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Summary

By the mid-twentieth century missionary activity to ‘pagan’ countries had become an
integral feature of Irish Catholic culture. In 1955 over 4,500 nuns and priests were
estimated to be working abroad endeavouring to ‘win souls’ for Catholicism. Despite
the country’s poor economic performance, each year thousands of pounds left Irish
shores with the aim of ‘saving’ ‘pagans’ and ‘black babies’. This thesis provides a
comprehensive analysis of this overlooked cultural phenomenon from the domestic
perspective. It accounts for Catholic Ireland’s seemingly unparalleled embrace of ‘the
missions’ across the first decades of independence and the sudden rejection of the
phenomenon in the 1960s. Reliant on the public for vocations and donations, missionary
congregations operated symbiotic relationships with both their individual supporters

and wider society. This thesis explores these relationships during the growth, zenith and
rapid decline of the modern Irish Catholic missionary movement. Using comparative
analysis with French and wider western experiences of nineteenth and twentieth-century
missionary expansion, this thesis moves away from neat narratives of exceptionalism to

place the Irish experience in its wider context.

The primary means through which the missionary movement created and harnessed
mass enthusiasm, chapters one and two focus on the Irish Catholic missionary
magazine. Chapter one deals with the establishment and growth of this genre. Chapter
two concentrates on its subsequent boom and decline. Chapter three then explores other
forms of popular engagement with the missionary cause, analysing how ‘the missions’
became a near-ubiquitous feature of life in newly independent Catholic Ireland. Finally,
chapter four examines the relationship between the Catholic missionary movement and
the Irish state, probing ideas of a ‘spiritual empire’ and the importance of the Biafran

War in confirming the decline of the missionary phenomenon.

Utilising a broad range of archival sources and published periodical material, this thesis
asserts the place of ‘the missions’ in the twentieth-century Catholic Ireland. It explores
the hitherto unrecognised scale of popular engagement with the phenomenon and its
role in creating the ‘traditional’ Irish Catholic culture which flourished between
independence and the Second Vatican Council. It argues that popular support for the

cause was not simply motivated by the desire to ‘save souls’ but also encompassed a



much wider range of cultural, social, political and economic factors. Moving beyond the
historiographical preoccupation with Church-state relations, this thesis demonstrates the
centrality of routine experiences such as reading a missionary magazine, going to see a

mission-themed film or dropping a coin into a missionary collection box in creating this

‘traditional’ Catholic Ireland.

Challenging notions of Irish insularity, this thesis argues that the embrace of
‘traditional’ Irish Catholicism did not automatically equate to an isolationist Ireland.
Recovering a nation very much in step with the world around it, it demonstrates the
substantial crossover between the Irish Catholic experience of ‘the missions’ and that of
other western nations. Refracted through the missionary prism, the Irish laity became
increasingly familiar with a vision of the world in which they had both a role and sense
of agency. This was not a one-dimensional worldview simply concerned with the
relationship between the Irish Catholic and the ‘pagan’ other, but also positioned

Ireland as a key player in a much broader global system that was ultimately predicated

on conceptualisations of race.

This thesis establishes the integral role ‘the missions’ played in creating Irish Catholic
identity in the twentieth century. It illuminates the complexities, nuances and
contradictions of popular engagement with the missions that was simultaneously
distinct yet not quite as exceptional as often contended. Finding the success of Ireland’s
Catholic missionary movement to be in part facilitated by the rivalries created between
the numerous individual missionary congregations, it offers a nuanced reading of a

Catholic Church that was not and is not a monolithic entity.
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Introduction

In the summer of 1996, with the Atlanta Olympics serving as a time marker, my
recently turned six-year-old self, two sisters and parents set off from Dublin on our
annual expedition to Galway. In retrospect a very pre-Celtic tiger take on the family
holiday, we were to spend one week in the same house that we stayed in every year,
situated just a short walk away from the Salthill promenade. The house, necessarily
large, not only had to accommodate our direct family but also required enough room to
house our usual entourage of holiday companions made up of my maternal grandparents
and four of my grandmother’s nine siblings, three of whom were religious sisters and
one a priest. In addition to all the customary thrills of trips to the amusement arcades,
paddling in the Atlantic and impromptu Masses said by my great-uncle from behind a
makeshift altar in the living room, 1996 promised an extra layer of excitement. Phyllis,
the final of my grandmother’s siblings to have entered religious life, was to join the
gathering mid-way through the week. Often referred to as a matter of course within the
family, neither myself nor my sisters had ever actually met this mysterious figure. All
questions on the subject of Phyllis were answered with a variation of the same refrain;
she was another of the family nuns and she ‘helped Africans’ on ‘the missions’ in
Kenya. The arrival of Phyllis herself did little to illuminate matters. Whilst more than
happy to describe to us differences between life in Kenya and Ireland on topics such as
weather, clothing and food, what exactly she did there and why she lived there remined
unclear. Phyllis did explain that she had been on ‘the missions’ in Kenya for more than
twenty years and that after her holiday she would be returning there. Over the course of
the few short days of our interactions, the sense of mystery surrounding Phyllis largely
disappeared. Having put a face to the name, myself and my sisters passively imbibed

the simple line that Phyllis worked on ‘the missions’ in Kenya.

Whilst aware of this familial missionary connection since childhood, after embarking on
this thesis it soon transpired that two other members of our holiday entourage had also
spent a number of years on ‘the missions’ in the 1970s. Probing the subject on my
father’s side revealed yet another link to the cause. A great-uncle, long since married
and living in England, had set out on a similar path. In the late 1950s, he was accepted
to the Holy Ghost’s missionary seminary in Kimmage, Dublin, on the proviso that he

could come up with the required fees. Unable to fund his own way, my grandparents



sold their piano to secure his place. He never completed his studies. This is not an
attempt to prove my own family’s unique missionary credentials. Far from it. As
revealed during the countless casual conversations sparked by the topic of this research,
such links to ‘the missions’ remain commonplace in Ireland. Once prompted many
recall an aunt, great-uncle, cousin etc., who had given at least part of their life to the
missionary cause. Specifics, however, are often thin on the ground. Even for those
reasonably well acquainted with the relative in question, the country in which they
laboured is the extent of many people’s knowledge. Cursory explanations along the
lines of that used to describe Phyllis’s whereabouts are often deemed to suffice. A
product of the once near ubiquitous nature of the concept of ‘the missions’ in Ireland,
for much of the twentieth century no further detail was seemingly required. Such was
the cultural potency of the missionary phenomenon, an entire web of meaning,
motivation and action could be encapsulated in the concise phrase. Practically all knew
or at least were presumed to know what it meant. A major influence on life in twentieth-
century Ireland of hitherto unrecognised magnitude, this thesis explores domestic

experience of the modern Irish Catholic iteration of ‘the missions’.

