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INTRODUCTION

This book is about several different things at once. Most chapters are con-
cerned with some variant of American Catholicism, and one goal certainly is to
provide new insight into the several Catholic traditions that have flourished in the
United States over the past two centuries. But every chapter also seeks to identify
some historigraphical puzzles in the study of American religion. Thus, we will en-
counter staunch Irish Presbyterians in the colonial era who weren’t very staunch,
Irish Catholic Famine immigrants who came to America in the wake of Ireland’s
devotional revolution who weren't very devout, Italian Catholics clinging to the
saints and madonnas they knew in their natal villages who didn’t really cling very
hard, Cajun Catholics whose Catholicism may be something quite different from
what it appears to be, a strongly matricentered Hispanic Catholicism that turns
out not to be matricentered at all, and more. As will become clear, the master
puzzle in all this is why American scholars studying religion have accepted some
claims about American Catholics (and sometimes about American Protestants as
well) when those claims have little or no empirical support and why these same
scholars have simultaneously ignored clues that point to interpretations of the
American Catholic experience that allow for less passivity and more creativity than
the interpretations that have prevailed. When all the bits and pieces of my re-
sponse to this puzzle are put together, it will be apparent that this book is as much
about the conceptual frameworks that American scholars past and present have
brought to the study of American religion as it is about Catholics, and even more
specifically, it is about the continuing influence of a “Protestant imagination” in
studying American religion.

I like to think (though I suspect I'm romanticizing the research process) that
this book represents the latest stage in an intellectual journey that began in the
Church of Saints Peter and Paul (SSPP) in San Francisco’s North Beach area. The
full history of this church will be discussed in Chapter 3. For now, it is sufficient
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to say that SSPP was designated an Italian national church in 1897 and has
always been emblematic of Italian American Catholicism in the San Francisco
Bay area, even though for quite some time most of its parishioners have been
Chinese Americans. I have a personal connection to SSPP, because ancestors on
my mother’s side were Italians who settled in North Beach over the period 1870
through 1915. Pasqualina Demartini (1819-1894), my third great-grandmother,
emigrated from Italy in the 1840s, settled originally in Washington D.C., and—
if family tradition is to be believed—headed west to San Francisco in the early
1870s, literally walking most of the way. My great-grandfather Raffaele Ciarlanti
(1859-1913) decided to emigrate to San Francisco in late 1906, figuring that the
devastation caused by the Great Earthquake would make it easy to set up a gen-
eral store (which is precisely what he did). My mother, Olga Ciarlanti, was born
and raised in North Beach. Although my parents (and I) joined the post-World
War II exodus of Italian Americans out of North Beach into other neighborhoods
in and around the city, we returned to North Beach on a regular basis because my
mother’s father owned a restaurant on Grant Avenue. On those Sundays when I
was brought to the restaurant and left to amuse myself, I often visited SSPP, one
of the few places open on Sunday afternoons in North Beach.

At the time, what most caught my eye at SSPP were the statues, displayed in
an abundance that would soon become unfashionable in the wake of Vatican II.
Some of the statues in the nave of the church might be found in any Catholic
church, for instance, the Infant of Prague, the Immaculate Conception, St. Joseph,
and St. Anne. Other statues depicted saints who were more distinctively Italian,
like Teresa Mazarello, Gemma Galgani, and Don Bosco. But what I always found
most interesting were the statues and other holy images in the three small chapels
at the back of the church, where you enter the building.

The images in those back chapels were clearly different. My favorite was a plas-
ter diorama showing Our Lady of Mt. Carmel sitting above a sea of blood-red
flames (Purgatory) and holding out a rosary toward a dozen or so suffering souls
engulfed by those flames. This particular image, unfortunately, was removed
sometime in the early 1990s, presumably because it was a little too graphic for
modern Catholic sensibilities. Also in those chapels were a cramped recreation
of the grotto at Lourdes showing Mary talking to Bernadette, and images of St.
Rocco showing the plague sore on his leg to his dog, the Madonna della Guardia
talking to the seer Benedetto Pareto, and several other madonnas tied to certain
specific regions or villages in Italy. One of the things that made those back chapel
images so interesting, I think, was that they were colorful and “active” in a way
not true of statues found elsewhere in the church. I always had a vague interest
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in finding out more about the sort of Catholicism associated with those back
chapel madonnas and saints but did not act on it at the time.

My own parish church was dedicated to St. Emydius, patron saint of earth-
quakes (a connection that was always good for a laugh in San Francisco), and
both the parishioners and the pastors at St. Emydius were overwhelmingly Irish.
My suspicion is that most of the sisters who taught us in the parish school were
also Irish American, but it was less obvious. Unlike the horrific priests and sis-
ters so often portrayed in plays and books written by ex-Catholics, the ones I knew
were for the most part quite likable. They were strict, certainly, but they also had
a sense of humor (and my memories of that humor are among the clearest I have
of that period in my life), and it was obvious that they truly believed that by help-
ing us to become better Catholics they were helping us become better human
beings. What “helping us to become better Catholics” meant, most of all, was fos-
tering devotion to Christ and to Mary and making us aware of the overwhelming
importance of the sacraments (and in particular, Holy Communion).

My personal commitment to Catholic practice and the Catholic Church per-
sisted through the experience of a Catholic high school (where the teaching
brothers were a little stricter than the sisters at St. Emydius, but not by much) and
only began to falter when I went to Stanford. My departure from the church, how-
ever, was not the result of being exposed to a secular education. Quite the con-
trary, my Catholic education provided me with a knowledge of church history that
allowed me to become something of a Defender of the Faith in my first year West-
ern Civ class, and there was no shortage of professors in the arts and humanities
at Stanford who were quite sympathetic to Catholicism and the Catholic intellec-
tual tradition. No, my departure from the church was the result of something
more mundane. As I took to sleeping in on Sundays and skipping mass, I sim-
ply found that I did not miss the experience and so simply drifted away from
Catholic practice. Vatican II was at the time effecting a revolution in the church,
but the final result was a beige Catholicism (to borrow a term from Andrew Gree-
ley) that seemed even less appealing than what I had known, and so eventually
the split became complete. When I did return to Catholicism, it was as a scholar
not as a practitioner.

As soon as tenure afforded me the opportunity to investigate what I chose, 1
turned to studying Catholic devotions and beliefs. Partly this was because so few
social scientists seemed interested in the lived experience of the Catholicism that
had been so important to me, and partly it was because this provided me an
opportunity to revisit familiar things. And the methodological template that I
consistently brought to bear on the material I studied was borrowed from some-
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one whose work I had stumbled across quite accidentally and whom I regard as
one of the most undervalued resources in the academic study of European
Catholicism: Herbert Thurston.

Thurston (1856-1939) was an English Jesuit who wrote extensively on
Catholic devotions and on Catholic mystics. He contributed more than 170
entries to the old Catholic Encyclopedia and was a regular contributor to The Tablet
and The Month. Overall, a list of his publications (which can be found in Crehan
1952) runs to nearly 8oo items. Generally, Thurston’s work is appealing, even
now, because of the fearlessness and erudition that he brought to bear on a range
of devotions that were (and are) dear to many Catholics. He turned a cold analytic
eye on claims concerning the antiquity of the rosary, the Stations of the Cross, the
Brown Scapular, and the like, and usually found evidence that these devotions
had emerged much more recently, and under far more prosaic circumstances,
than devotional accounts suggested. He also looked carefully and critically at
reports of mystical phenomena—Ilike the stigmata, living without food, appari-
tions of Mary, and tokens of mystic espousal—and usually found either that the
evidence attesting to these phenomena evaporated upon close inspection or that
the reported behavior was susceptible to more than one interpretation.

Thurston was not a social historian; he was little concerned with explaining
why certain devotions and certain forms of mysticism became popular in partic-
ular cultures at particular times. Nevertheless, his work impressed on me the need
for skepticism in evaluating the claims made both by religious practitioners and
by historians studying religion, and also the need for careful investigation of the
historical record even (indeed, especially) in the case of claims about religion that
are usually taken for granted.

My very first foray into the study of popular Catholicism was a study of the
Mary cult (Carroll 1986). In this case, a Thurston-like attention to the historical
record made it clear that this cult had for the most part been absent from the
church during the first few centuries of the Christian era and had only emerged
as a popular cult with the social transformation of the church’s membership base
when Christianity became the only official religion in the Roman Empire. Recog-
nizing this linkage, in turn, provided the basis for a sociological understanding
of just why this cult became popular. Similarly, in a later work (Carroll 1989), care-
ful attention to history in the case of devotions like the rosary, the Brown Scapu-
lar, and the Stations of the Cross (and here I borrowed heavily from Thurston’s
own work) also revealed patterns that pointed the way to a new understanding of
why and where these devotions had first become popular.

Increasingly, however, I was drawn to the study of Italian Catholicism. Partly
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this reflected a growing appreciation of the role that Italian Catholicism had
played in shaping the devotions which the Roman church had promoted through-
out the Catholic world. But partly too, or so I like to think, it reflected a desire to
learn more about the Catholicism I had encountered briefly in the back chapels
of SSPP. This led to two extended investigations of popular Catholicism in Italy
(Carroll 1992; 1996).

What I discovered in the Italian-language literature on Italian Catholicism was
that, from the 1970s onward, Italian scholars like Gabriele De Rosa had increas-
ingly abandoned an older perspective that depicted Italian Catholicism as reflect-
ing the fusion of pagan and Catholic traditions and had moved toward a more
“dialectical” model. This newer model suggested that popular religion in Italy
was best seen as resulting from the interaction between Tridentine Catholicism
and a range of local groups, each pursuing different political, religious, and eco-
nomic goals.

Certainly, what I found in my own investigations was that many of the popu-
lar practices that defined the lived experience of Italian Catholicism during the
early modern era had emerged only in the relatively recent past. Cults organized
around miraculous images of madonnas, for example, or around liquefying blood
relics and the incorrupt bodies of saints proliferated in the century or so follow-
ing the Council of Trent (1545-1563), even though many historical accounts have
given the impression that these were “medieval” cults that Trent had tried to sup-
press. The Italian Catholics who were emerging in my analysis, in other words,
were not mindless peasants clinging tightly and uncritically to semipagan super-
stitions but rather people who were embracing new forms of religious practice
that could be seen as relatively creative responses to changing social conditions.

My next projects were concerned with popular Catholicism in pre-Famine Ire-
land (Carroll 1999) and—in what can be regarded as the first step in my intellec-
tual return to the United States—Hispano Catholicism, the sort found in north-
ern New Mexico (Carroll 2002). What I found in both cases was an existing body
of scholarly literature that had not as yet been shaken by the sort of revolution
that De Rosa and others had induced in Italy. In the Irish case, for instance, it was
still common to suggest that holy well cults—which were such an important part
of popular Catholicism in the three centuries before the Famine—were an
archaic inheritance incorporating pre-Christian Celtic traditions into Irish Chris-
tianity. The fact is, however, that there is little or no evidence indicating that holy
well cults had been an important part of Celtic religion in Ireland, and little or no
evidence suggesting that such cults had been popular during the Middle Ages.
Similarly, the Penitente cofradias that had come to predominate in the Hispano
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villages of northern New Mexico during the nineteenth century were routinely
depicted in most scholarly accounts as deriving from a tradition of Hispanic piety
that dated from the earliest years of Spanish settlement there. And yet, here too,
a careful examination of the historical evidence revealed little support for this
interpretation.

