these
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institutions; Foster explains that Irish nationalists “felt the need for a national body
to oversee athletics on a national (and Irish nationalist) basis [and it] was held to
be important that distinctively Irish national sports should not die out and be

eclipsed by their English rivals” (229).

To oppose the British dominance of sports in Ireland, The G.A.A. introduced three
major bans (Cronin 84-85). The first ban of 1885 tied athletes to the association
by allowing them only to compete under the rules of the Association. The second
ban introduced in 1887, later dropped and reintroduced in 1905, stipulated that no
member of the Royal Irish Constabulary was allowed to enter the Association.
The third major ban, introduced in 1905, stated that “persons who play rugby,
soccer, hockey, cricket or any imported games shall be suspended for two years

from date of playing such games” (qtd. in Cronin 84).

Cronin (84-85) suggests that the bans were not introduced as a political act, but
to secure the Association’s future in the first place. It is Cronin who explains that
the bans have to be seen in a wider context beyond the structure of sports, as the
introduction of restricting rules and membership was required to “ensure the
success of the GAA as a sporting body” (Cronin 84). The banning was to “ensure
standardisation [...] and is part of the broad Victorian standardisation of most

sports at the time” (84).

| deem it necessary to emphasise Cronin’s argument (84), that Irish sports, in
spite of trying to oppose and contrast British sports, incorporated the British
sports model involving standardisation and quantification. The spheres of defining
and distinguishing with regard to sports are therefore not to be considered as
being clear cut. First, the introduction of the Victorian sports model into Irish
sports is based on the desire to present Irish sports that are not to be seen
inferior to British sports in terms of efficiency, codification, and rationalisation.
Second, standardisation and quantification, according to Marschik (23), were the
new trends in sport emanating from Britain and taking ground in all of Europe
preceded by the maxim of “faster, higher, stronger” (23). In adopting the Victorian
sports model, Ireland followed the general trend in Europe towards modern sports
proving the actual lack of independence of Irish sports in spite of the nationalists’

desire to design it as closed world.
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Cronin points towards a disagreement among scholars as to what extent the
Gaelic Athletic Association was politically motivated and structured and to what
extent it was “only a sporting movement” (Cronin 85). Regarding the fact that the
bans of 1885 and 1905 prevented athletes from joining organisations and sports
other than those of the Association, Cronin’s argument of a primarily sports-
connected concern seems not highly convincing at first glance. But rather than
denying a political complexity of the Gaelic Athletic Association, Cronin wants to
indicate that its political role was exaggerated. He states that scholars are too
pre-occupied with describing the Gaelic Athletic Association in political lines, thus
neglecting the cultural impact it had (92). An authentic description of its political
influence is bound to involve the inner circles of the Irish Republican Army.
Cronin highlights that due to Parnell’s influence, it was not the Catholic Church
but the Irish Republican Army that came to control the majority within the G.A.A.
(86). According to Cronin (89), the IRA’s description of the Association’s role,
implies that the political importance of this institution was exaggerated in order to
make use of it in the war of independence. He also points out that initially the
heads of the Association strongly opposed to be seen as primarily politically
engaged, whereas later they adhered to its political connection for the national
prestige this point of view provided (85-87).

Nevertheless, The Gaelic Athletic Association became a national symbol and
model of a New Ireland (Cronin 90; English 359). Cronin states that the
Association’s importance and influence was rising as it became the most
important organisation next to the Catholic Church and the state (Cronin 89). In
the 1920s it was accepted as a national symbol representing an Irish Free State
(89). Not only was it a symbol but also a model for an Irish state, as the dream of
a nationalist and independent Ireland seemed to be materialising (English 359).
English explains that:

The Gaelic Athletic Association indeed offered a kind of sublimated republic:
it was an all-Ireland organisation, basically Catholic and, of course, proudly
and distinctively Gaelic. A counterlife, linking locality to nation and [...]
recreation. (English 359)
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Cronin (90) presents an argument focusing on the symbolic quality of the physical
activity in Irish sports under the auspices of the Gaelic Athletic Association.
Cronin states that Irish symbolism does not end with the Gaelic Athletic
Association as an institution representing Irish culture as such. Cronin regards

“sporting physical fithness as a route to securing national self-determination” (90).