Predicated on the biblical command ‘Go you therefore, and teach all nations, baptising
them in the name of the Father, Son and the Holy Ghost’, the missionary imperative has
always been a central tenet of the Christian religion. From the earliest origins of the
faith through to the modern day, all efforts at Christian expansion may be designated as
missionary activity. The Christian missionary impulse has had a profound impact on
shaping the course of human history. Whilst always anchored by the will to expand the
reach of the faith, no one cohesive movement can be credited with making Christianity
a global religion. A complex, spasmodic and nuanced process, this missionary history is
commonly divided into distinct epochal stages including the Christianisation of Europe
of late antiquity, the crusades of the medieval period and the missionary aspect of the
Age of Discovery.1 This thesis focuses on what is routinely referred to as the modern
Christian missionary movement. As is often the case with dating epochs, the exact
starting point of this movement is debateable. It is, however, generally accepted that the
1790s mark the start date of the modern missionary phenomenon that would continue to

flourish into the second half of the twentieth century. Characterised by the desire to

1 For an overview of this periodisation see Stephen Neill, A history of Christian missions (London, 1964;
2nd edn.., London, 1991).



convert the ‘heathens’ of the extra-European world, during the final decade of the
eighteenth century British Protestants founded three institutions for that specific
purpose.2 Lagging behind their Protestant counterparts, France led the way in
stimulating renewed Catholic interest in missions to ‘heathendom’. Although certainly
influenced by the successes of their Protestant counterparts, the emergence of the
Catholic arm of the modern missionary movement was not simply a countermove
designed to trump the efforts of their ‘separated brethren’. Born in a France still reeling
from the shock of revolutionary upheaval, it was simultaneously shaped by its own
specific religious and political context. Beginning in 1822 with the foundation of the
Association for the Propagation of the Faith (APF) in Lyon, an organisation that would
quickly come to wield major influence on the Catholic missionary landscape, numerous
institutions dedicated to the cause emerged in the decades that followed.s Unlike
previous incarnations of the missionary impulse which relied heavily on the patronage
of the monarchy and elite, the modern phenomenon was a thoroughly populist
movement. Dependent on the masses to provide the missionary sending bodies’ two
greatest requirements — donations and vocations —as momentum grew, engagement
with the ‘pagan’ missionary bodies became an increasingly common feature of the
western Christian experience. Reflecting the mass embrace of the cause, by the close of
the nineteenth century both the Protestant and Catholic branches of the modern
Christian missionary movement were firmly established. An increasingly international
phenomenon, by this time both had expanded their support bases far beyond their land

of origin.4

As explored in chapter one, the concept of ‘pagan’ missions roused little support
amongst Irish Catholics in the nineteenth century. Whilst a handful of French
missionary bodies made tentative inroads with some sectors of society, overall Irish

contributions to the cause were comparatively insignificant.s However, the twentieth

2 Andrew Porter, ‘Religion, missionary enthusiasm and empire’ in Porter (ed.), The Oxford history of the
British Empire: volume iii: the nineteenth century (Oxford, 1999), pp 222-8; Porter, ‘An overview, 1700-
1914’ in Porter (ed.), The Oxford history of the British Empire, p. 46; Claude Prudhomme, Missions
chrétiennes et colonisation: xvie-xxe siécle (Paris, 2004), p. 65.

3 J. P. Daughton, An empire divided: religion, republicanism, and the making of French colonialism,
1800-1914 (Oxford, 2006), pp 33-8.

4 Prudhomme, ‘Les missions chrétiennes dans les sociétés colonials’ in Dominique Barjot and Jacques
Frémeaux (eds), Les sociétés coloniale d I’dge des empires: des années 1850 aux années 1950 (Paris,
2012), p. 290.

5 Edmund Hogan, The Irish missionary movement: a historical survey, 1830-1980 (Dublin, 1990), p. 55.



century witnessed a dramatic shift in this regard. Between the late 1910s and the late
1960s the numbers of Irish Catholics working on the ‘pagan’ mission fields surged. By
the mid-1950s it was routinely reported that Ireland had, per capita, more Catholic
missionaries working on the ‘pagan’ missions than any other nation.s In 1955 one
source estimated that there were 2,162 Irish priests, 2,220 Irish nuns and 479 Irish
brothers endeavouring to convert ‘pagans’.7 By way of comparison, a similar roundup
of figures given the following year indicated that in terms of priests engaged in the
‘pagan’ missionary work, France topped the leader board with a figure of 3,395.
Belgium and the Netherlands were the only other countries to outdo Ireland on this front
with figures of 2,289 and 2,229 respectively.s By 1961 it was reported that Irish men
accounted for a total of ten percent of all Catholic priests working on the ‘pagan’
missions and Irish women were said to make up 10.6 percent of the entire Catholic
‘pagan’ missionary Sister workforce. Religious brothers, a comparative rarity in
Catholic Ireland, accounted for four percent of the total of their kind working in the
same field.s In the context of Ireland’s falling population, which for much of the period
in question failed to breach the three million mark, this contribution to the modern
missionary movement is all the more staggering.io Although latecomers to the ‘pagan’
missionary scene, the intensity with which Irish Catholics embraced the cause in the
twentieth century saw Ireland becoming a significant player on the modern global

missionary landscape.

Whilst on one level the thousands of Irish men and women who left Irish shores to
convert ‘pagandom’ remain at the heart of this study, they are not its primary focus.
Concerned with ‘the missions’ from the domestic perspective, this thesis instead
explores the ‘home’ environment which ultimately made these departures possible.
Reliant on the masses to both fund and man these endeavours, there is a clear
correlation between the numbers of missionaries actually on the field and the level of
domestic popular backing. The upsurge in missionaries reflected the upsurge in mass

enthusiasm for the cause. Thus, between the late 1910s and the early 1960s the concept

6 See, for example, Irish Independent, 13 Jan. 1956.

7 Irish Independent, 8 Jan. 1955.

g Irish Independent, 13 Jan. 1956.

9 Sunday Independent, 18 Jun. 1961.

10 John Fitzgerald, ‘Irish demography since 1740’ in Eugenio F. Biagini and Mary E. Daly (eds), The
Cambridge social history of modern Ireland, p. 12.



of the ‘pagan’ missions became an increasingly potent force within Irish Catholic
culture. Once sparked, popular Irish missionary zeal gathered rapid momentum. By the
outbreak of the Second World War, ‘the missions’ had not only become a routine facet
of the Irish Catholic experience but had also been established as a cornerstone of Irish
Catholic identity. In the context of the economic failings of the newly independent
Ireland, the nation’s growing missionary output provided a much welcome success
story. Echoing the narratives generated from within the movement, leaders of both
Church and state routinely trumpeted ‘the missions’ as a source of collective pride.
Although lacking in material riches, ‘the wonderful Mission-minded people in Dear old
Ireland’ could take heart in their nation’s spiritual prowess.11 Deemed the ultimate proof
of the nation’s loudly proclaimed Catholic credentials, Catholic missionaries were
portrayed as Ireland’s gift to the world. The missionary prism became a key lens
through which vast swathes of the Irish public interpreted the world around them and

their place within it.

The mid-1960s marked the end of this golden age. Profoundly affected by the sweeping
cultural shifts of that era, the Irish missionary movement was knocked from its
pedestal.12 In a post-Vatican Il world, the very concept of ‘the missions’ quite suddenly
seemed archaic. Despite concerted efforts to rebrand and modernise, the movement
would never again regain its previous momentum. The once booming chorus of public
adulation rapidly quietened. Popular opinion quickly came to view the emergent NGO
sector as the new authority on overseas aid giving. Considered far more enlightened and
relevant in the postcolonial world, ‘the missions’ struggled to compete. The vast
missionary infrastructure that had been built up over the previous five decades did not,
however, simply disappear overnight. Charting the rise, boom and subsequent decline of
the modern Irish Catholic missionary movement this thesis asks both how and why
Ireland embraced ‘the missions’ with a seemingly unparalleled gusto. It asks why this
missionary golden age came to such an abrupt end and it considers what became of the

movement in this immediate post-boom era.