Eventually, in both the Irish and the New Mexican cases, I suggested that, as
in the Italian case, the forms of popular Catholicism involved could be seen as a
creative response by local populations to changing social conditions. As will
become clear, the analyses in this present book are very much the logical out-
growth of the concerns and conclusions reached in all these earlier works.

As with most academic books, the ordering of chapters in this book does not
reflect the order in which the analysis proceeded. Strictly speaking, the critical
chapter is Chapter 3, on Italian American Catholicism. Partly, this is because as I
examined the literature on Italian American Catholicism it became apparent that
the “fusion of paganism and Catholicism” model, which had gone out of fashion
in Italy itself, was still very much in vogue among virtually everyone who wrote
about the Catholicism that Italian immigrants had brought with them to Amer-
ica. But what was likely even more critical in setting in motion the investigation
thatled to this book was something very specific: the fact that I finally got around
to looking more closely at the history of those back chapel madonnas that had fas-
cinated me as child.

During a visit to San Francisco, I obtained permission to scrutinize the mate-
rial in SSPP’s parish library; and what I discovered, quite to my surprise, was that
these madonnas—which all commentators on San Francisco’s Italian commu-
nity had associated with the immigrants who had arrived in the late 18cos—in
fact had only become the focus of popular cults at SSPP during the 1920s and
1930s, after the great age of Italian immigration had come to a close. What had
produced this relatively late explosion of localized madonnas at SSPP, and why
had so many scholars been blind to the timing of this pattern? The specific an-
swers | eventually gave to these two question are discussed in Chapter 3. The point
is only that my experience with the literature on Italian American Catholicism
and its problems led me, in turn, to look critically at what American scholars have
said about Irish American Catholics, Cajun Catholics, and Hispanic Catholics.

The Organization of This Book

The material in Chapter 1 is presented first mainly because so much of it deals
with religion in the American colonies and in the early Republic. Even so, the
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chapter starts with something that is very current: for more than two decades now,
sociologists have known that most Americans who self-identify as Irish Ameri-
cans are Protestant, not Catholic; yet the popular, and even scholarly, assumption
is that most Irish Americans have always been Catholic. My goal in this first
chapter is to demonstrate that the story of how Protestants became a majority
among Irish Americans is more complex than first appears. And in telling that
more complex story, I advance three interrelated claims. The first is that our un-
derstanding of Irish American religion and religiosity has been warped by at least
two historiographical biases, one having to do with the so-called “Scotch-Irish” in
America before the Famine and the other having to do with Irish Catholics in
America after the Famine. The second claim is this: if we correct for these biases,
then what emerges from the historical record, albeit dimly, is a story about the
Irish contribution to the rise of evangelical Christianity in America that has been
largely ignored by earlier commentators. Finally, I will be arguing that this new
story about the Irish in America provides us with a basis for understanding the
finding reported above, namely, the persistence of an Irish identity among so
many American Protestants.

Chapter 2 is concerned mainly with the Irish who settled in the United States
in the wake of the Famine of the 1840s. Everyone knows that most Famine immi-
grants were Catholic and that in the post-Famine period Irish American Catholics
became the mainstay of the American Catholic Church, and indeed, came to set
the standard for what being a “good Catholic” meant in the United States. Against
this background, the purpose of this chapter is twofold. First, I want to demon-
strate that arguments offered previously to explain why the Irish became good
Catholics in America—explanations which have pointed to Ireland’s devotional
revolution, nativist hostility, and the increasing tie between Catholicism and Irish
nationalism—are either inconsistent with the historical evidence or (at best) ex-
planations that might explain why the Irish maintained a Catholic identity but not
why they became such devout Catholics. A second—and more positive—goal,
however, is to develop a new perspective on why the Irish became good Catholics,
by looking carefully at their experience in America (not Ireland) and at the ways
in which Irish immigrants were different from other European immigrants. This
new perspective leads directly to an argument suggesting that ultramontane
Catholicism (the form of Catholicism promoted by the American church in the
mid-nineteenth century) would have had a special appeal to Irish American fe-
males and that this was the critical step in ensuring that the Irish generally (both
female and male) became the gold standard in the American Catholic church.

Chapter 3, as I have indicated, is about Italian American Catholicism. The
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chapter starts by considering the “Standard Story” that scholars—themselves
mainly Italian American—have told and continue to tell about this variant of
Catholicism. According to the Standard Story, the first Italian immigrants to the
United States were strongly attached to the folk Catholicism they had known in
Italy, which was a syncretic religion pervaded with pagan beliefs and practices
and centered on the strongly localized saints and madonnas who had protected
the home villages that these immigrants had left behind. By staging the festas
associated with these familiar saints and madonnas, the Standard Story contin-
ues, these immigrants were able to ease their transition from Italy to America. A
final part of the Standard Story suggests that the attachment of Italian immi-
grants to this “pagan Catholicism” impeded their conversion to the sort of
Catholicism favored by an American church dominated by the Irish.

One of the goals of Chapter 3 is to demonstrate that this Standard Story is
problematic for at least two reasons. First, a careful examination of the historical
evidence suggests that the earliest Italian immigrants were less characterized by
campanilismo (attachment to the culture of their natal villages) than the Standard
Story declares, especially in matters having to do with religion. Second, contrary
to what the Standard Story leads us to expect, the experience in the San Francisco
Italian community was not atypical; in other communities as well, some of the
best-known and most popular festas centered on strongly localized saints and
madonnas emerged not in the period 1880 to 1920 (the great age of Italian immi-
gration) but in the 1920s and 1930s. Another goal in this chapter is to present an
explanation that sees this upsurge in festas organized around localized saints and
madonnas as a creative response by Italian Americans to their experiences in
America, not Italy.

But if the Standard Story told about Italian American Catholics is so easily
seen to be problematic, causing scholars to overlook patterns that hint at cultural
creativity on the part of Italian Americans, why has that story retained such a grip
on the scholarly imagination in the United States? Answering that question will
lead directly to another major theme in this book: the continuing influence of
Protestant metanarratives in the academic study of American religion.

Chapter 4 deals with the Acadian/Cajun Catholic tradition. There are few in-
depth studies of Acadian/Cajun Catholicism, and what literature does exist is
usually written from the perspective of the institutional church. Even so, it is
common to find commentators saying—if only in passing—that the Acadians
and their Cajun descendants in Louisiana were deeply attached to the Catholic
tradition. Since this Cajun attachment to Catholicism is assumed to be a contin-
uation of an Acadian attachment to Catholicism, the apparent pattern is a famil-
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iar one: as in the case of Irish American Catholics and Italian American
Catholics, Cajun Catholics are constructed as clinging tightly to traditions
formed outside the United States. And yet, close inspection of the available data
indicates that (1) there is really very little evidence that supports the stereotype of
the Acadians and Cajuns as devout Catholics and (2) the few bits of data that
might seem to support this stereotype can be explained in other ways. The final
section of Chapter 4 uses a feminist formulation relating to “gender perform-
ance” to develop a new interpretation of the folk Catholicism that emerged in
rural communities in Louisiana that did not have resident priests.

Chapter 5 is about the academic study of Hispanic Catholicism in the United
States. The central claim being advanced in this chapter is that a careful exami-
nation of what we “know” about Hispanic Catholicism reveals that many com-
monly accepted claims are, in fact, not supported by the available evidence. As a
first step in demonstrating this, we look at something very specific: academic dis-
cussions of the shrine at Chimay6, New Mexico, which is routinely characterized
as the most popular Catholic pilgrimage site in the United States. What emerges
from the analysis is that the history of this shrine and the behavior of the His-
pano pilgrims who go to the shrine have been constructed in ways that (1) are not
consistent with the historical record, (2) show the clear influence of Anglo stereo-
types about Hispanics, and (3) function to divert scholars from empirical patterns
that would seem to allow for more creativity on the part of Hispano Catholics.

The last two-thirds of Chapter 5 examines a broader subject: the social scientific
literature that purports to discuss Hispanic Catholicism in America generally.
Here too, however, as in the more limited Chimay? case, we encounter commonly
made claims that do not stand up to scrutiny. These include the claims that His-
panic Catholicism has a “matriarchal core” and that massive numbers of Hispanic
Catholics are converting to Pentecostalism. In explaining why so much of what
we “know” about Hispanic Catholicism is illusory, the discussion—in the con-
cluding section—builds upon the argument relating to the continuing influence
of Protestant metanarratives.

Chapter 6 starts by considering the ways in which the academic study of reli-
gion in America during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was shaped
by an implicit Protestant norm. For the most part, this is familiar ground, but
whereas other commentators believe that Protestantism is no longer the hidden
norm guiding the academic study of religion in the United States, my goal in the
remainder of this chapter is to show that this judgment is—at best—premature.
I attempt to do so by examining three bodies of scholarly literature on American
religion.
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I first examine the literature associated with the new “multiple narratives”
approach to the study of American religion. Although studies in this tradition un-
deniably treat the wide diversity of religious experiences in North America, the
fact that Catholics continue to emerge as a “non-American Other” is evidence of
the continuing influence of Protestant metanarratives. Next, I look at three psy-
chological measures of religion—the Intrinsic/Extrinsic Scale, the Quest Scale,
the Faith Maturity Scale—that are especially popular in the psychology of reli-
gion. Here again, it is easy to detect an underlying Protestant influence by look-
ing carefully at what these scales emphasize and what they ignore. Generally,
these scales show evidence of what David Tracy and Andrew Greeley have called
“the Protestant imagination.” The chapter concludes by considering recent theo-
retical developments in the sociology of religion, in particular, the increasing
popularity of the theory of religious economies. Here too, we find clear evidence
of the Protestant imagination and evidence that it has diverted the attention of
sociologists from otherwise important issues in the study of American religion.

The book ends with a brief Epilogue that provides an overview of how the
claims being made here might be used, if readers were so inclined, to revitalize
the academic study of American religion.
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CHAPTER ONE

How the Irish Became
Protestant in America

During the 1970s and 1980s, when studies of “white ethnics” were very much
in vogue, several national surveys quite independently turned up a surprising
finding: most Americans who thought of themselves as “Irish” were Protestant,
not Catholic. Donald Akenson’s (1993, 219—22.0) review of these surveys reports
that anywhere from 51 to 59 percent of respondents (depending on the survey)
who identified themselves as Irish were Protestant, about a third were Catholic,
and the rest were “non-Christian” or professed no religion. This pattern has not
changed. In the General Social Survey, conducted by the National Opinion
Research Center at the University of Chicago over the period 1990-2000, of the
1,495 respondents who identified themselves as “Irish,” 51 percent were Protes-
tant and 36 percent were Catholic (see Table 1). Just who are these Irish-Ameri-
can Protestants?

For Akenson, as well as for Andrew Greeley (1988), the answer was clear:
today’s Irish Protestants are largely the descendants of those Irish—mainly
Protestant, but including Catholics who converted—who settled in America
before the great Irish Potato Famine of the 1840s. And certainly, the regional dis-
tribution of today’s Irish American Protestants lends support to this view. In the
South, an area heavily settled by the pre-Famine Irish and little affected by the
post-Famine Irish immigration, which was largely of Catholics, fully 73 percent
of all respondents who identify themselves as Irish are Protestant (see Table 1,
column 1). By contrast, outside the South (and so in areas more affected by post-
Famine Irish immigration) Irish Catholics outnumber Irish Protestants by a slim
margin (column 2).