This, in turn, can be linked to the theory of the symbolic value the physically
active body presented in section 3.1. Symbolism of Irish sports extends from the
sport as being labelled Irish to the physical activity itself, as the training of the
body provides a method of actively building up Irish national culture through
performance (see Gebauer gtd. in Alkemeyer 48). Thus, performing physical
strength means performing “national strength” (Cronin 90).

Just as Gaelic sports represent Irish national strength, other European countries
express their national identities through sports using the symbolism connected to
it. As shown above, the bourgeoisie in Germany used sports to express moral
superiority in the nineteenth century and physical exercise was practised in the
style of military training symbolising unity and strength (see Alkemeyer 48-53). In
Vienna, workmen sports were undergoing a similar process. Initially forbidden to
engage in sports, (Stecewics qtd. in Marschik 32) workers started to organise
their own sport gatherings on grassland and public places in 1900. These were
initiated by factory owners who saw sports as a method of maintaining physical
strength of labour. Excluded from middle-class sports, the first Labour
Associations emerged in the second half of the nineteenth century promoting
labour sports with the distinctive aim to create the "New Man” symbolising

solidarity and activism (32).

Cronin (51) investigates how nationalism is presented and reproduced in sports
and tries to understand and express its multi-dimensional complexity as a carrier
of meaning and vessel for performing identity (51). He claims that sport is part of
the popular culture. He says it is “a forum of ideals” and cites Horkheimer who

explains that sport is “a world of its own” where identity is performed (51).

Cronin states that the complexity of the relation between nationalism and sport

stems from the fact that the relation is “multilayered and multifaceted” (56).
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Nationalism in sport is built up and maintained by a variety of different agents
such as athlete, spectator, organisation, media, and individual (55). Furthermore,
nationalism can create or just display current notions of a variety of nationalisms.
Political, Cultural, historical and individual nationalisms are interrelated in a
complex way and simultaneously carried and expressed by the different agents
involved. Nationalism performed in sports can appear as both an inclusive
unifying force and an excluding separating force. These effects can last only for
the duration of a game/sport event or as long as a team/athlete remains
successful. Finally performing identity can involve ‘real’ nationalism tied on real
objects such as flags, team uniforms, athlete’s body or can be ‘imagined’ as
symbolised by values, conduct, or just the inclusive “we” the athlete represents
(55-56).
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5.0 IRISH DANCE AS NATIONALIST ALIGNMENT

The following section of the thesis deals with the analysis of Irish dance as
promoting Irish identity in the nineteenth century with the Gaelic League
attempting to find a representative example of Irishness in Irish dancing. As will
be outlined below, the Gaelic League’s support of Irish dance constitutes the
transformation of Irish dance under the terms of nationalism prior to its

transformation into a sport.

5.1 THE DANCE MASTER — A NATIONAL ICON?

In order to understand the individual development stages leading to Irish dancing
under the aegis of the Gaelic League, the travelling dance master’s stylistic and
wide-spread influence on Irish dancing during the nineteenth and early twentieth
century has to be taken into account, as the institution of the dance teacher has

been shaping the nature of Irish dance to this day (Hall 49).