11 The Kerryman, 13 Jul. 1963.
12 On wider cultural shifts see Louise Fuller, Irish Catholicism since 1950: the undoing of a culture
(Dublin, 2002).



The modern Irish Catholic missionary movement has attracted little scholarly attention.
The exact reason for this remains unclear. One gets the impression that some within the
academic community presume it an unworthy topic. Such was the potency of the
missionary influence on life in twentieth-century Ireland, whether through first-hand
experience or not, most know at least something of ‘the missions’. With a grasp on the
fundamentals of the phenomenon, most commonly the racist stereotypes and tropes that
underpinned popular missionary discourse, it is dismissed as a predictable subject
matter that promises little depth for the academic historian. Although numerous
histories of twentieth-century Ireland make reference to the modern Irish missionary
movement, these often amount to little more than passing remarks that are in many
cases seemingly predicated on anecdotal understandings of ‘the missions’ as opposed to

archival research.13

It is highly probable that the disparate nature of the missionary movement, and therefore
its records, has also played a role in the near exclusion of the topic from Irish
historiography. Whilst the public often conceived of ‘the missions’ as if one cohesive
entity, the actual makeup of the modern missionary movement was in reality far more
complex. As borne out in this thesis, the Catholic missionary phenomenon was
comprised of numerous congregations some of whom focused exclusively on
missionary work and others like the Jesuits who incorporated a mission-sending wing
into their broader sphere of activities. By the time the Irish Catholic missionary
movement reached its climax in the mid-1960s, at least twenty one male congregations
and fourteen female congregations had become involved in sending missionaries from
Ireland to convert ‘pagandom’.14 Founded for the purposes of assisting mission-sending
congregations in the form of financial and material support, mission-aid organisations
such as the aforementioned APF and its numerous imitators add a further level of
complication. Moreover, in addition to the convoluted nature of the source base,

researchers face numerous difficulties when it comes to actually gaining access to these

13 For examples of major surveys of the period that fail to make more than passing mention of the modern
missionary phenomenon see, F. S. Lyons, Ireland since the famine (London, 1971); Roy Foster, Modern
Ireland 1600-1972 (London, 1989); John Joseph Lee, Ireland 1912-1985: Politics and Society
(Cambridge, 1989).

14 Constitution of the Irish Missionary Union, 31 Jan. 1969 (Society of African Missionaries (SMA)
Archive, Irish Missionary Union box).



archives and so it is perhaps not surprising that the subject has remained largely

unexplored.

Even within the more specific historiography of twentieth-century Irish Catholicism,
Ireland’s missionary efforts have been overlooked. Following the trend of general Irish
history writing, politics dominate the field. This dominance has been evident since the
inception of the subject as an area of academic enquiry. Numerous historians of twentieth-
century lIrish Catholicism have followed the lead of J. H. Whyte as set out in his
pioneering work Church and State in Modern Ireland, 1923-1970, published over forty
years ago.1s Church-state relations in both times of unity and discord have been studied
extensively.is And whilst these political aspects of twentieth-century Irish Catholicism
are of significant importance to our understanding of the period, the continued dominance
has resulted in a historiography somewhat limited in scope. Irish missionary engagement

falls outside of these traditionally narrow political parameters.

These boundaries are challenged in Louise Fuller’s broad-based monograph of 2002,
Irish Catholicism since 1950: the undoing of a culture. In this pioneering study, Fuller
charts the rise, peak and subsequent decline of what may be labelled ‘traditional’ Irish
Catholic culture. She provides in-depth analysis of the god-fearing Catholicism that is
still widely remembered but remains largely unexplored by the academic historian. This
was a society ‘steeped’ in defensive and triumphant Tridentine Catholicism,
preoccupied with sin and the concept of heaven and hell. It was also increasingly about
a seemingly ever-growing complex of paraliturgical expressions of faith including
shrines, pilgrimages and the cult of indulgences. This culture built to a crescendo in the
context of a newly-independent Ireland. VVaunted as evidence of the moral superiority of
Catholic Ireland, it was deemed an essential component of Irish identity. As clearly
detailed by Fuller, the Second Vatican Council and the attitudes it was based upon
‘utterly transformed’ this ‘traditional’ Catholicism. Whilst the core teachings of the

faith remained intact, Vatican Il revolutionised the practice of the religion. Legalistic,

15 J. H. Whyte, Church and state in modern Ireland, 1923-1970 (Dublin, 1971).

16 See, for example, John Cooney, The Crozier & The D&il: Church and state in Ireland, 1922-1986
(Cork, 1986); Tom Inglis, Moral monopoly : the rise and fall of the Catholic church in modern Ireland
(2nd edn, Dublin, 1998); Dermot Keogh, The Vatican, the Bishops and Irish politics 1919-39
(Cambridge, 1986); Keogh, Ireland and the Vatican: the politics and diplomacy of Church-state
relations, 1922-1960 (Cork, 1995).



authoritarian and defensive beliefs were replaced by a faith less consumed with ideas of
sin and rules. A Catholicism more open to debate emerged. Increasing economic
affluence and improvements in communication, notably access to television confirmed

this process.17

Setting out from Ireland’s ‘oasis of faith’ to defend the world from paganism,
materialism and later communism, ‘pagan’ missionary endeavour was in many respects
the ultimate expression of this pre-Conciliar Catholic culture.1s The dramatic decline of
the missions conforms to Fuller’s post-Vatican Il timeline. Although Fuller recognises
the role of ‘the missions’ in the Irish devotional routine, she offers little by way of
analysis of the phenomenon or its place within ‘traditional’ and post ‘traditional’ Irish
Catholicism. Building upon Fuller’s work, this thesis addresses this gap. What part did
‘the missions’ play in shaping day-to-day Irish Catholic experiences? How did they
become such an integral feature of ‘traditional’ Irish Catholicism? How were the

fortunes of missionary congregations shaped by wider cultural shifts of the 1960s?

Whilst the academy has shown little interest in the topic, those within the movement
have taken up the task of writing this history with vigour. There exists a vast body of
‘in-house’ histories detailing the stories of specific mission-sending congregations or
prominent individual missionaries.19 Usually written by a member of the institution in
question, there is often little by the way of critical reflection or engagement with a
wider historical context. This is especially true of the publications that emerged during
the golden age of the movement which were primarily intended as a means of self-
promotion.2o A further flurry of works began to emerge in the late 1980s. Written by
those who recently retired from active service on the mission field, some offer little
more than fond reminiscences. Others, however, provide intimate insights into the
missionary life, the workings of missionary institutions, and the way in which the

decline of the movement was conceived of from those within it.21 As the number of

17 Fuller, Irish Catholicism since 1950.

18 Ibid., p. 28.

19 See, for example, Anastasia M. Taggart, The Medical Missionaries of Mary in Drogheda, 1939-1999
(Drogheda, 1999).

20 See, for example, Sr M Louis, OSF, Love is the answer: the story of Mother Kevin (Dublin, 1964).

21 See, for example, Enda Watters, Missionary memoirs, 1958-2003 (Dublin, 2009).



living retired missionaries continues to dwindle, these works offer a window into a

world that is increasingly inaccessible even through the medium of oral history.