I now want to argue that the story of how Protestants became a majority among
Irish Americans is a more complex one than usually thought. In telling that more
complex story, I will be advancing three interrelated claims. The first is that our
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TABLE I
Geographical and Religious Distribution of Americans Identifying Themselves as Irish

Religious Affiliation South Non-South Total U.S.
Protestant 73%  (388) 39% (375) 51%  (763)
Catholic 19% (101) 45%  (430) 36%  (537)
Other 2% 9) 3% (29) 3% (38)
None 7% (35) 13%  (122) 10%  (157)

Total 101%  (533) 100%  (962) 100% (1,495)

souRCE: General Social Survey (1990-2000), National Opinion Research Center.

understanding of Irish-American religion has been warped by two historiograph-
ical biases, one having to do with the so-called Scotch-Irish in America before the
Famine and the other having to do with Irish Catholics in America afier the
Famine. The second claim is this: if we correct for these two biases, then what
emerges from the historical record, if only dimly, is a story about the Irish contri-
bution to the rise of evangelical Christianity in America that has been largely
ignored by earlier commentators. Finally, I will be arguing that this new story
about the Irish in America provides us with a basis for understanding the persist-
ence of an Irish identity among so many American Protestants, despite the fact
that their ancestors left Ireland centuries ago and despite the fact that centuries of
intermarriage with other groups has provided the opportunity for other ethnic

identifications.

The Scotch-Irish Myth: “If St. Brendan Really Did Discover
America, Well Then, He Must’ve Been Scotch-Irish”

By the last decades of the nineteenth century, it was common for American
historians to suggest that the Scotch-Irish—Ulster Presbyterians who had settled
in America during the colonial period and their descendants—were different
from the other sorts of Irish who had come to America. First, the Scotch-Irish
were seen as possessing a special character. At the Third Congress of the Scotch-
Irish Society of America, one presenter (Bryson 1891, 102) summed up the ele-

ments of that character thusly:

Always and everywhere they are the fearless and unflinching advocates of liberty,
the determined and unfaltering foe of oppression. They are by nature a bold, coura-

geous and aggressive people.

A few years later, at a meeting of the American Antiquarian Society, Samuel
Swett Green (1895, 35) came up with a similar, though slightly expanded, list:
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The Scotch-Irish emigrants to this country were, generally speaking, men of splen-
did bodies and perfect digestion. . . . They were plain, industrious and frugal in
their lives . . . self-reliant and always ready to assert themselves, to defend their own

rights and those of their neighbors, and courageously push forward.

These character traits, in turn, were seen as having given rise to something
else that made the Scotch-Irish special: their support for the American Revolu-
tion and the role they had played in securing the Revolution’s success. Charles
Hanna (1902/1968, 2) laid out a common version of this argument with clarity:

[TThe position of the Scotch-Irish in the New World was peculiar. They alone, of the
various races in America were present in sufficient numbers in all the colonies to
make their influence felt; and they alone . . . had experienced together the persecu-
tion by State and Church which had deprived them at home of their civil and reli-
gious liberties; and were common heirs to those principles of freedom and democ-

racy which had developed in Scotland as nowhere else.

Henry Jones Ford (1915, 526), professor of politics at Princeton, would later make
the same point: “remembering that they [the Scotch-Irish] were all hot for inde-
pendence while everywhere else there were streaks of cold or lukewarm feeling,
there can hardly be any question as to where lay the decisive influence.” Ford also
suggested that the movement of the Scotch-Irish into frontier areas had been de-
cisive in building the new nation, both because it contributed to the process of
national expansion (p. 599) and because Scotch-Irish settlers brought with them
legal and political institutions that ensured stability in the newly settled regions
(p- 537). Given this view of the Scotch-Irish, which was widely shared in Protes-
tant academic circles, it is hardly surprising that this group was seen as having
supplied a goodly number of American political leaders in the early Republic—
Andrew Jackson, John C. Calhoun, James Buchanan, James K. Polk, and so on.
This recurring historiographical emphasis on the special contribution the
Scotch-Irish had made to America’s rise to greatness infuriated many Irish Amer-
ican scholars of Catholic extraction (who were often working outside university
settings), mainly because they felt it diminished the contribution that the Irish
generally had made to the rise of the Republic. “If we can prove that St. Brendan
was the first discoverer of America,” bemoaned James Jeffrey Roche (1899), an
editor at Boston’s The Pilot, “and that a seaman named Patrick Maguire was the
boat-oar who first set foot on the strand of the New World from the boat of Colum-
bus [then] some clumsy forger will come forward and at once declare that Bren-
dan was a Scotch-Irishman and Maguire an Anglo-Saxon.” Roche’s example was
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fanciful, but given that some promoters of the Scotch-Irish were at the time claim-
ing the likes of Thomas Jefferson and Abraham Lincoln for their ranks (McKee
2001, 73), without making any attempt at substantiation, Roche’s complaint seems
quite reasonable.

The most sustained attack on the “Scotch-Irish myth” was mounted by the
Irish-born historian Michael O’Brien (1870-1960) (see Figure 1). In literally hun-
dreds of articles, most published in the Journal of the American Irish Historical
Society, and in seven books, the best-known of which was A Hidden Phase of Amet-
ican History (1919/1971), O’Brien attacked the myth on two fronts. He searched
a wide range of documents—including newspaper accounts of passenger ships
from Irish ports disembarking in America, muster rolls, early accounts of settle-
ment in Virginia, Kentucky, Pennsylvania, and elsewhere, and so on—in an effort
to show that Irish Catholics had been more numerous in the colonial period than
previously acknowledged. Indeed, in several places he seems close to making the
claim that Catholics had been the largest group among the colonial Irish (for
example, O’Brien 1914; 1923).

O’Brien’s second line of attack on the Scotch-Irish myth was more subtle.
Basically, he argued that distinguishing between the Scotch-Irish and “other
Irish” on the basis of religion created an artificial division between groups that
were more similar than different because of their common Irish background.
The following remarks are typical. They were made in response to a commenta-
tor whom O’Brien saw as downplaying the role the Irish had played in support-
ing the Revolution.

It is true, of course, that many Protestants and Presbyterians also came from Ire-
land, and that most [during the colonial period] were from the Province of Ulster.
But surely Professor Hart knows better to claim that these people were not “Irish”
because they professed a different faith from the majority of their countrymen.
They were natives of Ireland; their forebears came to that country in the Plantation
of Ulster (1611); through intermarriages with the Old Irish they became Hibernos ab

Hiberniores, “as Irish as the Irish themselves.” (O’Brien 1927, 27)

To buttress his argument, O’Brien was fond of pointing out that in Ireland many
of the leaders most involved with promoting Irish nationalism had been Protes-
tants. Moreover, he argued, in America, the so-called Scotch-Irish had given their
settlements Irish names, had founded “Irish” (not “Scotch-Irish”) societies, and
had routinely celebrated St. Patrick’s Day, Ireland’s national festival (see espe-
cially O’Brien 1914; 1925). The strong similarities between the Scotch-Irish and
other Irish of the colonial period, O’Brien argued, were precisely why contem-
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Fig. 1. Michael O’Brien (1870-1960). This Irish-born historian’s attack on the Scotch-
Irish myth in American academic circles was undervalued in his lifetime but has been
validated by more recent research. Courtesy of the Journal of the American Irish Historical
Association.

porary newspaper accounts as well as hostile English Americans used the single
term Irish to describe all Irish immigrants and their descendants.

O’Brien’s first argument is now generally rejected, mainly because much of
the evidence he presented in support of a large Irish Catholic presence in the
colonial period rests upon dubious assumptions linking particular surnames to
a Catholic background (see Jones 1991; Rodechko 1970). His second argument,
by contrast, has fared much better. Indeed, over the past few decades several lines
of research have converged to suggest, as O’Brien claimed, that prior to the Fa-
mine Irish Catholics and Irish Protestants were not nearly as different in terms
of their cultural beliefs and behaviors as they would later become in the popular
imagination.

Take the matter of Irish nationalism. Although there was a time when schol-
ars quite matter-of-factly took the tie between Catholicism and Irish nationalism
to be centuries old (see, for example, Shannon 1960), it is now generally recog-
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nized that the tight link that now exists between Catholicism and Irish national-
ism was forged in the early nineteenth century and grew stronger as that century
progressed (Maume 1998). Akenson (1993, 221) and others have pointed out that
Daniel O’Connell, the Great Liberator, was central to this process:

Daniel O’Connell was not merely one of the greatest persons in modern Irish his-
tory but one of the shrewdest. He understood that to be successful, he had to unite
in one crucible, Irish nationalism, Irish cultural identity, and Roman Catholics. In
this he succeeded. . . . [B]y 1840 when a person in Ireland talked of “Ireland for the

Irish” everyone knew he meant the Catholics.

The point is that prior to the nineteenth century, things had been quite dif-
ferent. Indeed, during the eighteenth century (just as Michael O’Brien pointed
out) a great many of the scholars and activists who had sought to establish a dis-
tinctly Irish national identity were Protestant. During the r790s, for example, the
radical Society of United Irishmen strove for a united Ireland that embraced both
Catholics and Protestants and for the elimination of English control. The Belfast
chapter of this society was largely Presbyterian, while the Dublin chapter was
evenly split between Catholics and Protestants (Curtin 1998). Many of the best-
known nationalist leaders of the period were Protestant. Robert Emmet, whose
“Let no man write my epitaph” speech shortly before his execution in 1803 would
make him a nationalist icon, had been born into a well-to-do Protestant family in
Dublin. Theobald Wolfe Tone, killed in the revolution of 1798, and the Irish par-
liamentary leader Henry Grattan (1746-1820) were also Protestant. Politics
aside, Protestant scholars like George Petrie (who would become central to the
activities of the Ordnance Survey in the 1830s) played leading roles in the
nineteenth-century campaign to recover and preserve Ireland’s Gaelic past so
that it could be used as the basis for an Irish national identity (Doherty 2004).

Investigators working with American materials have also undermined the
sharp distinction previously drawn between the Scotch-Irish and Catholic Irish
by pointing out that the term Scotch-Irish is itself a product of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Although the word does occasionally appear in the eighteenth century, most
scholars now believe that the Scotch-Irish label came into widespread use in the
United States only around the time of the Famine and was then mainly used by
established Irish Protestants to disassociate themselves from the largely poor and
Catholic Famine immigrants who were coming over in such great numbers (Fitz-
gerald 2003; Keller 1991; K. Miller 2000, 141-142). More recently, Kerby Miller
and others (2003, 447-448) have advanced a slightly different explanation—that
use of the Scotch-Irish label dates to the early 1800s, and was tied to an attempt
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by conservative Irish Presbyterians in the U.S. to disassociate themselves from
those Irish, whether Presbyterian or otherwise, who embraced ultra-democratic
ideals. Nevertheless, while the matter of precisely when in the nineteenth century
Scotch-Irish came into widespread use might be debatable, everyone agrees it was
nota term that was commonly used during the eighteenth century. Then, the Irish
were—again, just as Michael O’Brien pointed out—usually called simply “the
Irish” (Eid 1997).