The dance masters (Cullinane 1999: 35) were travelling dance teachers who
taught their skills to pupils among rural communities from the eighteenth century
to the beginning of the nineteenth century. (Cullinane 1999: 33). According to
Arthur Young’s (qtd. In Cullinane 1999: 33) description from 1779, these dance
masters were often accompanied by musicians who provided the music needed
for the dancing lessons. The master and musician stayed in an area for a pre-set
duration (commonly six weeks) teaching locals, whereupon they moved to the
next area. Frequently, the pupils used the steps acquired at a ‘benefit night’ to
entertain the local community and their parents, who paid the dance master and
the musician (33). Carleton, the author of The Dancing Master, written in 1835,
(gtd. In Cullinane 1999: 35) agrees with Young's description of the journeywork of
dance masters but differs by mentioning that he (in Cullinane’s words) “himself

usually supplied the music” (36). Being highly respected in the nineteenth century
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the dance master wanted to be regarded as a gentleman as he, “considered
himself to be a gentleman and conducted himself accordingly” (35). It is quite
remarkable that Young, writing in the eighteenth century, highlights the teaching
of children, whereas Cullinane points out the fact that dancing during the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century was primarily performed by adults (44).

Upon closer examination, Arthur Young’s description includes two interesting
facts characterising Irish dancing in the eighteenth century, and stresses the
importance of Irish dance with regard to the Irish sense of community. In the first
place, Irish dance was largely performed by the poor population; second, Irish
dance teachers were key figures in the education of Irish Catholics during the
penal laws. Dance masters could be seen as being associated with the ‘plain
people of Ireland’ as Cullinane (1999: 33-34) quotes Arthur Young to express the
rural character of the master’s journeywork when mentioning that the dancing
was particularly popular with the poor. Another link between dance masters and
Irish Catholic peasants was their involvement with so-called ‘hedge schools’ (39).
In the first half of the eighteenth century, the penal laws did not permit education
for Irish Catholics. These hedge schools secretly employed dance teachers and
provided certain kinds of teaching. Dance masters “either carried out the
profession of teaching dancing alone or else combined with other trades”
(Cullinane 1999: 34) and as a consequence of hedge schools the dance masters

“taught skills such as deportment and fencing as well as Irish dancing” (34).

The impression is conveyed that the dance master was generally a dance
teacher by profession teaching other trades and crafts at the same time. While
this was true, the opposite was true as well. Culliane (1999: 34) points out that
some were professional teachers, but “for example, some Cork dancing teachers
were in fact plasterers by trade and they followed the available work around and
very often taught dancing where ever they happened to be working” (Cullinane
1999: 34).

This shows the cultural importance of the dance teacher and his teaching as well
as his integration in Irish culture. The figure of the dance master represents
gentlemanly qualities, basic learning and tendencies opposed to British-

predominance.
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Cullinane (1999:33) and Whelan (14) show that the dance teacher’s
achievements included the creation of various dances including the advancement
of the step dance, the further spreading of these newly created forms and a first
basic standardisation. Cullinane (33) suggests that these travelling dance
teachers were responsible for the evolution of the step dance in Irish dancing. In
line with their creative output, those teachers introduced a basic standardisation
of styles and step sequences as their quality was also assessed on the basis of

their ability to create new step choreographies (34).

Cullinane (1999:37) indicates early contests and points out that, when they met,
dance masters often competed with each other at fairs or sport events. The
winner was declared on the basis of the number of steps he could perform, not
the quality of their execution. Thus, the masters were keen on constantly
composing more steps (37). The contest had economic purposes and was used
to settle area infringements as the unsuccessful teacher often was withdrawn the

right to teach in a specific part of the area (37).

The early reference to contests between dance masters proves to be highly
interesting. The fact that dance teachers engaged in rivalling dance contests
shows that early Irish dancing already disposed of enough diversity and potential
to provide the differentiation needed to evaluate the winner. However, those early
contests were not yet sports as they were spontaneous in character and lacked
unified rules and organisations. For their definition as modern sports they would
need to show tendencies towards codification and unification so important to

modern sports as defined by Guttmann.