Joseph McGlade’s 1967 The Missions: Africa and the Orient became the first study to
break with the tradition of the narrowly focused institutional history or missionary
memoir. Although a member of the Columbans, one of Ireland’s largest Catholic
missionary bodies, as indicated by the title, McGlade offers an overview of the modern
Irish Catholic missionary movement. Whilst certainly not devoid of the hagiographical
tendencies that often dominate ‘in-house’ missionary histories, the short volume still

serves as a useful introduction into the subject.22

It would be more than two decades until any further historiographical advance was
made. This came in the form of Edmund Hogan’s book The Irish Missionary
Movement: A Historical Survey, 1830-1980 published in 1990. Although like McGlade,
Hogan is a member of a missionary congregation, his study is widely regarded as the
first comprehensive and scholarly contribution to the field. By now almost three
decades old, it remains a go-to text, routinely featuring in the footnotes of all manner of
histories which make reference to the modern Irish Catholic missionary movement.
With access to a source base that contemporary lay historians could only have dreamed
of, Hogan’s masterful survey authoritatively establishes links between the tentative
nature of Irish missionary zeal in the nineteenth century and the eventual surge in
popular support for the cause in the twentieth century. In setting out the growth of the
institutional infrastructure that collectively made up what was termed ‘the missions’,
Hogan’s book has provided a crucial foundation on which this thesis builds upon.
However, in terms of the domestic popular experience of ‘the missions’, the study is
limited. Whilst Hogan certainly acknowledges the fundamental role of lay support in
the modern missionary phenomenon, aside from a short chapter on the missionary

magazines, it occupies a marginal position within his work.23

Fiona Bateman is one of the few scholars to explicitly focus on the popular domestic
experience of the modern Irish Catholic missionary movement. Her 2003 doctoral

thesis, ‘The spiritual empire: Irish Catholic missionary discourse in the twentieth

22 Joseph McGlade, The Missions: Africa and the Orient (Dublin, 1967)
23 Hogan, The Irish Missionary Movement.



century’, is structured around the central paradox that in its highly racialised
conceptualisation of the African ‘other’, Irish Catholic missionary propagandists were
often reliant on many of the same negative stereotypes and tropes that had been used by
British imperialists in their projections of the Irish in the previous century.2s Building
upon this study, she has also published a number of book chapters and articles dealing

with Irish projections of Africa and Africans.z2s

Denis Linehan’s 2014 article ‘Irish empire: assembling the geographical imagination of
Irish missionaries in Africa’, similarly asserts the importance of the missionary prism in
constructing both Protestant and Catholic Irish perceptions of self in relation to the
African ‘other’. Like Bateman, he highlights the extensive crossover between the
missionary and imperial worldview. Working within the field of cultural geography,
Linehan challenges the ‘common assumption’ that owing to its missionary heritage
Ireland is a uniquely positioned ‘champion of the Global South’. In addition to pointing
out the importance of the missionary magazine in shaping Irish visions of the African
‘other’, Linehan also asserts that other aspects of visual and material culture including
the missionary film, missionary exhibition and missionary lecture also contributed and

reinforced popular perceptions of this figure.z6

Recognising the absolute centrality of the missionary periodical to the success of the
entire missionary movement, this thesis devotes significant attention to the Irish
Catholic missionary magazine. The primary vehicle through which mass support was
both cultivated and harnessed, these periodicals were a fundamental component of the
domestic popular experience of ‘the missions’. Expanding upon, and in some cases

challenging, the findings of Hogan, Bateman and Linehan, this thesis explores not just

24 Fiona Bateman, ‘The Spiritual Empire: Irish Catholic missionary discourses in the twentieth century’
(Ph.D. thesis, NUI Galway, 2003).

25 See Bateman, ‘Defining the Heathen Irish and the Pagan African: Two Similar discourses a century
apart’ in Social Sciences and Missions, xxi, no. 1 (2008), pp 73-96; Bateman, ‘Ireland's Spiritual Empire:
The African Mission Field in the Twentieth Century', in Hilary Carey (ed.), Empires of Religion (London,
2008), pp 267-88; Bateman, ‘Ireland and the Nigeria Biafra War (1967-1970): Local connections to a
distant conflict' in New Hibernia Review, xvi, no.1 (2012), pp 48-67; Bateman, ‘The ‘battlefield of the
schoolroom’: Irish children and Ireland’s spiritual empire’ in David Dickson, Justyna Pyz and
Christopher Shepard (eds), Irish Classrooms and British Empire: Imperial contexts in the origins of
modern education (Dublin, 2012), pp 157-71.Bateman, ‘Biafra in the Irish imagination: war and famine
in Banville’s An End to Flight and Forristal’s Black Man’s Country’ in Ogechukwu Ezekwem and Toyin
Falola (eds) Writing the Nigerian-Biafra war (Suffolk, 2016), pp 284-3.

26 Denis Linehan, ‘Irish Empire: assembling the geographical imagination of Irish missionaries in Africa’
in Cultural Geographies, xxi, no. 3 (2014), pp 429-47.
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the construction of self and the African ‘other’ within these publications but also
incorporates that of the Chinese ‘other’ into the mix. Although the primary subject of
Catholic Ireland’s most widely read missionary periodical, the Far East, existing
historiography has wholly neglected to take into account the role of this figure in Irish
Catholic missionary discourse.27 Portrayed in a vastly different light than the African,
by comparing representations of the African and Chinese ‘other’, this thesis asserts the
foundational importance of race in structuring the missionary worldview. Moreover, in
exploring the overlooked complexities, nuances and contradictions of this widely
consumed vision of the world, this thesis contends that the missionary magazine played
a major role in expanding Irish horizons. Not simply concerned with the relationship
between the Irish and the ‘pagan’ other, it challenges notions of Irish insularity. It
argues that through the prism of the missionary periodical the Irish laity were very

much informed of a comprehensive global system and of their own place within it.

Through a combination of content analysis of selected missionary titles and
examination of surviving archival papers of the missionary propagandists that produced
them, this thesis examines the Irish Catholic missionary genre through a hitherto
untapped perspective. Engaging extensively with what is perhaps the most problematic
aspect of the existing literature — the reticence to fully engage with issues of
consumption — this thesis seeks to fill this historiographical gap. Contending that
discourse analysis alone cannot accurately capture the domestic experience of ‘the
missions’, it challenges current claims about the circulation figures of these periodicals.
It raises questions as to how many people were actually reading these publications, why
they were reading them and who was reading them. Whilst certainly not an exact
science, by exploiting archival sources to supplement in-depth content analysis, this
thesis establishes the typically overlooked scale of the popularity of Catholic missionary
periodical. Furthermore, it asks what role did gender play in shaping content and
consumption? Why were these magazines so repetitive? How were they sold and how
did this affect levels of readership? Who was the target audience? How was the sale of
the magazine translated into tangible gains for the individual society in terms of
vocations and donations? Not solely concerned with the giants of the genre, this thesis

also focuses on the multitude of less popular titles. It asks how many titles made up this

27 For discussion of circulation see chapter one.
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genre? How did less popular titles fare in this market? Why were some titles so hugely
popular and others filled with much the same type of content were far less successful? It
examines the role of gimmicks such as puzzle pages and raffles in the success of these

magazines.