Still other scholars have eroded the emphasis on Scotch-Irish distinctiveness
by doing what O’Brien did not do: identify in some precise way the similarities
between Irish Catholics and Irish Protestants. Leroy Eid (1986), for example, has
marshaled much evidence that Ulster Irish communities in America exhibited
the same preference for pastoralism and the same rejection of intensive agricul-
ture that was typical of a great many Ulster Scotch communities in the north of
Ireland and a great many “native Irish” communities in the south. In this same
vein, Donald Akenson’s (1988, 28—-38) careful reanalysis of the available data (ad-
mittedly meager) relating to rates of premarital sexual behavior and illegitimate
births among Catholics and Protestants in pre-Famine Ireland indicates that the
two groups were less different on these measures than generally supposed. Basi-
cally, Akenson finds, both groups were characterized by relatively high rates of
premarital sexual activity and relatively low rates of illegitimate births. Finally,
both Eid and David Doyle (1981, 79-80) point out that the character traits that
were stereotypically associated with the Ulster Irish in colonial America—
including boisterousness, assertiveness, lack of discipline, conviviality—were the
same traits stereotypically associated with the “native Irish” living in Ireland and
in America. That the popular stereotypes were much the same for these different
groups is yet more evidence—like use of the single term Irish to describe all these
groups—that contemporary observers saw little difference among them.

Not only did outsiders blend all the Irish into a single category; so did the Irish
themselves. Although the Irish American benevolent societies that formed in
major American cities were started by well-to-do Protestants, these organizations
did not impose a religious test for membership. The rules of the Society of the
Friendly Sons of St. Patrick in New York (1786, 77), for example, said simply that
“the Descendants of Irish Parents by either side in the first degree, and the De-
scendants of every Member, ad infinitum, shall have a natural Right of Applica-
tion to be admitted Members of this Society.” It is notable, though, that while the
society imposed no religious test, it used distinctively Catholic imagery to depict
St. Patrick. On the gold medal that each member was required to purchase (and
which is described in the rules of the society) he is shown trampling on a snake,
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holding a cross, and dressed in his full bishop’s regalia. The absence of a reli-
gious test in the case of this New York society was not unusual. The Constitution
of the St. Patrick Benevolent Society of Pennsylvania (1804), a mutual benefit soci-
ety based in Philadelphia which provided assistance to members suffering from
“sickness, a bodily hurt, or other unavoidable misfortune” (p. 5), was also open to
“Irishmen or the sons of Irishmen” (p. 1) with no mention of religious affiliation.
It was precisely because these Irish benevolent societies were open to all Irish-
men that the membership base changed over time, reflecting the changing pat-
terns of Irish emigration. Thus, as Cronin and Adair (2002, 12-13) point out, in-
creasing Irish Catholic immigration in the early 180os meant that Catholics
came to form the majority of members in Irish American charitable societies that
had been overwhelmingly Protestant during the colonial period.

The patterns and evidence reviewed in the preceding paragraphs do not imply
that there were no differences between Irish Catholics and Irish Protestants in
the colonial period. There are identifiable subgroups within the Irish Catholic
population whose concerns and behavior distinguished them from the Scotch-
Irish. The Penal Laws in Ireland, even granting that they were not always rigor-
ously enforced in the eighteenth century, certainly placed restrictions on the abil-
ity of Catholics to own or inherit land or transmit it to heirs. That such laws might
someday be adopted in the American colonies was a possibility very much on the
minds of American Catholic landowners, which comes through clearly from
Ronald Hoffman and Sally Mason’s (2000) study of the Carrolls of Maryland.
Then too, as Dolan (2002, 14—28) points out, a great many educated American
Catholics living in major cities (for Dolan, the publisher Mathew Carey of Phila-
delphia is the prototypical example) embraced a well-defined variant of Catholi-
cism that merged traditional Catholic belief with an emphasis on interiorized
piety and with Enlightenment thought. On the Scotch-Irish side, David Hackett
Fischer (1989, 605—782) has marshaled much evidence indicating that the
Scotch-Irish (he prefers the term Anglo-Irish) who settled in the American back-
country brought with them a number of folkways relating to marriage customs,
witchcraft beliefs, naming conventions, speechways, music, and so forth that
they had inherited from their ancestors in “North Britain” (which for Fischer
includes northern Ireland) and which distinguished the Scotch-Irish from the
Irish living in the south of Ireland.

Nevertheless, without denying that educated Irish Catholics and/or the Scotch-
Irish generally were distinctive in many ways, the evidence gathered by Eid, Doyle,
Akenson and others (reviewed above) lends support to what I take to be Michael
O’Brien’s main point: that we cannot let whatever differences did exist among
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different groups of Irish obscure the fact that on a number of important dimen-
sions the Irish of all backgrounds in America were quite similar. This is precisely
the conclusion that now informs the work of scholars like Kerby Miller. In Miller’s

(2000, 143) own words:

It would be inaccurate to conclude that early Irish Protestant and Catholic emi-
grants or their descendants ever composed a single, homogeneous, or harmonious
group. . . . However, much evidence suggests that during this period [the eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries], “Irish” ethnic identity was much more var-
ied, flexible, and inclusive than it would later become, and the social and political
issues that engaged the attention of Irish emigrants . . . often transcended the reli-

gious divisions that later become so prominent.

And yet, despite the fact that modern scholars are now more likely to emphasize
similarity in talking about the pre-Famine Irish—in ways that would do Michael
O’Brien proud—there remains one supposed difference between the Scotch-
Irish and the Catholic Irish that no one, not even O’Brien himself, thought to
challenge in a systematic and sustained way. That one supposed difference is that
the Scotch-Irish were generally staunch Presbyterians while the pre-Famine Irish
Catholics were generally lax Catholics. What I want to demonstrate is that this
claim is only partly correct and that understanding why this claim is only partly
correct is the first step in developing a new perspective on Irish American reli-
gion in the early Republic.

The Stories Historians Tell

Historians routinely tell two stories about Irish Americans and religion in the
pre-Famine period, one having to do with Irish Catholics and the other having to
do with Irish Presbyterians (Irish Anglicans seem to have slipped through the
cracks). Michael O’Brien himself gave an early version of the now-standard story
told about early Irish American Catholics. “The poor Irish Catholics in the Col-
onies,” he said (1919/1971, 266), “finding no church of their own to commune
with, in despair abandoned their faith because of their ignorance of its funda-
mentals” and because of the ridicule that their children faced in schools where
“the cry of ‘No Popery!’ was constantly in their ears.” These early Irish Catholics
abandoned their faith, in other words, because they were little attached to official
Catholicism, because they did not have access to priests and the institutional
structures that might have nurtured their faith, and because of others’ hostility
toward Catholicism. Since O’Brien’s time, that story has been repeated, almost
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word for word, by many other commentators (see, for example, Akenson 1993,
244~-246; Byron 1999, 51-52; Doyle 1981, 69—70; Greeley 1988; McCaffrey 1997,
64; McWhiney 1988, 6—7; Miller 1985, 147; K. Miller 2000, 140).

The core elements of this oft-told story are almost certainly correct and, if any-
thing, the story is now more firmly supported by the available evidence than ever
before. Following seminal works by Emmet Larkin (1972), Sean Connolly (1982),
and others, it is now routine to suggest that Irish Catholics in Ireland experienced
a “devotional revolution” following the Famine. The most obvious manifestation
of this revolution was that Mass attendance rates, which had traditionally been
quite low in most areas, jumped dramatically (D. Miller 2000). Other elements
of this devotional revolution included an increased emphasis on the parish as the
preferred locus of cultic activities and on the authority of Irish bishops. It is com-
mon, in most discussions of the devotional revolution, to contrast the “official
Catholicism” that came to predominate in the post-Famine period with the more
traditional “folk Catholicism” that had prevailed in Ireland for centuries and that
centered on holy well cults. Actually, folk Catholicism had been in decline since
the late 1700s. Both Larkin’s devotional revolution argument and the decline of
holy well cults will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter. For now, the
only point I want to make is that most of the Irish Catholics who emigrated to
America during the period from 1770 to 1830 were little attached either to the
Catholicism of the official church or to the folk Catholicism that had long pre-
vailed in Ireland. They were truly “lax Catholics” in more ways than one, just as
the usual story that historians tell about them claims.

If we now turn to the usual story that historians tell about Irish Presbyterians
in early America, however, we find that it contrasts sharply with the story told
about Irish Catholics. For one thing, this second story is usually far more detailed
and focuses on the institutional (Presbyterian) church, which of course was en-
trenched in the American colonies in a way that the Roman Catholic Church was
not. For example, Leonard Trinterud’s (1970) classic account of colonial Presby-
terianism is concerned with things like: the ways in which early Presbyterian
congregations in America were shaped by the Scottish Presbyterian and Irish
Presbyterian traditions; the factionalism that developed in the church as a result
of the Great Awakening; the rise of the Log Cabin Men; the conflict between the
Old Sides and the New Sides; and so on. What is easy to overlook amidst the mas-
sive detail on what-leader-said-what-when in historical studies like Trinterud’s is
that the one question which is always front and center in the story told about Irish
Catholics is never raised in an explicit and precise way about Irish Presbyterians:
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Were the great mass of Irish Presbyterians who came to America strongly
attached to their faith and practicing Presbyterians or was this association just
part of their background>

For Protestant historians writing about the Scotch-Irish a century ago, during
that period of time when glib assertions about the cultural distinctiveness of this
group were routine in American historiography, the matter was likely not central
because the answer to this question was assumed to be obvious: not only were
the vast majority of the Scotch-Irish in early America Presbyterian by background
but they were also active participants in the life of the Presbyterian Church. In-
deed, their strong involvement with the Presbyterian Church was commonly
thought to have given the Scotch-Irish the organizational base that had allowed
them to be so influential in promoting support for the Revolution. Addressing
the Third Annual Conference of the Scotch-Irish Society of America in 1891,
J. H. Bryson succinctly expressed the core ideas of this argument: “As a class, this
people [the Scotch-Irish] were largely Presbyterian in their religious opinions; and
thereby they became embodied into a compact and powerful Church organiza-
tion, giving tremendous force and intensity to their influence.” Other authors
abandoned even the mild hesitancy evident in Bryson’s “largely Presbyterian” re-
mark. Charles Hanna (1902/1968, 2), in a work that for decades would be cited
as a standard reference work on the Scotch-Irish, declared that they, “alone of all
the races [in colonial America] had one uniform religion”; he then went on to
make clear that this uniformity was both a matter of belief and an active involve-
ment with the Presbyterian Church. Hanna’s conclusions would subsequently be
echoed in the works of a great many mainstream historians. William Sweet (1930,
r72-183) for example, devoted a chapter to the Scotch-Irish in his influential The
Story of Religions in America and in his opening paragraph left no doubt about the
centrality of Presbyterianism in Scotch-Irish culture:

Political, economic and religious factors all played their part in bringing Scotch-
Irish colonists to America. The people who had colonized North Ireland had come
largely from the Lowlands of Scotland and had brought to Ireland with them the
strenuous Protestant spirit of Scotch Presbyterianism. Since there had been little
intermarriage with the native Irish ... the Presbyterian Church was there well-

organized with an able and aggressive ministry.

More recently, Maldwyn Jones (1991, 302), though willing to debunk many of the
other claims made about the Scotch-Irish, nevertheless reasserts the claim about
their attachment to Presbyterianism:



12 American Catholics in the Protestant Imagination

If Presbyterianism had been the most conspicuous element in Scotch-Irish identity
in Ireland, it remained no less so in British America. Zealous in establishing
churches and attempting to secure learned clergy, the Scotch-Irish were determined
to cling to their religious heritage and to reproduce in the New World the precise

religious forms of the Old.

Jones then goes on to discuss the disputes among various factions within the
American Presbyterian Church, but in the end he—like Sweet and Hanna before
him—presents no real evidence in support of this claim that most of the Scotch-
Irish clung tightly to Presbyterianism.