Cullinane (1999: 37) places emphasis on the importance of the dance masters’
work in the Irish counties Cork, Kerry and Limerick. By mainly teaching in these
areas, they helped increase the significance of the three counties as important
centres for early Irish dancing at the beginning of the nineteenth century (37). As
one dance master claimed a particular area of up to 20 miles (36) for his
profession with a high number of pupils and future masters to teach, Irish dance
forms and particular steps appear highly homogenous (34-35).
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The development towards early regional dance styles in Irish dancing points to
standardisation. This development can be assessed as an important step in Irish
dancing as regional styles precede national and superregional standardisation in
sports. Irish dance, however, was far from being sport in the beginning of the
nineteenth century due to a lack of any codification and rationalisation.

As | see, it, the findings of Cullinane’s research make it clear that apart from the
highly—valued creation of new steps and different techniques, any form of
standardisation and homogeneity was a side effect of the teacher’s wide
influence and not an interest in standardisation as seen in nineteenth and

twentieth century modern sport and modern Irish competition dancing.

It may be of some interest that although not much is known about the
development of the step dance by the dance masters, they are still provided with
a national code. To summarize, Young and Cullinane describe it as follows: The
dance masters were deeply involved with countering hegemony through hedge
schools, considering themselves as gentlemen or higher Irish genteel, as they
taught Irish dancing in rural areas to the catholic ‘plain Irish people’. | deem it
important to investigate how the dance masters are depicted by the authors
mentioned. Describing the dance masters as hedge school teachers displays
them as anti-British icons, providing education to the rural catholic population
which had no right for education under Protestant administration. Thus, the three
key factors defining the situation in the late nineteenth century in Ireland are
expressed by the land question, the importance of Catholicism for the nationalist
struggle and the emancipation from hegemonial oppression. Due to a lack of
detailed descriptions by the above-mentioned authors it is indeed difficult to say,
whether the situation of the dance masters is an actual fact or just another feature
of made-up Irishness. Defining the era of the dance masters as a historical
development is not within the scope of my thesis, as the sources required are
clearly lacking. What is important, however, is the fact that the dance masters are
portrayed as a cornerstone of Irish dancing and as figures defining the nationalist
qualities of Irish dancing. Furthermore, they represent the local Irish folk dance
culture which appears to be yet free from both the direct nationalist intervention

by the Gaelic League and a development towards global sports, thus serving as a
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starting point for the nationalist movement of Irish dance which will be dealt with

in the next section.

5.2 THE GAELIC LEAGUE—- IRISH DANCE AS CARRIER OF NATIONALIST IDENTITY

The dance masters were renowned for performing and spreading Irish dancing up
to the 1950’s. The Gaelic League, however, was the first organisation to use Irish
dancing for spreading their vision of Irishness, by strongly relying on the work of
the dance masters. It was also claimed to be the first organisation to officially

control and support Irish dancing (see Hall 23; 49-50).

English (455) points out that the driving notion behind the creation of the Gaelic
League and the reason for their interest in Irish dancing was a rising concern
among members of the League for losing the Irish language and culture. In order
to counter decline they revived and preserved the Irish language through
establishing and organising clubs and official bodies for its support, such as the
Gaelic League (English 227). Countering language decline began with the
introduction of the Society for the Preservation of Irish Language (founded 1877)
and later the Gaelic League led by Douglas Hyde, who later became the first
president of the Republic of Ireland (227). The fear of language decline was
justified. English (227) states that by 1800, half of the Irish population spoke
Gaelic Irish, by 1950 five percent spoke Gaelic Irish and by 1900 there remained
only one percent of Irish speakers (227).

English stresses the link between language commitment and the supportive role
of social events to add a cultural touch to the League’s efforts. English points out
that:

The League ran language classes and social events (as so often in
nationalism, the social dimension swiftly became an important part of a
movement’s appeal) and it hoped to revive Irish, (227) [...] [T]he absorption
of linguistic revivalism into Irish nationalist enthusiasm is the key point (228).
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A milestone in the development of Irish dancing under the control of the Gaelic
League was the first official Irish “ceili” evening in the Bloomsbury Hall in London
on Saturday, 30 October 1897 (Brennan 30), held by the Gaelic League to
provide entertainment and a base for allowing Irish culture to prosper. Here, ceili
does not only refer to the kind of group dance performed, but also to the event
itself. The ceili event is a non-competitive dance event where people assemble to
be in company with each other, to party and dance. Cullinane (1999: 18) cites
Gaelic League representative Fionan Mc Coluim, who after attending this ceili
event of 1897 explains that the dancing involved trained dancers, but most of the
dancing was performed by non- trained laypeople. The musicians were piper
Tomas O Garrachain from Birmingham and pianist Dr. Annie Patterson from Cork

alongside others not named by Mc Coluim.
Brennan (30) describes the outline of the first Gaelic League ceili in London:

Amongst the invited guests were a group of Scottish dancers and singers
and some Welsh singers, who performed on stage. The dance programme
proved a problem. The majority of the Gaelic League members in London
were white-collar workers — journalists, doctors and civil servants — and
according to Mac Coluim’s account, their knowledge of Irish dance was
limited. Most, however knew the basic form of the double jig danced in
couples with a row of men facing a row of women: all move around the room
for 8 bars, then dance for 8 bars opposite partner, change places, dance
new step, change back to place, and so on. The only other dances known to
the company were the quadrilles and waltz, which were performed by
“Fitzgerald’s Band” to Irish airs in honour of the occasion. (Brennan 30).

The fact that the social context provided by Irish dancing could be advantageous
for the Gaelic League was discovered rather incidentally when Gaelic Leaguers
visited an Irish dance evening in London (Cullinane 1999: 17). This first official
ceili event in London was inspired by a Scottish ceili event in London including
two group dances with Irish titles into the event’s repertoire (the dances were
called Rory O Mor and The Priest in his Boots). After attending the Scottish ceili
events, Fionan Mac Coluim suggested to the Gaelic League in London to work on
an lIrish ceili to celebrate the November Irish Festival, which finally resulted in the
Bloomsbury Hall event presented above (17). The London Gaelic Leaguer’s

interest in initiating an Irish ceili event was seen as necessary. Brennan (29)
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states that “whilst their Irish language classes were operating successfully, they
were keenly aware of the lack of social dimension to their activities, particularly

when they attended some lively Scots céilithé in London” (Brennan 29).

In my view it is necessary to stress that Irish dancing withessed at the Scots ceili
in London was more than just a social dimension the League members felt amiss.
It was living identity — it was, according to Marschik, (28) identification written into
the physically active body itself. The dancing was yet not sport, not driven by
nationalistic feelings, but rather spontaneous folk dance including set dances and
guadrilles, and co-existing with Scottish and Welsh folk culture. This, as will be

explained below, should change drastically with a ‘purification’ of Irish dance.

The Bloomsbury Hall ceili was just the beginning of a series of popular ceili
events organised by the Gaelic League in Ireland and London (Cullinane 1999:
18) Brennan'’s description of the Bloomsbury Hall ceili includes a line that became
decisive for the Gaelic League’s approach to Irish dancing. It said that “The
dance programme proved a problem [and] according to Mac Coluim’s account,
their knowledge of Irish dance was limited.” (Brennan 30). To remedy the problem
of their scarce knowledge concerning Irish dance, the London Gaelic League
started journeys to Ireland to expand their knowledge. Dr. Partick Reidy, who
originally came from Kerry and was a dancing master there, was asked to hold
the first dancing lesson organised by the League in which ceili dances were
taught (Brennan 30). A variety of dances of both ceili and later even step dance
sequences were constantly supplied and extended by dance teachers from
Ireland. The Irish county Kerry was of special importance in terms of dances as

17 out of 26 dances performed came from the county Kerry (Cullinane 1999: 20).