This thesis contends that although massively popular, the missionary magazine alone
does not account for the once near ubiquity of the concept of ‘the missions’ in twentieth
century Ireland. Going beyond the realm of the printed word, it explores the wide
variety of other popular forms of engagement with the missionary cause. An almost
totally unexplored aspect of the Irish Catholic missionary movement, Bateman and
Linehan only touch upon the myriad channels through which popular support for ‘the
missions’ was both cultivated and harnessed. Examining missionary fundraising staples
such as the ‘penny for the black babies’ box, still a widely recalled feature of the Irish
Catholic upbringing, the missionary sale of work, the missionary film and the
missionary raffle, this study argues that popular engagement with ‘the missions’ was by
no means a wholly sombre affair. Support for the cause was not simply motivated by a
desire to save souls. As the Irish Catholic missionary boom progressed, the domestic
fundraising landscape became an increasingly competitive environment. As more and
more congregations began vying to ensure their supply of donations and vocations to
sustain and expand their own works, missionary propagandists were forced to innovate.
Exploring the complexities of what Catholic missionary bodies often labelled
‘propaganda works’, this thesis raises questions as to how Ireland’s ever-growing
‘spiritual empire’ was funded. In the context of the nation’s well-documented
contemporary economic woes, it asks who supported ‘the missions’? Who was expected
to support ‘the missions’? What role did gender play in shaping this support? How did
competition between missionary bodies affect popular engagement with ‘the missions’?
In addition to examining matters of finance, this thesis also explores the way in which

potential recruits were targeted beyond the realm of the missionary magazine.

Whilst not predominately concerned with ‘the missions’, Kevin O’Sullivan’s work on
the Irish and international NGO sector provides the backdrop against which the decline

of the modern Irish missionary movement is explored in this thesis.2s In many respects

28 Kevin O’Sullivan, ‘Biafra to Lomé: the evolution of Irish government policy on official development
assistance, 1969-75’ in Irish Studies in International Affairs, xviii (2007), pp 91-107; O’Sullivan, Ireland,
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O’Sullivan’s research and this study dovetail neatly. Whilst ‘the missions’ serve as a
sort of prologue for his work on the emergence of the NGO in the 1960s, the rise of this
new form of overseas aid giving acts as a sort of epilogue for the modern missionary
phenomenon. Both O’Sullivan and Bateman, in her more recent work, point to the
influence of the Biafran War (1967-1970) as a turning point in Irish history.29 This
conflict had a profound impact on the way in which the Irish conceived of and engaged
with what increasingly became known as the ‘Third World’. Building upon this existing
scholarship, this thesis exploits the missionary lens to further contribute to
understandings of the way in which the seismic shifts of the 1960s affected Irish
society. Both Bateman and O’Sullivan acknowledge the influence of the concept of ‘the
missions’ in shaping the new narratives that underpinned Irish identity in relation to aid-
giving in the post-colonial context. In contrast to their work, the gaze of this thesis
remains primarily fixed on the Irish Catholic missionary movement. Whilst other
manifestations of Ireland’s thriving Catholic culture of the pre-Vatican Il era such as
sodalities and Marian pilgrimages could quietly wind down, it asks what became of the
nation’s many mission-sending congregations in this increasingly changed domestic
landscape? In what way did this new form of aid giving differ from the approach of ‘the
missions’? How did the missionary movement seek to adapt to this new environment?
How did the decline of popular missionary zeal affect the missionary magazine? How

did it impact upon the wider popular domestic experience of ‘the missions’?

Whilst the historiography of the modern Irish Catholic missionary movement remains at
a nascent stage, this thesis is part of a broader swell of interest in the phenomenon.
Working within the field of visual culture, Fiona Loughnane, for example, has recently
undertaken research on the photograph albums compiled by Irish missionaries.so Ailish
Veale’s doctoral thesis examining the Medical Missionaries of Mary, one of Ireland’s

most prominent missionary congregations, was completed in 2015.31 Moreover, the

Africa and the end of empire: small state identity in the Cold War, 1955-75 (Manchester, 2012);
O’Sullivan, ““Ah, Ireland, the caring nation”: foreign aid and Irish state identity in the long 1970s’ in
Irish Historical Studies, xxxviii, no. 151 (2013), pp 476-91; O’Sullivan, ‘Humanitarian encounters:
Biafra, NGOs ad the imaginings of the Third World in Britain and Ireland, 1967-70" in Journal of
Genocide Research, xvi, no. 2-3 (2014), pp 299-315.

29 O’Sullivan, Ireland, Africa, pp 108-15; Bateman, ‘Ireland and the Nigeria Biafra War’; Bateman,
‘Biafra in the Irish imagination’.

30 Fiona Loughnane, ‘Irish Catholic missionary photography’ in Salvador Ryan (ed.), Treasures of Irish
Christianity, volume 3: to the ends of the earth (Dublin, 2015), pp 218-24.

31 Ailish Ellen Veale, ‘It's all a matter of balanced tensions: Irish medical missionaries in Nigeria, 1937-
1967' (Ph.D. thesis, Trinity College Dublin, 2015).
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2017 Cambridge Social History of Modern Ireland contains a contribution from Sarah
Roddy examining Irish missionaries in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.s2
Providing a succinct overview of the phenomenon itself, the existing literature and
setting out avenues of potential future research, the inclusion of this chapter would seem

to reflect this recent upsurge of interest.

This has likely been at least in part stimulated by the wider international flourishing of
missionary historiography, most notably but not exclusively examining the British and
French iterations of the modern missionary phenomenon. Over the course of the last
three decades historians working in both of these fields have made significant progress
in rehabilitating the perceptions of missionary history. Once considered a niche topic,
and thereby relegated to the margins of religious history, the modern missionary
movement now occupies a far more prominent position within the mainstream of British
and French imperial scholarship. The two former powerhouses of empire, substantial
attention has been devoted to challenging assumptions that missionaries were little more

than the ‘handmaids’ of empire.33

With the existing literature on the British and French missionary movement confined
primarily to the nineteenth century, this thesis contains a necessarily limited
comparative element rather than a sustained comparison throughout. Given that the
numerical strength of the British Protestant and French Catholic movements peaked in
the twentieth century, this continued narrow chronological focus is somewhat
surprising. Further patterns and trends are sure to be uncovered with the expansion of
this field. Constrained by time and space, it was not possible to undertake primary
research on the international missionary phenomenon. Instead, engaging with the
existing European scholarship, this thesis moves away from ideas of Irish
exceptionalism to explore similarities in missionary discourses and promotional
methods. It draws upon the work of Norman Etherington, Andrew Porter, Jeffery Cox
and, in particular, the more recent offerings of Esme Cleall, to demonstrate the high

levels of crossover between the British Protestant missionary discourses of the long

32 Sarah Roddy, ‘Missionary empires and the worlds they made’ in Biagini and Daly (eds), The
Cambridge social history, pp 534-50.
33 David Maxwell, ‘Decolonisation’ in Norman Etherington, Missions and empire (Oxford, 2007), p. 287.
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nineteenth century and those presented to Irish Catholic readers in the twentieth

century.s4

Although primarily dominated by the nineteenth century, a small number of French
scholars have expanded their horizons to encompass the twentieth century, most notably
Jean Pirotte and Claude Prudhomme. Fortunately for this thesis both of these historians
have explored aspects of the domestic experience of ‘the missions’ in France. Belgium
is also occasionally incorporated into this analysis. These works have proved invaluable
for the comparative element of this project. They allow for the vital contextualisation of
the Irish missionary phenomenon which, as this study demonstrates, was very much a

part of and engaged with the wider modern missionary movement.ss

This thesis is primarily driven by the material preserved in the archives and the

published periodicals. Conscious to avoid the narrow focus of the institutional history, it

uses as broad a range of sources as possible. Missionary archives were a vital yet
problematic source of information. Accessibility has been a problem throughout the
research phase of this PhD. In the wake of the scandals uncovered within the Catholic
Church in recent decades some congregations are hesitant to grant researchers access.
Some flat out refuse. A total of twelve archives belonging to various mission-sending
bodies across Ireland were visited in the quest for sources. Many of these archives are
still in the process of professionalization. Whilst some have clear catalogues and full-
time archivists, others are more haphazard. In one case, the congregational archivist
informed me that owing to what was perceived to be the mundane nature of the content

an entire box containing records on ‘propaganda works’ had only been discarded a few

34 See especially Etherington, Missions and empire; Porter, Religion versus empire? British Protestant
missionaries and overseas expansion, 1700-1914 (Manchester, 2004); Jeffrey Cox, British missionary
enterprise since 1700 (London, 2008); Esme Cleall, Missionary discourses of difference (Basingstoke,
2012).