Other modern authors, by contrast, while maintaining a tight focus on the
institutional Presbyterian Church in discussing the Scotch-Irish, handle the mat-
ter of exactly how many Scotch-Irish were practicing Presbyterians by simply
avoiding the issue altogether. What is interesting about these accounts, how-
ever, is that here and there these authors invariably remark in passing that the
Scotch-Irish may have been as lax in regard to religion as their Irish Catholic
contemporaries.

Trinterud (1970, 109), for example, tells us that many of the people brought
into the Presbyterian Church by the Great Awakening were “second generation
colonists who had little or no religious background.” Similarly, he says that “Pres-
byterianism in Pennsylvania was largely Scotch-Irish” but that the church there
was weak because the Scotch-Irish were highly mobile; “there was a great deal of
settling and resettling among them, which kept their churches weak and often
short-lived” (p. 199). What these brief remarks suggest, of course, is that a large
proportion of the Irish in America of Presbyterian background were not in fact
devout Presbyterians.

More recently, Patrick Griffin (2001, 114ff.) argues that the Presbyterian
Church in the American colonies during the first third of the eighteenth century
exerted little control over the Ulster Irish because the church had little to offer
them. The supposed irrelevance of the Presbyterian Church was compounded, in
turn, by a general shortage of clergy and by the difficulty of reaching the frontier
settlements where Ulster Protestants lived. In the 1830s, however, the church
had made a determined effort to bring order and discipline to Ulster Irish com-
munities in the colonies, by establishing a distinctively Irish presbytery. Unfor-
tunately (Griffin continues) ministers of the new presbytery began to quarrel
among themselves and with their Scottish Presbyterian counterparts over a
range of confessional issues and civil disputes. The Great Awakening that also
began in the 17305 only contributed to the divisions that emerged among Irish
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Presbyterian ministers. The net result, Griffin argues, was a weakened and con-
fused church which lost ground to the Baptists, whose consistent emphasis on
mobility, an untrained ministry, local autonomy, and the like was far better suited
to the “culture of movement” (the push for more and more land) that was now
characteristic of the Ulster emigrants. Other commentators (Blethen and Wood
1997; Chepesiuk 2000) pinpoint the same factors—the Great Awakening, inter-
nal division, a shortage of ministers—to explain why the Scotch-Irish slipped
away from Presbyterianism and became Baptists and Methodists. Nevertheless,
by suggesting that the Presbyterian Church had little control over the Ulster Irish
throughout the colonial period (which in the end is the claim being made),
Griffin’s account could be read as reinforcing the implications of the fragmentary
remarks made by Trinterud about the Scotch-Irish: long before they became Bap-
tists and Methodists, most Scotch-Irish were not members of a Presbyterian
church and not much influenced by the Presbyterian leadership in America.

As far as I know, David Doyle (1981) was the first investigator to call atten-
tion—in a clear and explicit way—to the fact that there were fewer practicing
Presbyterians in the United States than might be expected given the strong asso-
ciation in earlier historical accounts between the Ulster Irish and Presbyterian-
ism. Doyle (1981) writes:

The achievements of Presbyterianism should not be exaggerated. Up to 300,000
Ulster immigrants went to America by 1766. Given high colonial birth rates, sur-
vivors and descendants should have numbered more in 1800; yet in that year there
were reportedly only fifteen thousand members of Presbyterian Churches in the
United States, and many of them were of English Presbyterian, New England Con-

gregational and Continental Reformed background. (Pp. 59-60)

For Doyle, the easiest way to explain this is to posit that there were far more Cath-
olics and Anglicans among the Ulster Irish than previously acknowledged. What
he overlooks is the more straightforward possibility suggested by Leroy Eid (1986),
that most of the “Ulster Presbyterians” who came to America were in fact little
attached to their faith and little attached to the Presbyterian Church.

Assessing religiosity in the colonial period is always difficult, and certainly
much depends on what measures of religiosity are used. For example, there is
considerable evidence (reviewed in Carroll 2004) that looking at attendance rates
(what proportion of the local population attended church services on a regular
basis) produces much higher estimates of the “churched population” than look-
ing at formal membership, which is the measure Doyle used in the passage just
cited. On the other hand, given the recurrent suggestions in the early literature



14 American Catholics in the Protestant Imagination

on the Scotch-Irish that they were staunch Presbyterians, a focus on formal mem-
bership might well be justified. Assuming that to be true, it becomes possible to
update Doyle’s numerical analysis in light of evidence and arguments that have
appeared since the publication of his 1981 book.

First off, Doyle’s early estimate of 15,000 Presbyterians in 1800 is likely too
low. Although published data on communicants did not become available until
1807, Gaustad and Barlow (2001, 131) estimate that there were already more than
20,000 Presbyterian communicants in 1790 (a decade before the date of Doyle’s
estimate). That the actual figure in 1790 was probably not much higher than
20,000 seems likely, given that two decades later there were 29,000 communi-
cants in the main body of the Presbyterian Church (Thompson 1895, 77) and that
most scholars figure that Presbyterianism experienced a growth in absolute num-
bers during those two decades (e.g., Finke and Stark 1992, 56; Gaustad and Bar-
low 2001, 131-132). For the sake of argument, then, let's maximize the number
of Presbyterians by estimating that circa 1790 there were something like 24,000
formal communicants. How many of these were of Scotch-Irish extraction? Cer-
tainly not all of them, since some would have been, as Doyle suggested, of Scot-
tish and/or New England Congregational background. For the sake of argument,
let’s assume that three-quarters of those 24,000 Presbyterian communicants, or
18,000, were Scotch-Irish. How does that compare to the overall number of
Scotch-Irish living in the United States? Unfortunately, answering that question
necessitates revisiting one of the hoariest debates connected with the Scotch-Irish
in America.

In 1931, a committee of the American Council of Learned Societies (ACLS)—
consisting of two historians, two statisticians, and a linguist—published a report
that drew upon data on the distribution of surnames in British populations and
in the 1790 U.S. census to estimate the proportion of the white population in
America in 1790 that came from various “national stocks.” In the end, the com-
mittee (American Council of Learned Societies 1931, 122) concluded that 6 per-
cent of those household heads had surnames suggesting they were of Ulster Irish
descent. Although this conclusion was taken at face value (by most U.S. histori-
ans) over the next few decades, it came under strong attack during the 1980s, and
these attacks fell into two categories. On the one hand, Don Akenson (1984a;
1984b) argued—with undeniable industry and cleverness—that all attempts to
extract national origins information from the surnames in the 1790 Census rested
upon implicit assumptions that were almost certainly false. Others, however, par-
ticularly Forrest McDonald and Ellen Shapiro McDonald (1980; 1984) and
Thomas L. Purvis (1984a; 1984b), argued that by correcting some of the more
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TABLE 2
Estimates of Scotch-Irish in United States and in the Presbyterian Church circa 1790

Scotch-Irish as Estimated Scotch-Irish Participation rate
percentage of total Estimated total communicants of (col. 3 as percentage
white population® Scotch-Irish population? a Presbyterian church of col. 2)

6% 190,320 18,000° 9.5%
10.5% 333,060 18,000 5.4%
15% 475,800 18,000 3.8%

See Doyle (1999, 487) and discussion in text.
2Based on a total white population of 3,172,000 in 1790, using percentages in column 1.
3See Gaustad and Barlow (2001, 131) and discussion in text.

obvious errors in the procedures used by the ACLS committee it was still possi-
ble to extract some useful information, especially if one was willing to settle for
ballpark estimates rather than exactitude. By Purvis’s (1984Db) analysis, the ACLS
report seriously undercounted the Scotch-Irish; he found that the proportion of
the population who were of Scotch-Irish descent was closer to 10.5 percent. Doyle
(1999, 847) summarizes the strains of research in this area by saying that, while
the Scotch-Irish in 1790 might have constituted anywhere from 6 percent (i.e.,
the original ACLS estimate) to 15 percent of the total white population, Purvis’s
estimate of 10.5 percent is probably closest to the mark.

Given that the total white population in 1790 was roughly 3,172,000 (Mitchell
1998), these figures give us a basis for assessing the degree to which the Scotch-
Irish participated—as formal members—in Presbyterianism. The relevant data,
presented in Table 2, show that Scotch-Irish participation rates range from a high
of 9.5 percent (on the assumption the Scotch-Irish constituted 6 percent of the
white population) to a low of 3.8 percent (on the assumption they constituted 15
percent of the white population). That these estimated participation rates seem
abysmally low is methodologically comforting. Stark and Finke (1988), using esti-
mation procedures quite different from those used here, suggest that in 1776 only
10 percent of the white population in America were formal members of any
church. The rate obtained here for the Scotch-Irish participation in Presbyterian-
ism, then, is lower than this national total, but not by an order of magnitude that
would cause us to doubt the procedure.

The participation rates shown in Table 2 represent only formal membership,
which limits them to adults. In a later work on early American religion (1992),
Finke and Stark calculate that if the children in the families of formal members
are taken into account, participation rates double. Plus, as already mentioned,
using regular attendance rather than formal membership as the gauge increases
these rates even further. Nevertheless, the data in Table 2 can still be read as sup-



16 American Catholics in the Protestant Imagination

porting the conclusion derivable from the impressionistic remarks by Trinterud
and Griffin: the great mass of the Scotch-Irish did not take an active role in the
affairs of the Presbyterian Church.

So what’s the point of all this? Very simply the point is this: it is widely accepted
that the early Irish, whether of Presbyterian or Catholic in background, got swept
up in the rise of the Baptists and Methodists in the early nineteenth century (see,
for example, Akenson 1993, 273; Brown and Sorrells 2001, 38). Furthermore, it
has long been commonplace to point out that the Scotch-Irish in particular found
evangelical Christianity to be especially appealing (Gibson 1860, 338; Thompson
1895, 73). The question is why these early Irish Americans became Baptists and
Methodists. In the case of Irish Catholics, the usual story, as indicated, is that they
were little attached to their faith and lacked institutional support. In the case of
Irish Presbyterians, by contrast, the usual story is that although they were strongly
attached to their faith and had some institutional support, that support was not
sufficient. But if we accept that pre-Famine Irish Americans were more culturally
similar than culturally different, and fold in the data that the great bulk of Irish
Presbyterians were as little attached to an institutional church as were Irish Cath-
olics, then we need to consider that the stories were the same in both cases. The
great advantage of telling the same story for both groups, I suggest, is that it opens
up a historiographical possibility that has until now been ignored, namely, that
the pre-Famine Irish in America became Baptists and Methodists for reasons hav-
ing more to do with their common experience in America than with their different
experiences (religious or otherwise) in Ireland. Unfortunately, before we can con-
sider telling this new story, we have to confront a second bias that has warped the
study of Irish American religiosity.

Why So Many Studies of Irish American Catholicism?

Studies of Irish American religiosity after the Famine have almost without
exception been studies of Irish American Catholicism. Michael Glazier’s The En-
cyclopedia of the Irish in America (1999), for example, despite its inclusive title, has
along entry on Irish American Catholicism but no entries, long or short, on Irish
American Baptists or Methodists or Presbyterians. Similarly, in The Churching of
America, 1776-1990, Roger Finke and Rodney Stark (1992) devote an entire chap-
ter to Irish Catholics in the decades following the Famine but say nothing about
the Irish when they discuss the rise of the Baptists and Methodists in the early
nineteenth century (a discussion which occupies much of their attention). Regi-
nald Byron, in his Irish America (1999), does note in passing that most Irish
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Americans are Protestant (p. 4), but then, on the same page, calls Albany, New
York—*“as markedly a Catholic city as Ireland is a markedly Catholic country”—
“an ideal laboratory in which to test a number of taken-for-granted ideas about
Irish America,” and his entire book is then devoted to studying this one particu-
lar (Catholic) community.