The gradual accumulation of knowledge on Irish dancing by the London Gaelic
League branch was the impetus for the League to extend their teaching
programme by including dancing classes. As the social dimension the London
Gaelic League was seeking was provided by the dancing, pupils of Irish language
classes were taught newly acquired dances by the Gaelic League organisers
(Brennan 31). The dance material was provided by the dance masters on the

basis of both the traditional values which the teachers of the Gaelic League



46

individually passed on to their language students, and Irish dance tuition partly

provided by Gaelic League officials (Cullinane 1999: 20).

It is indeed noteworthy, that the new dance tuition was partly taught by G.L.
language teachers, laypeople to the field of dancing. Irish dancing was informal,
and locally and orally transmitted. Onlookers and visitors of dancing events could
take part in informal Irish dancing. There was no distinct boundary between the
role of dancer and spectator, or teacher and dancer. There was no governing
institution deciding which form of dancing was permitted or not or who was to be
permitted to teach. Thus, if Gaelic League language teachers decided to
introduce dancing to their classes, it was a welcome addition to their lessons.
There are no sources mentioning any opposition towards the incorporation of

dancing into the Irish language class setting.

In the late 19™ century, another organisation was active in collecting and
supporting Irish dancing similar to the League, namely the Cork Pipers Club
founded in March 1898. The Club, which had a major influence on Irish dancing
in Cork, was initiated by John Smithwick Wayland, who promoted Irish dancing
without being a dancer himself (Cullinane 1999 85). Similar to the ceili events
held by the Gaelic League, the Cork Pipers Club was involved in collecting and
performing Irish dance with resident Cork dance masters functioning as primary
reference for dances. In addition to the Cork Pipers Club’s own dance master,
teachers from other areas as well as retired teachers were heartily invited to
show and exchange their steps (86). The example of the Cork Pipers Club
indicates the extent to which a raised interest in Irish dancing led to a rapid
accumulation of steps and varieties of dances. This knowledge was spreading
from Cork to other regions such as Dublin or Ulster from where teachers came in

order to learn the Cork steps (86).

Following the lines of thought suggested above it becomes clear that the dance
masters greatly determined both the Irish dances prevailing in the Gaelic League
and the Cork Pipers Club and the newly gained significance of the counties Kerry,
Cork, and Limerick styles. Cork can be regarded as another centre of collecting

and spreading Irish dancing (Cullinane 1999:20). Together they subsequently
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exerted a dominating influence on unifying Irish dancing and establishing its

predominance in Ireland (Brennan 58).

Both the Gaelic League and the C.P.C supported and collected Irish dances. |
clearly see the difference between the organisations Cork Pipers Club and the
Gaelic League is shown in the fact that the Gaelic League’s interests were not
restricted to the support of Irish dancing for its own sake but included clearly
nationalistically motivated reasons. The C.P.C centred on supporting the Irish
dance community without showing any tendencies of taking control of the dance
community. The Gaelic League, however, started to support Irish dance in a
prescriptive way. Their urge of controlling Irish dancing can be seen as
corresponding with the notion of establishing Irish culture through dancing to
repel British cultural hegemony (Hall 29). The next chapter will explain how
repelling British culture through Irish sports and dance took form within the G.A.A

and Gaelic League.

5.3 PRESERVING AND REVIVING IRELAND — PURIFYING IRISH DANCE

In order to understand why the Gaelic League was so keenly interested in Irish
dancing and sought to use it as an instrument to ‘ignite’ Irishness and oppose
Britishness, one has to bear in mind that it appears that opposition to British
hegemony followed the pattern of the Gaelic Athletic Association’s campaign of
countering British influence in terms of culture by providing an ‘Irish’ equivalent
(Hall 29).

In fact, each cultural influence perceived as British influence was countered by
providing a “Gaelic” equivalent (Kilberd gtd. in Hall 29). Kilberd (qtd. in Hall)
provides a list structured in binary pairs demonstrating the process of counter

culture.
English language - Irish language

English law — Brehon law
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Parliament- Dail
Prime Minister — Taoiseach
Soccer — Gaelic football
Hockey — Hurling
Trousers — Kilt

Hall (29) quote