35 See especially Jean Pirotte, Périodiques missionnaires belges d'expression francaise, reflets de
cinquante années d'évolution d'une mentalité, 1889-1940 (Louvain, 1973); Pirotte, ‘Aux sources des
propagandes modernes, I’appel a la mission’ in Gilles Routhier and Frédéric Laugrand, L ‘espace
missionaire: lieu de innovations et de recontres interculturelle (Paris, 2002), pp 115-39; Prudhomme, ‘De
’aide aux missions a I’action pour le tiers monde: quelle continuité?” In Le mouvment social: bulletin
trimestriel de ['institut francais d’histoire sociale, iv, no. 6 (1996), pp 9-28; Prudhomme, ‘Les missions
chrétiennes’; Claude Prudhomme, ‘Mission religieuse et action humanitaire: quelle continuité?’ in
Annales de Bretagne et des Pays de I’Ouest, cXii, no. 2 (2005), pp 11-29; Prudhomme, ‘L’argent des
missions et les enjeux de pouvoir’ in M. Aubrun, G. Ardiso, B. Dompnier and A. Gueslin (eds), Entre
idéal et réalité: actes du colloque international d’histoire de finances et religion (Cleremont-Ferrond,
1993); Prudhomme, Missions chrétiennes et colonisation.
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weeks before my visit. In some instances even when one is granted entry to an archive,
there remains a reticence to actually produce primary documents. Thankfully, many
have been more than welcoming and amenable. Building trust and good working
relationships has opened important doors. Some archivists went above and beyond in
seeking out material requested. Others kindly granted almost free reign of the archive.
Conversations with members of numerous congregations as to where to seek out records
have proved extremely fruitful. The Spiritan (formerly called the Holy Ghost Fathers)
central archive in Paris was a crucial repository providing a wealth of information on
the Irish branch of the society that was not actually available in their Dublin archive.
This has been supplemented by material held in other Irish Catholic repositories
including the Dublin Diocesan archive, the Galway Diocesan archive, the Cardinal O
Fiaich Library, Armagh, and the Catholic Central Library, Dublin. State documents held
in the National Archives and collections of private papers in UCD archives were also

consulted.

A crucial medium for understanding the movement, the thesis also undertakes close
reading of missionary publications. Whilst the archival material offers insight into
matters of production and consumption, reading the titles themselves is of course
crucial to understanding the popular domestic experience of ‘the missions’. This thesis
concentrates on the home-produced periodicals published by the missionary
congregations themselves. This was the primary means through which the majority of
the Irish Catholic laity engaged with the missionary movement. Priority was given to
the first wave of magazines that first emerged in the 1910s. Not only did they provide
the blueprint which practically all other Irish Catholic missionary congregations would
come to replicate but they are an almost totally unexamined resource. With the early
years of these publications only available in the archives of the congregations that

produced them, they have to date only been used by Edmund Hogan.

These magazines were read in their entirety. To understand the content, archival
approaches were merged with the well-established theoretical frameworks of post-

colonial scholarship, most notably Frantz Fanon and Edward Said.ss To ascertain the

3 Edward Said, Orientalism (New York, 1979); Frantz Fanon, The wretched of the earth (New York,
1963); Fanon, Black skin, white masks (3rd edn.., London, 1993; 1st edn., 1952).
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extent to which these missionary discourses filtered into wider identity and informed

notions of Irishness, national and local newspapers were consulted.

It must be noted that this thesis makes no claims to represent those who were the subject
of missionary endeavours. Focusing exclusively on the domestic perspective, it does not
set out in any way to probe the realities of the peoples and places depicted in missionary
literature. The inherently pejorative phrases ‘pagan’ and ‘heathen’ are used throughout
this work. Whilst aware that some scholars favour the use of the neutral term non-
Christian, after careful consideration it was decided that the contemporary terms will be
used as they remain a vital component in understanding the lived experience of ‘the
missions’. Moreover, this thesis uses the term ‘the missions’ to refer exclusively to
‘pagan’ missionary activity. Although the term could be used to denote the practice of
Irish clerics and religious going to minister to Catholics in the English-speaking world,
in the context of the twentieth century it most commonly referred to ‘pagan’ missionary
endeavour. The terms congregation, society and order are used interchangeably. Whilst
in the eyes of the Church all three are technically distinct types of religious institutions,
this is of little relevance in the context of this thesis. Similarly, reflecting contemporary
common usage, the term nun may be used to designate what is actually a religious
sister. Finally, highly aware that not all Irish missionaries nor missionary supporters
were Catholic, efforts have been made throughout to indicate that this thesis is dealing
with the Irish Catholic ‘iteration’ of the modern missionary movement. However, for
purposes of clarity it was not always possible to denote this specificity of meaning.
Unless otherwise stated, in the context of this thesis the terms ‘the missions’, Irish

missions and Irish missionaries refer to the Catholic manifestation of the phenomenon.

Reflecting the centrality of the magazines to the entire success of the modern
missionary phenomenon, the first two chapters of this thesis examine the popular
missionary periodical. Chapter one is divided into two main sections. Owing to the
enormity of the influence of the broader movement on the Irish Catholic iteration of ‘the
missions’, it begins in the nineteenth century. Through the prism of the missionary
magazine, it explores the French influence in stirring Irish missionary enthusiasm in this
period and its impact on shaping the indigenous Irish movement of the early twentieth
century. It then moves on to analyse the development of what would become one of

Ireland’s most consumed forms of literature — the home-produced missionary magazine.
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It examines the importance of the Maynooth Mission to China in sparking mass Irish
interest in the cause and highlights the central role that its periodical the Far East
played in the creation of this growing missionary zeal. It scrutinises the construction of
both the African and Chinese ‘pagan’ other within the discourse propagated in these
magazines. Section two is primarily devoted to the construction of the Irish Catholic
‘self” within this discourse. It looks at what tactics were used to ensure that mass

readership translated into tangible gains for the individual mission-sending society.

Remaining with the prism of the missionary periodical, the boom of the Irish Catholic
missionary movement from the early 1930s to the early 1960s is explored in chapter
two. Focusing primarily on the second-wave of periodicals, the growth of this literary
genre is analysed. With the emergence of the first female produced titles, the chapter
examines how gender shaped content and sales. Issues of production, consumption and
distribution are considered. The dramatic fall off in sales in the mid-1960s was to be an
important alarm bell for the Irish Catholic missionary movement. Accordingly, the final
part of the chapter uses the lens of the missionary magazine to understand the decline of
the movement. Perceived to be crucial to the success and health of missionary
endeavour, the desperate efforts of editors to revive the fortunes of their titles is

discussed.