This pattern of taking “Irishness” into account only when considering Catholi-
cism is also evident when we compare books that focus on the Catholic experi-
ence in America with books that focus on the Protestant experience. Books
devoted to the history of American Catholicism, like Dolan’s (1992) classic ac-
count, invariably devote much attention to the Irish, while books concerned with
the Protestant tradition in America say little or nothing about the Irish (see, for
example, Bonomi 1986). This would explain why Catherine Albanese’s (2002)
bibliographic essay on American religious history can call attention to several
studies that discuss Irish Catholics and the Irish influence on Catholicism in the
post-Famine period but mention no studies that discuss the Irish influence on
Protestantism before or after the Famine. So, why have historians and sociolo-
gists paid attention to “Irishness” only when studying Catholicism? Two possibil-
ities come to mind.

The firstis the perception that Irish Americans are generally Catholic. As noted
at the beginning of this chapter, this perception is factually incorrect: most Irish
Americans today are Protestant. Even granting that most Irish Americans are
Protestant, the longstanding historiographical emphasis on Irish Catholics in the
post-Famine period might still make sense if it were true that the Irish have in-
fluenced the American Catholic tradition to a degree well beyond their influence
on the American Protestant tradition. But here again the data just won't cooperate.

Tables 3 and 4 give the percentages of self-identified Irish Americans in vari-
ous religious traditions. Table 3 uses traditional denominational categories (e.g.,
Catholic, Baptist, Methodist, etc.). These data show, for example, that in the South
15 percent of all Baptists and 11 percent of all Methodists are Irish, and outside
the South 16 percent of all Catholics are Irish. Looking at the same data slightly
differently, Table 4 uses the RELTRAD categorization of Christian denominations
suggested by Steensland et al. (2000). One of the advantages of this classification
scheme is that it puts black Protestants into a separate category, which is justified,
the authors explain (p. 294), by the fact that the cultural impact of black churches
has historically been quite different from that of white churches. This analysis
reveals, for example, the large presence of Irish in evangelical churches in the
South (20%).

The data reported in Tables 3 and 4 suggest that Irish Americans in the South
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TABLE 3
Percentages of Americans in Various Christian Denominations
Who Identify Themselves as Irish, by Region

Denomination South Non-South
Catholic 15 16
Baptist 15 9
Methodist 11 9
Lutheran 10 6
Presbyterian 13 11
Episcopal 12 9
Other 14 10

souRCE: General Social Survey (1990-2000), National Opinion Research
Center.

TABLE 4
Percentages of Americans in RELTRAD Religious Affiliation
Categories Who Identify Themselves as Irish, by Region

Religious Affiliation South Non-South
Catholic 15 16
Evangelical Protestant 20 12
Mainline Protestant 12 9
Black Protestant 2 <1
Other 6 4
Unaffiliated 12 12

souRrCE: General Social Survey (1990-2000), National Opinion Research
Center; Steensland et al. (2000)

are present in the Baptist and Methodist traditions to a similar extent, and in the
(white) evangelical Protestant tradition to a greater extent than they are present
in the Catholic tradition outside the South. I concede entirely that these data only
assess statistical predominance, and so tell us nothing about the degree to which
the Irish have influenced the institutional structures in the Protestant and Cath-
olic traditions. But in some ways, that is precisely the point: whereas we have lots
of studies that assess the degree to which the Irish have taken on leadership roles
in the Catholic Church in areas outside the South, we have no studies doing some-
thing similar in the case of their impact on Protestant churches in the South.

The suggestion that we need to look more carefully at the Irish influence on
American Protestantism is not a new one. Here again Donald Akenson (1993)
has been a voice crying in the wilderness:

Any serious non-racist history of the Irish in the United States should spend as
much time upon the Baptists (especially the Southern Baptists), Methodists, Angli-
cans, and Presbyterians as upon the history of the Catholic Church. The life of
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William Bell Riley (the founding father of twentieth-century American fundamen-
talism) should be as well known as, say, that of Cardinal Spellman. . .. Only then

will the historical study in the USA have come of age. (P. 224)

I know of only one body of scholarship whose authors have taken up the chal-
lenge that Akenson laid down, and, unfortunately, it does not get us very far in
understanding the dynamics of early Irish American religiosity.

Scotch-Irish Sacramental Traditions

It has become increasingly commonplace in accounts of American religion to
suggest that sacramental traditions originating in Scotland played a central role
in shaping both the revivalism associated with the Great Awakening in the 1700s
and then, later, the camp meeting tradition that became inextricably bound up
with Baptistand Methodist success (see Cohen 1997, 718—719; Fischer 1989, 707—
708; McCauley 1995; Schmidt 2001; Westerkamp 1988). Most of these discus-
sions pay special attention to the Presbyterian “holy fair” tradition that emerged
in Scotland in the early 1600s and quickly spread to Ulster.

Initially, Scottish holy fairs were simply communal rituals at which hundreds,
sometimes thousands, of people received communion while seated at long tables
set up somewhere out of doors. Soon, however, as Leigh Eric Schmidt (2001) has
documented in detail, a number of elements stressing revival and conversion
were added. “What separated [these] festal communions from earlier sacraments
were such characteristics as outdoor preaching, great concourses of people from
an extensive region, long vigils of prayer, powerful experiences of conversion and
confirmation, [and] a number of popular preachers cooperating for extended
services over three days or more” (p. 24). Schmidt goes on to show that these
distinctive elements were also characteristic of similar (though typically smaller)
Presbyterian gatherings that are documented as having been staged in some
Scotch-Irish communities in America during the seventeenth century (see
Schmidt 2001, 59-68).

All in all, then, it does seem reasonable to suggest, just as Schmidt and oth-
ers do, that a familiarity with the holy fair tradition on the part of some Presbyte-
rians—some Presbyterian ministers in particular—may have shaped many of the
camp meetings associated with the rise of evangelical religion. So, did the Scotch-
Irish in America become Baptists and Methodists because they were “pre-
adapted” to evangelical religion by their familiarity with the Presbyterian holy fair
tradition? McCauley (1995) says that the answer here is yes, and such a message
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seems implicit in the analyses by Schmidt and Fischer (1989) as well. The prob-
lem with such an interpretation, however, is that it implicitly rests upon precisely
the premise that most of the Scotch-Irish in America were strongly attached to
the Presbyterian tradition, and that has been put in doubt in the first part of this
chapter.

In summary, then, while Schmidt’s work establishes that holy fairs (or some-
thing similar) were here and there celebrated by some Scotch-Irish Presbyterians
in America, neither he nor anyone else has presented any evidence suggesting
that the great mass of the Scotch-Irish in America had any real familiarity with
the holy fair tradition. He simply assumes that the Scotch-Irish Presbyterians who
attended the (relatively small) number of American-style holy fairs he describes
would have been typical of the Scotch-Irish population in general. If in fact (as we
have seen) there are strong grounds for believing that most Scotch-Irish were not
formally affiliated with a Presbyterian church, then what is the basis for believ-
ing that most Scotch-Irish participated in anything resembling a holy fair? There
isn’t any. In short, while the holy fair tradition in Scottish Presbyterianism might
well have predisposed a small minority of (practicing) Presbyterians among the
Scotch-Irish to embrace the new forms of evangelical Christianity promoted at
camp meetings after 1800, it seems insufficient to explain why the Scotch-Irish
generally embraced evangelical Christianity.

Starting Fresh: To Be Irish (and Protestant) Is to Be American

So far, I have posited that there are three things we can take to be true of the
Irish in early America. First, the various Irish groups found in pre-Famine Amer-
ica were characterized more by cultural similarity than by cultural difference. Sec-
ond, these early Irish Americans were little attached to either Catholicism or Pres-
byterianism. Third, they—and their immediate descendants—slipped easily into
the Methodist and Baptist traditions during the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries. In addition, we can posit with reasonable certainty that the Irish
in America strongly supported the Revolution.

Although there were Irish on both sides of the revolutionary struggle, most
commentators who have assessed the available evidence have found that at least
in the Middle Colonies and in the South, the bulk of the Irish (whether of Pres-
byterian, Catholic, or Anglican background) supported the Revolution (Doyle 1981,
109-151; Ickringill 1999; Mitchell 1999). The issue of why the Irish in these re-
gions supported the Revolution, however, is open to interpretation. For Michael
O’Brien himself (see, in particular, O’Brien 1919/1971) it was obvious: having
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suffered under British rule in Ireland, the Irish were predisposed against British
rule in America. Irish historians, such as W. E. H. Lecky and J. A. Woodburn
(1898), have also stressed anti-British feeling when explaining Irish American
support for the Revolution. This sort of argument is still very popular. Arthur
Mitchell (1999), for example, points out that neither class nor emigrant status
can explain Irish support for the Revolution, given that, generally, lower-class
groups in the colonies were split in their allegiances and that both revolutionar-
ies and loyalists drew heavily from recent immigrants. For Mitchell, the only thing
leftis the classic position, namely, that the Irish supported the Revolution because
they had “suffered under English rule at home.” David Doyle (1981, 109-151), on
the other hand, argues that, while memories of suffering under English rule were
likely the reason that relatively recent Irish immigrants supported the Revolution,
older Irish immigrants’ revolutionary support was borne of their experiences in
America. Although Doyle’s argument is nuanced, the basic idea is that the older
Irish—both the Scotch-Irish and the Catholic Irish—supported the Revolution
because its emphasis on local autonomy and democracy promised them a soci-
ety in which they could better secure the rights, positions, and power previously
reserved for Anglo-American elites.

I will leave it to others to sort out the reasons why Irish Americans embraced
the American Revolution with considerable fervor. That they did so, however,
provides us with a basis for explaining the two patterns noted earlier: (1) why the
pre-Famine Irish abandoned the pattern of relative indifference that was charac-
teristic of both the Catholic Irish and the Scotch-Irish and became practicing
Methodists and Baptists, and (2) why so many American Protestants, especially
in the South, have maintained their Irish identity for more than two centuries.

The Rise of the Baptists and the Methodists

One of the great religious evolutions in America in the wake of the Revolution
was a rise in the popularity of evangelical sects, mainly among the Methodists
and the Baptists. This is hardly surprising. On the contrary, as any number of
commentators have pointed out, many of the values central to the rhetoric of the
Revolution coincide with the values that defined the Methodist and Baptist expe-
riences in early America. Just as the rhetoric of the Revolution exhibited both an
antiaristocratic bias and a strong emphasis on individualism, the Methodists and
Baptists stressed the importance of a lay (and untrained) ministry and the cen-
trality of the individual conversion experience. Some commentators, like Lipset
(1990), say merely that the values associated with evangelical Protestantism rein-
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forced the values of the Revolution. For some time now, however, a number of
historians (Hatch 1989; Mathews 1969; Schneider 1991) have advanced a much
stronger argument, that the success of the Revolution created in the new Repub-
lic a cultural climate in which people were encouraged to incorporate the values
associated with the Revolution into their religious thought. Nathan O. Hatch’s
version of this argument has been particularly influential. His argument, in a nut-
shell, is that the tremendous success of the Revolution eroded traditional author-
ity, empowered ordinary people to think for themselves independently of estab-
lished doctrine, and generated a passion for equality. Carried into the religious
realm, Hatch argues, this led people to reject the traditional distinction that set
clergy apart from others, to take their “deepest emotional impulses” at face value,
and to believe that they could create a quite different and much better world in
which to live.