Chapter three looks beyond the magazine to other forms of popular engagement with
‘the missions’. The growing complexities of Irish missionary ‘propaganda works’ are
examined. The importance of the missionary sale of work, the missionary film,
missionary exhibition and school recruitment visits are, for example, considered. Efforts
to engage American Catholics in the Irish Catholic missionary movement are probed.
This chapter also explores the competition that emerged between mission-sending
bodies as they vied to secure vocations and donations. The ways in which the Irish
hierarchy sought to crack down on what they came to consider the overly zealous
methods of promotion are analysed. The overlap with the methods employed by the

protestant missionary movement in Ireland is also discussed in this chapter.

The final chapter scrutinises the relationship between the Irish Catholic missionary
movement and the Irish state in its broadest definition. Recognising neither to be

monolithic entities, the chapter also deals with the role of personality and takes into
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account disparities in the experiences of different congregations. It embraces the
complexity of these relationships, in particular the willingness of politicians to publicly
embrace the concept of ‘the missions’ whilst simultaneously keeping the mission-
sending bodies at an arm’s length. It analyses the role of the political elite in making
‘the missions’ such an integral component of Irish Catholic identity and explores the
way in which missionary endeavour was exploited in political discourse. It probes the
idea of the ‘spiritual empire’ so commonly associated with the Irish Catholic missionary
movement. It highlights the importance of the Biafran War in confirming changing
popular attitudes the missionary movement and examines the ways in which Irish
politicians reimagined the Ireland’s missionary endeavours in the postcolonial context

to assert the nation’s anti-imperialist credentials.
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Chapter one

The missionary magazine: origins and ascent

For much of the twentieth century the success of Irish missionary endeavours was
hugely reliant on the humble missionary magazine. Produced by numerous individual
missionary societies, the most popular of these periodicals appeared monthly or bi-
monthly. Titles with a smaller circulation appeared less frequently. The goal of all
missionary magazines was the same: to attract vocations and donations. Content was
dominated by popular, entertaining material which revolved around the theme of the
congregation’s own specific mission.1 Serious religious debate was not on the agenda.
A small team of appointed, at times reluctantly so, priests or sisters edited these
publications in-house. Aside from printing, lay involvement was rare. In some cases
only one or two individuals worked on the entire production.2 Costs were usually kept
to a minimum with the aim of selling the magazines as cheaply as possible and thus
reaching the widest possible audience. Most missionary periodicals were sold for little
more than the price of a daily newspaper, costing just two or three pence.s Yearly
subscriptions offered readers a discounted rate. This strategy proved enormously
successful. Whilst the sale of these cheap publications was not lucrative in itself, the
indirect income generated through appeals placed in their pages and the opportunity to
attract new recruits were of immense value to the religious society.4 Missionary
magazines became crucial to the entire enterprise of Irish missionary expansion.
Demonstrating this importance, the rise, boom and sudden decline of Irish Catholic
missionary zeal in the twentieth century was mirrored almost exactly in the sale of these
home-produced periodicals. They provided the backbone to the vast missionary
fundraising networks that stretched across Ireland and extended to reach Irish diaspora
communities throughout the world. Reflecting on this importance one editor of the
African Missionary noted, ‘many of the people I met for the first time assured
themselves of my missionary credentials by asking what magazine I belong to — though

in not so many words “oh you belong to the Africa crowd or The Word crowd or the Far

1 See, for example, Missionary Annals, vi, no. 2 (Feb. 1924).

2 See, for example, editors’ papers relating to Tidings (Our Lady of Apostles Archive (OLAA), Tidings
file) and Missionary Annals (Spiritan Archive, Editors’ papers).

3 See, for example, African Rosary; Daystar in Africa; Far East; while the price of missionary magazines
slowly increased across the twentieth century, so too did the corresponding cost of a daily newspaper see,
for example, the Irish Independent.

4 ‘Minutes of meeting of missionary editors’ (Spiritan Archive, Editors’ papers, box 3, p. 3).
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East™.s It was these magazines that would be the public face of ‘the missions’ in
twentieth-century Ireland. It was through this medium that Irish Catholic missions
became a collective enterprise, directed by religious congregations but supported,

funded and manned by the mission literate masses.

This highly successful method of utilising popular periodicals to support extra-
European missionary expansion was by no means an Irish invention. Cheap popular
periodicals played a fundamental role in both the Protestant and Catholic missionary
revival. Predicated on the basic principle that ‘Little streams make great rivers’, these
publications both created and harnessed popular mass missionary zeal.s Utilised by
mission-sending organisations of seemingly all denominations, missionary periodicals
were integral to the globalisation of Christianity in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. By the time Irish missionary societies began to produce their own
publications in the 1910s, a tried and tested formula for engaging the masses had been

well established.

Adhering to the broad outline of this already proven formula, the content of Irish
missionary magazines can be divided into two major categories: items related to the
mission field and items related to the ‘home front’. Staple features included letters and
progress reports sent home from missionaries, accounts of peoples and places
encountered, mission-themed short stories, the chronicles of the respective society and
acknowledgements of donations made. Characteristic of the missionary genre, Irish
missionary periodicals were at once static and changing. Despite shifts in quality,
rhetoric and tone, the missionary magazine of the 1910s was remarkably similar to that
of the late 1950s. And yet, they enjoyed enormous success. With a regular mass
circulation they became the primary means through which the laity understood, engaged

with and contributed to the modern Irish missionary movement.

A wide assortment of printed missionary propaganda circulated during the golden era of

Irish missions. The laity was presented with an array of material ranging from simple

5 ‘Report of editor of the African Missionary to the annual recruitment meeting, Blackrock’, 1 Dec. 1973
(Spiritan Archive, Editors’ papers, box 5).

6 Claude Prudhomme, ‘Les missions chrétiennes dans les sociétés colonials’ in Dominique Barjot and
Jacques Frémeaux (eds), Les sociétés coloniale d l'dge des empires: des années 1850 aux années 1950
(Paris, 2012), p. 290.
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promotional pamphlets to more extravagant offerings such as missionary almanacs and
annuals. The home-produced periodical, however, reigned supreme. As Irish missionary
zeal gathered momentum, a successful regular publication was considered a highly
prized asset for congregations seeking to ensure their own constant stream of donations
and vocations. Between 1914 and 1953 thirteen mission-sending societies in Ireland
began producing their own periodicals intended for popular consumption.7 At the peak
of their popularity in the early 1960s the collective readership of these publications was
likely well in excess of one and half million.s Despite such staggering figures, the Irish
missionary magazine remains largely neglected in Irish historiography. The 2014
collection Periodicals and Journalism in twentieth-century Ireland, for example,
includes just one brief passage on the subject.s Recognising the significant role of these
publications not only in the success of the Irish missionary movement itself but also in
the formulation of Irish Catholic identity and the Irish Catholic worldview for much of

the twentieth century, this chapter seeks to remedy, at least in part, this deficiency.

This chapter is divided into two sections. So integral in shaping the Irish missionary
print medium, the first section begins by exploring the emergence of the French
Catholic missionary genre in the nineteenth century and its limited appeal to an Irish
audience. It then moves on to examine the influence of this continental model on the
establishment of the first wave of Irish Catholic home-produced missionary periodicals
in the twentieth century which consisted of just three titles — the African Missionary, the
Far East and the Missionary Annals. Part of a booming religious print culture, the
popularity of these publications is set within this wider contemporary context.