The tremendous success of the Methodists and Baptists (both among whites,
and, in the case of the Baptists, among blacks as well) reflects the fact that these
groups embraced and incorporated these same impulses and values. Methodist
and Baptist success generally, in other words, derives from the fact that these
groups were the embodiment of the Revolution in the religious sphere. Given that
Irish Americans embraced the values of the Revolution so strongly, it hardly
seems surprising that they would be attracted to religious groups that incorpo-
rated these values. Irish Americans were pre-adapted to become Methodists and
Baptists, in other words, because of their commitment to the Revolution.

Why Have So Many Southern Protestants
Retained an Irish Identity for So Long?

Kerby Miller (2000) points out that, according to the results of the 1990 cen-
sus, fully 20 percent of all white southerners described themselves as Irish.
Miller argues (p. 141) that, since only 2 percent of all white southerners in the
1860 census were Irish born, and given the paucity of Famine emigrants in the
Old South, these Irish southerners must be the descendants of the pre-Famine
Irish who settled in the South:

(1]t would appear that by 1990 a surprisingly large number of the remote descen-
dants of the South’s early Irish Protestant settlers—those who had emigrated prior
to the American Revolution, or at the latest, prior to the 1830s—were . . . willing to
identify themselves with the birthplace of their ancestors who had left Ireland 200

or even 250 years earlier.
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Michael Hout and Joshua Goldstein (1994) sought to answer a similar ques-
tion, wondering how 4.5 million Irish immigrants (their estimate of how many
Irish had come to the United States by 1920) could have become the 40 million
Irish Americans recorded in the 1980 census (the first U.S. census that included
a question about ethnicity). Hout and Goldstein’s analysis, which looked at data
not just on the Irish Americans but also on British Americans, German Ameri-
cans, and Italian Americans, revealed that the number of Irish Americans was far
in excess of what natural increase or intermarriage would account for. Their
research suggests that this is because of an especially strong subjective factor that
they describe as an “unexplained closeness to Ireland” (p. 79) that has persisted
over time. In his own discussion of the Hout/Goldstein study, Andrew Greeley
(1999) identifies the microprocess that is the proximate cause of the dispropor-
tionately large number of Americans who self-identify as Irish: “Intermarriage
certainly played a part. .., creating a large population of part-Irish, part-
something-else Americans. When the census asked about their ethnicity, a very
high proportion of the part-something-else said ‘Irish’. . . [suggesting that] it is
fashionable to be Irish.” Greeley, unfortunately, does not address why so many
Americans would find an Irish identity to be the fashionable choice given the
other choices open to them.

In the case of American Catholics, the reason for emphasizing one’s Irish her-
itage would seem not difficult to discern. For more than a century and a half now
there has been a strong tie in the popular imagination between being Irish and
being Catholic and a general belief that the Irish are especially devout Catholics
(i-e., attend Mass regularly, support the church, etc.). Certainly, any number of
commentators have suggested that in the post-Famine period Irish American
Catholics have been the mainstay of the American Catholic Church and the stan-
dard against which other Catholics were judged. This phenomenon is more com-
plex than it seems (as will be discussed in the next chapter), but it is true that, for
Catholic Americans, claiming an Irish identity can function as a way of present-
ing themselves to others as good Catholics, and that helps to explain why so many
Catholics who are “part-Irish/part-something-else” (to use Greeley’s phrase)
would identify as Irish.

By contrast, why so many Protestant Americans would continue to claim an
Irish identity is more problematic. The puzzle can be resolved, however, by rec-
ognizing that Protestant Americans who claim an Irish identity are likely associ-
ating themselves with the character traits stereotypically associated with the
Scotch-Irish. I suggest that, however much modern scholars have demolished the
“Scotch-Irish” category and moved away from analyses that assign character traits
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to the Scotch-Irish (or to any ethnic group, for that matter), this category and this
way of thinking remain alive and well in the popular imagination. Simply, in
American popular culture, the pre-Famine Protestant Irish continue to be seen
in exactly the same way that so infuriated Michael O’Brien a century ago: as a peo-
ple who are determined, independent, individualistic, committed to liberty, self-
sufficient, open to change, and so forth, and who thereby embody the ideals of
the American Revolution and the nation born of it.

In The Mind of the South (1941), a book that remains enormously popular in
the South despite its historical flaws (see Eagles 1992), W. F. Cash describes in-
tense individualism as a central element in southern culture and claims that it
derived partly from the frontier conditions of the Old South and partly because
many southerners were “of the blood of the Scotch and the Irish.” This same
emphasis on the cultural distinctiveness of the Scotch-Irish, and in particular,
on their inherent individualism, continues to pervade fictional accounts of the
Scotch-Irish. The book jacket for Thomas A. Lewis’s West from Shenandoah (2003),
for instance, tells us that the novel recounts “the powerful and inspiring story of
America’s first westerners, the fiercely independent Scotch-Irish immigrants who
flocked to America in the early eighteenth century . . . and reveals why the Amer-
ican Revolution could not have been won without the indispensable contribution
of these Scotch-Irish pioneers.”

This same emphasis on the intense individualism of the Scotch-Irish and their
association with American democracy is also a stock element in popular non-
fiction histories of this group, such as those written by Rory Fitzpatrick (1989)
and Billy Kennedy (1995; 1997; 1998). The books by Fitzpatrick and Kennedy, to
be sure, might need to be taken with a grain of salt, since both authors seem con-
cerned with promoting a more positive view of Ulster Protestants. But consider
how James Webb (2004)—Naval Academy graduate, Vietnam veteran, assistant
secretary of defense in the Reagan administration—introduces his own history
of the Scotch-Irish to an implicitly American audience:

The Scots-Irish (sometimes also called the Scotch-Irish) are all around you, even
though you probably don’t know it. They are a force that shapes our culture, more
in the abstract power of emotion than through the argumentative force of law. In
their insistent individualism they are not likely to put an ethnic label on themselves
when they debate societal issues. . . . Two hundred years ago the mountains built a
fierce and uncomplaining self-reliance into an already hardened people. To them,

joining a group and putting themselves at the mercy of someone else’s collectivist
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judgment makes about as much sense as letting the government take their guns.

And nobody is going to get their guns.

A page later, he tells us that “the Scotch-Irish did not merely come to America,
they became America [even though] modern America has forgotten who they
were (and are).” The argument Webb states, that there is a fit between traditional
Scotch-Irish values and modern mainstream American culture, has been favor-
ably received by reputable scholars (see, for example, Reed 2005).

Given the continuing resilience of these old stereotypes about the Scotch-Irish
personality and about the centrality of the Scotch-Irish to the rise of America as
a nation, it isn't surprising that the classic works of Scotch-Irish historiography
are still being marketed as authoritative and are still selling well, with the general
public if not with academics. Many genealogical websites continue to recom-
mend Charles A. Hanna’s The Scotch-Irish (originally published 1902, reprinted
1968) and Henry Jones Ford’s The Scotch-Irish in America (originally published
1915, reprinted 2004) as basic reference sources to people wishing to research
their Scotch-Irish ancestry.

Clearly, the character traits associated with “being Irish,” in the minds of Protes-
tant Americans, continue to resonate with the rhetoric of the American Revolu-
tion and with the emphases of evangelical Christianity. In all three contexts—
Scotch-Irishness, the American Revolution, and evangelical Christianity—there
is an emphasis on rugged individualism and autonomy, on having the courage to
stand up for what you believe, and on opposition to hierarchical authority. The
result is that, just as “being Baptist” or “being Methodist” in the early Republic
was a way of acting out the ideals of the Revolution in the religious realm (which
explains the dramatic rise of these sects in the wake of the Revolution), so claim-
ing an Irish identity is a way for contemporary Protestant Americans to associate
themselves with the values of the American Revolution, or, if you will, a way of
using ethnicity to “be American.”

I hasten to add that it matters not at all if Protestant Irish Americans really
are more independent, more courageous, and more antihierarchical than other
Americans. What does matter is that, given the stereotypes about the Scotch-Irish
that continue to exist in American popular culture, claiming an Irish identity
allows Protestant Americans to associate themselves with these quintessentially
American values.

My assertion is that the strong persistence of an Irish identity among so many
American Protestants, especially in the South, is not, as Hout and Goldstein would
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have it, reflective of an “unexplained closeness to Ireland.” What it reflects, rather,
is a strong tie to America in the present. For American Protestants, in other words,
“to be Irish” is to present yourself as someone who embodies the continuing spirit
of the American Revolution.



CHAPTER TWO

Why the Famine Irish Became
Catholic in America

The story of the Great Famine, which devastated Ireland in the late 18405, is
a story that has been told many times. While scholarly views of what caused the
Famine, and who was or was not responsible, have shifted back and forth over
time, what has remained constant—at least for anyone who reads the record with
even minimal care—is a chilling sense of the death and devastation that swept
over the Irish people. Although some scholars, like Donald Akenson (1993),
rightly point out that other famines in other countries have killed larger numbers
of people and that the Famine in Ireland only accelerated existing patterns of
Irish emigration, there seems no denying the centrality of the Famine to modern
Irish history and the ways we think about that history.

Between 1841 and 1851 Ireland’s population declined by at least one-fifth (and
possibly a bit more, depending on how you regard the official statistics). Most
commentaries suggest that about a million Irish died outright from the effects of
the Famine and that more than half a million emigrated. Emigration did not nec-
essarily mean survival, of course. Already weakened by the Famine, a great many
emigrants fell prey to the typhoid fever and dysentery that spread easily in the
crowded quarters of the ships that carried them across the ocean. To take the
best-documented case: evidence suggests that in 1847 about 20,000 Irish men,
women, and children died on the ships bringing them to the Canadian receiving
station at Grosse Ile (Quebec) or in the poorly equipped camp set up there to re-
ceive them (Quigley 1997). Fortunately for me, one of the people who survived
both the Famine and the process of emigration was Margaret Fogarty (1812-1890),
who would become my great-great-great-grandmother.

Margaret’s husband, John Larkin, was one of the casualties of the Famine, and
in 1849 Margaret and her four young children left Ireland for America. After cross-
ing the Atlantic, she made straight for Cincinnati. As unlikely as it may seem, I
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know something about Margaret’s very first day in Cincinnati, and it is something
that is directly relevant to the concern of this chapter, namely, the relationship
between the Famine Irish and Catholicism. My knowledge of that first day comes
from a typewritten letter sent to my paternal grandmother, Mae Worthington, in
January 1925 by one of her aunts, just after the death of Mae’s father. The pur-
pose of the letter, as the writer explained, was to show that “God never gives heav-
ier crosses than we could bear.” Mae had written them about her father’s death.

Kate read your letter to mother [Margaret Larkin, one of Margaret Fogarty’s four
children]. Her eyesight is so dim now she can't read. Poor thing she cried so hard.
She then began to tell us how our Grandmother came to this country with four
little children, the oldest nine years old, and how she managed. You know Mother
is always witty. She told us about them coming up the Ohio, landing in Cincinnati
on Sunday. Grandmother and another lady, they met on the journey, left the chil-
dren on the steamer, and went up in the city to find a church, that they might hear
Mass. Grandmother met one of the Fogarty’s, a cousin. He recognized her and
asked for her husband. She told him he was dead. He then told her to get the chil-
dren and he would take all of them to his home. He had only been married a very
short time. Wasn’t that some bride who took in this gang of strangers to her? Well,
the funny part of it was, they made some toddy for them. Mother says, she guesses
they did not expect to give her any, as she was very young. But she got some anyway,
and not knowing, she drank it all, and in few minutes, she fell off the chair “dead
drunk.” This is how she spent her first day in Cincinnati. You see they got along

alright.