Reflecting the substantial discursive crossover between imperialist and missionary

7 In chronological order: African Missionary (SMA) 1914; Far East (Columbans) 1918; The Missionary
Record of the Holy Ghost Fathers (Holy Ghost Fathers) 1919, this publication was retitled Missionary
Annals in 1920; Bulletin of the Kiltegan Fathers (St Patrick’s Missionary Society) 1931, relaunched in
1937 under the title of Africa; African Rosary (Holy Rosary Sisters) 1936; Medical Missionary of Mary
(Medical Missionaries of Mary) 1940; Daystar in Africa (Franciscan Missionary Sister of Africa) 1943;
Brief (Irish Franciscans) 1946; Eastern Star (Columban Sisters) 1947, retitled Star of the East in 1950;
Tidings (Our Lady of Apostles) 1948; Augustinian Mission News (Irish Augustinians); Oriflamme (St
Louis Sisters) 1952; The Word (Society of the Divine Word) 1953; this list may not be exhaustive as
lesser-known and short-lived titles prove exceptionally difficult to trace.

8 ‘Religious magazine survey’, 1969 (Spiritan Archive, Editors’ papers, box 2).

9 John Horgan, ‘The Furrow: navigating the rapids, 1950-77’ in Felix Larkin and Mark O’Brien (eds),
Periodicals and journalism in twentieth-century Ireland: writing against the grain (Dublin, 2014), p. 183;
a short discussion on missionary magazines also features in Andrew McCarthy, ‘Publishing for Catholic
Ireland’ in Clare Hutton and Patrick Walsh (eds), The Oxford history of the Irish book, volume v, the Irish
book in English, 1891-2000 (Oxford, 2011), pp 258-9.
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narratives, the magazines are also situated in this broader milieu. Section one then
provides an in-depth content analysis of these titles, with a particular focus on the

construction of the ‘pagan’ other.

This allows section two to concentrate on constructions of the Irish self, Irish identity
and notions of Irishness. It explores the way in which these titles engaged with the
nationalist cause. Depictions of the missionary archetype are also considered.
Reinserting the Irish experience into the broader Catholic missionary system, traditional
ideas of Irish exceptionalism and understandings of the Free State as an inward-looking
nation are challenged. Mechanisms introduced with the hope of encouraging
engagement with the cause — and thereby tangible gains for the congregations — are
examined. Finally, situated into the broader context of Protestant and imperial
discourses this chapter interrogates ideas of a shared, white, civilising mission and

analyses a more elastic sense of the constructed ‘Us’.

As mentioned, the Irish missionary periodical was very much a product of a much
broader transnational phenomenon. The original popular Catholic missionary periodical
was produced in France in the early nineteenth century by the Oeuvre de la Propagation
de la foi or the Association for the Propagation of the Faith (APF).10 Founded in 1822
by a small group of mostly lay Catholics in Lyon, they began publishing a periodical,
Annales de la propagation de la foi, in 1823.11 In response to its enormous success an
illustrated weekly version, Missions Catholiques was added in 1868.12 Essentially a
fundraising agency, the aim of the society was simple: to ‘furnish missionaries their
daily bread and help them build missionary establishments abroad’.13 The society
enjoyed enormous popularity. At the heart of its success was a simple but highly
efficient fundraising system. The APF acted as a channel through which donations were

gathered and redistributed amongst mission-sending institutions. Operating a simple cell

10 Yannick Essertel, L avenutre missioanire lyonnaise, 1815-1962 (Paris, 2001), pp 26-7.

11 Edmund Hogan, The Irish missionary movement: a historical survey, 1830-1980 (Dublin, 1990), p.
145; historians differ on the exact year that the society began to publish this periodical.

12 James Patrick Daughton, An empire divided: religion, republicanism and the making of French
colonialism (Oxford, 2006), p. 41.
13 As quoted in Daughton, An empire divided, p. 36.
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system, a group of ten individuals formed a section, ten sections formed a century, and
ten centuries formed a division. Each member agreed to give a small donation of just
one ‘sou’ a week, as well as a commitment to daily prayer.14 Subscriptions were
forwarded to a central committee.1s This contribution entitled each member to
gratuitously access the society’s bimestrial publication, which was also sold by

individual edition.1s By 1846 circulation had reached 180,000.17

Over the course of the nineteenth century French missionary zeal flourished. France
became the commanding European leader of Catholic missionary expansion, sending
more Catholic missionaries overseas than any other nation.1s The APF was the ultimate
manifestation of a wider revival of post-revolutionary French missionary fervour. The
populist appeal of its publications was vital in stimulating this zeal.19 The front cover of
the bi-monthly journal proclaimed the periodical to be a continuation of the Lettres
édifiantes, the acclaimed eighteenth-century Jesuit publication that printed letters sent
home by pioneer missionaries working around the world.2o As with its nineteenth-
century incarnation, the primary aim was to induce support. The society’s periodicals
offered an updated version of this format.21 Descriptive letters were sent from
missionaries abroad to the society in France where they were selected and heavily
edited before appearing in print. 22 Heavily influenced by the Romantic movement and
particularly Chateaubriand’s sentimental portrayal of missionaries in his famous work

Génie du christianisme, missionaries were invariably depicted as brave heroic figures

14 Although strongly rejected by one of the founding members, it is likely that this cent- or penny-a-week
system took inspiration from the already established Protestant missionary associations in England, see
Edward Hickey, The Society for the Propagation of the Faith: its foundation, organization and success
(Baltimore, 1922), pp 14-17; Hogan, The Irish Missionary Movement, p. 62; when the society later
expanded to Britain and Ireland the weekly donation was a halfpenny.

15 Hickey, The Society for the Propagation, pp 27-8.

16 As set out in the revised rules of 1834, see ibid., pp 31-2.

17 Prudhomme, ‘De I’aide aux missions a I’action pour le tiers monde: quelle continuité?’ In Le mouvment
social: bulletin trimestriel de ['institut francais d’histoire sociale, iv, no. 6 (1996), pp 11-12 ; as set out
by Prudhomme, 100,000 of the 180,000 copies were the French edition with the remainder made up of
editions printed for other countries.

18 Michael Pasquier, Fathers on the frontier (Oxford, 2010), p. 206.

19 Daughton, An empire divided, p. 35; Prudhomme, ‘De l'aide aux missions’, p. 11.

20 Pasquier, Fathers on the frontier, p. 144.

21 See, for example, Annales de I’Association de la Propagation de la Foi, xxxv (Jan. 1834).
22 Pasquier, Fathers on the frontier, p. 92.
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who withstood all manner of suffering in dangerous and exotic lands in the name of
Christ.23

Reflecting the global expansion of Catholic missions in the nineteenth century, the
Annales initially published accounts from Asia and the New World (America and
Canada), with letters from Oceania appearing from 1835, North Africa from 1839, and
‘black Africa’ from 1841.24 Relevant images were increasingly included alongside these
accounts. Supporters were asked to give regular prayers and alms. Countless missionary
vocations were fostered by the idealised, and at times somewhat inaccurate, portrayal of
life on the missions.2s By avoiding divisive topics, particularly politics, these
periodicals sought to attract the widest possible support base. Readers were drawn from

all social classes.2s

This extensive reach even transcended national boundaries. Although the APF would
remain firmly linked to its French roots, within a decade of its foundation efforts began
to internationalise the organization. Versions of its Annales subsequently followed in all
the major languages of the Catholic world including Italian, Spanish, German, Polish
and Portuguese.27 The launch of an English language version in 1839 brought the first
Catholic missionary magazine to Ireland. Initially printed in Paris and then briefly in
London, the Irish branch of the APF which had been established in 1838 was soon
granted permission to take over printing and distribution. Reflecting the growing Irish
support for the societ