Since Margaret Larkin, the woman who told this story to the writer of the letter,
would only have been about nine at the time of the event, it’s entirely possible
that her memory had been shaped and filtered by what others—her own mother
in particular—had told her, and so by what these others had wanted to remem-
ber and what they had wanted to forget. Still, the one detail that rings true is this:
one of the first things that Margaret Fogarty did upon arriving in the area where
she wanted to settle in the United States was to search out alocal Catholic church.
The critical question is why? When I first read this story years ago, the answer
seemed obvious: like most Irish Catholics, Margaret had been “a good Catholic”
and so did the things, like going to Mass on Sunday, that good Catholics did. Now,
however, I'm less certain.

Although my goal in this chapter is to suggest that the existing scholarly under-
standing of the Famine Irish and American Catholicism needs to be revised, the
chapter will also explain why I have changed my thinking on the subject.
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The Irish as the Gold Standard for American Catholicism

An account of Irish American Catholicism is almost always central to any dis-
cussion of American Catholicism generally. Part of the reason for this is purely
demographic: Irish Americans, as compared to other national groups, have his-
torically accounted for a disproportionate share of both the laity and the hier-
archy in the American Catholic Church. Estimates indicate, for example, that in
1860 more than a third of the total Catholic population in the United States was
Irish born (Taves 1986, 77); almost two-thirds were of Irish descent (Carey 2004,
30). Over the next few decades, Catholic immigration from continental Europe
(mainly from German-speaking regions and Italy) would dilute Irish predomi-
nance among the laity a bit, but it would still remain considerable. David Doyle
(1980, 178) estimated that by 1900 Irish Americans (both the Irish born and
those of Irish descent) accounted for “close to half” of all American Catholics.
More recent commentators (see, for example, Dolan 1992, 143; McCaffrey 1999,
138) consider Doyle’s “close to half” estimate too high, but everyone agrees that
around the turn of the twentieth century Irish Americans were at the very least a
plurality within the American Catholic Church.

That the Irish dominated the clergy and hierarchy of the American Church is
more certain. In 1880, the percentages of the clergy who were Irish American
was 69 percent in Boston, 6o percent in Baltimore; 477 percent in St. Louis; and
44 percent in Chicago (Doorley 1987, 72—77). Moreover, in 1886 thirty-five (51%)
of the sixty-eight Catholic bishops in America were Irish born or of Irish descent
(Doorley 2001, 37). In 1920, it was still the case that two-thirds of Catholic bish-
ops were Irish American, and in New England that proportion was three-fourths
(Barrett and Roediger 2003, 18). Of the twenty-six archdioceses in existence by
the late 1950s, at least seventeen were headed by archbishops of Irish descent
(Shannon 1960, 209); and as late as 1972, nearly half (48%) of American Cath-
olic bishops were Irish American (Dolan 1992, 143-144). Furthermore, in some
jurisdictions Irish dominance of the Catholic hierarchy has long been nearly
absolute. Over the period 1808-2002, eleven bishops and archbishops oversaw
the Diocese of New York (which became an archdiocese in 1851), and all but one
have been Irish or of Irish descent (Shelley 2001, 2).

The disproportionate representation of Irish Americans among the laity and
clergy of the American Catholic Church insured that the type of Catholicism fa-
vored by the Irish in America became normative. “Although the American Cath-
olic Church,” wrote Roger Finke and Rodney Stark (1992, 136), “was an amaz-
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ing mosaic, the fundamental characteristics of American Catholicism, as it was
taught, preached and practiced, were Irish.” Lawrence McCaffrey (1999, 129)
makes much the same point: while the Irish have influenced American life in
many ways, “their most important impact was on the character and personality
of American Catholicism.” The traits that have long distinguished Irish Ameri-
can Catholicism—the most important of which, as Michael Doorley (2001) notes,
are “regular religious observance, unquestioning faith, respect for clerical author-
ity, and support for parish schools”—became the standard by which the Ameri-
can church judged all Catholics. Italian American Catholics, in particular, were
singled out for special condemnation by church authorities (especially those who
were themselves Irish) for failing to meet the Irish standard (Orsi 1985, 55—506).

The Irish standard for judging Catholics generally was not used by church
officials only; it also pervades the scholarly literature on American Catholicism.
During the 1970s and 1980s, when studies of “white ethnics” came into fashion,
the question whether other Catholics were or were not becoming more like the
Irish was routinely raised. Rudolph Vecoli (19777, 37-38), for example, toward the
end of what is still a widely cited article on Italian American Catholicism, con-
cluded that

in terms of certain religious practices, the second- and even more the third-
generation Italians do seem to be approaching the Irish Catholic norm (for
instance, supporting the church financially, sending children to Catholic schools.
... However, on the sacramental index, attendance at Mass, reception of Holy Com-
munion, and confession, the significant discrepancy between Irish and Italian
behavior is not only maintained in the second and third generations, but even

increases.

Others writing in the same period reached the same conclusions (among them,
Abrahamson 1975). More recently, Louis Gesualdi (2004) determined—contra
Vecoli—that Italian American Catholics in white-collar occupations (but not those
in blue-collar occupations) are quite similar to Irish Catholics with regard to reli-
gious participation and belief. The important point, however, is that, even now,
scholars take the Irish as the gold standard against which other American Cath-
olics are judged.

The Puzzle

But why did the Irish in America flock to the Catholic Church and become
such good Catholics? For commentators writing prior to 1970, the answer
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seemed obvious: the Irish in Ireland had for centuries been strongly attached to
the Catholic tradition and the Catholic Church. Some scholars were positively
lyrical in making this claim. Carl Wittke (1956, 89), for example, described how
“in times that were dark, priests and laymen had shared the miseries of their
unhappyisland . . . the attachment of the Irish people to their persecuted Church
was never shaken.” Similarly, Thomas McAvoy, in his widely read A History of the
Catholic Church in the United States (1969, 245), argued that dominance of Amer-
ican Catholicism by the Irish “was not exactly new because, wherever Roman
Catholicism has flourished in the English-speaking world since the Reformation,
the most faithful group had been the Irish.” McAvoy wrote that the deep attach-
ment of the Famine Irish to Catholicism was “their chief consolation in their des-
perate condition” (p. 3) and that it was one of the very few Irish cultural traditions
which survived the voyage across the Atlantic. Scholars like Wittke and McAvoy
felt no obligation to present any evidence in support of their contentions, and they
were always a little vague about what constituted attachment to Catholic tradi-
tions and to the Catholic Church, mainly because they regarded this as just some-
thing that everyone knew to be true.

It seems clear in retrospect that these claims by Wittke and McAvoy (a priest
and chair of the history department at the University of Notre Dame from 1939—
1960) were accepted at face value because they were so consistent with what lead-
ers (especially Irish American leaders) of the American Catholic Church had
been saying for quite some time. During the church’s Third Plenary Council,
held in Baltimore in 1884, Bernard J. McQuaid, Bishop of Rochester (and the son
of Irish emigrants from County Tyrone) declared:

The first immigrants coming in large numbers were from Ireland. Of all the people
of Europe they were the best fitted for religion in a new country. Brave by nature,
inured to poverty and hardship, just released from a struggle unto death for the
faith, accustomed to the practice of religion in its simplest forms, cherishing dearly
their priests whom they learned to support directly, actively engaged in building
humble chapels on the sites of ruined churches and in replacing altars, they were
not appalled by the wretchedness of religious equipments and surrounding in their

new homes on this side of the Atlantic. (cited in Liptak 1989, 78)

A bit later, in 1907, the Irish-born John Cardinal Farley, Archbishop of New York,
said that the Catholic Church in New York had “only one class of people to draw
upon for the support of [its] churches and schools” and that Irish Americans were
that class (cited in Shelley 2001, 1-2). A few years later, W. H. Agnew (1913, 258—
259), a Jesuit priest, said of the earliest Irish immigrants:
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[They] came to America heroically attached to their religion, well instructed in it,
faithful in the use of its Sacraments, and ready to die for it. . . . The Church was the
center of their infant world. . . . The priest of God was pointed out to them as the
visible embodiment of God’s power and goodness [and] to think evil of God’s priest

was for them an iniquity.

This very same view of the Famine Irish was shared by Protestant commentators
in the nineteenth century, though they obviously gave it a different valuation.

As Robert Dunne (2002) has demonstrated, the complaint most characteris-
tic of nativist Protestant tirades against the Famine Irish, at their worst in the
1840s and early 1850s, was that these immigrants were under the influence and
control of Catholic priests, who owed their political allegiance to Rome. Such a
view presupposes exactly what the church’s own view presupposes: that the
Famine Irish embraced the church, in the person on their local Catholic priest,
as soon as they stepped off the boats. Unfortunately, as most readers will already
know, the claim that these Irish had been strongly attached to Catholicism and/or
the Catholic Church in Ireland is more problematic than the remarks by scholars
like Wittke and McAvoy, by church leaders, and by Protestant critics would
suggest.

Some time ago, Emmet Larkin (1972) argued that, during the middle of
the nineteenth century, Catholic leaders in Ireland, most notably Paul Cardinal
Cullen, successfully promoted a “devotional revolution” that dramatically
changed the texture of Catholic practice in Ireland. Several scholars have taken
issue with Larkin’s use of the word revolution here, arguing either that Larkin’s
“revolution” was just the final phase in a process of a Tridentine reform that had
begun much earlier (McGrath 1991) or that participation in official Catholic ritu-
als like the Mass had declined during the century before the Famine and so
Larkin’s “revolution” was to some extent a return to earlier participation levels
(D. Miller 2005). Still, no one writing after Larkin has challenged his basic point,
that Catholic practice in Ireland in the decades immediately following the
Famine was dramatically different from what it had been in the decades imme-
diately preceding the Famime. Mass attendance rates, in particular, which had
been high in some areas of Ireland but extremely low in others during the early
1800s, were high in all areas of Ireland after the devotional revolution (D. Miller
1975; 2000; 2005).

Although Larkin’s work produced a gestalt shift in scholarly thinking about
Irish Catholicism in Ireland, its effect on the study of Irish American Catholicism
has been minimal. Indeed, most American scholars have used Larkin’s argument
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to reinforce the traditional position, namely, that the Famine immigrants were de-
vout Catholics when they stepped off the boat. Patricia Good (1975, 9), for exam-
ple, in her case study of an Irish American parish in nineteenth-century Pitts-
burgh, concluded that the Irish driven by the Famine to emigrate had “gained
comfort from the devotional revolution initiated by Cardinal Cullen [because it]
provided the suffering Catholic masses with at least some sense of meaning and
spiritual consolation to their dreary lives.” Jay Dolan (1975, 45-58) made the same
claim, though perhaps more modestly: he estimated that about half (only half) of
the Irish emigrants who arrived in New York after the Famine brought with them
a commitment to Catholicism that had been shaped by the devotional revolution
and for that reason took an active role in the affairs of their local parish. Dolan,
however, is really in a minority. Most American scholars, like Good, make no
attempt to qualify the suggestion that Irish Catholic immigrants to the United
States had been shaped by the devotional revolution and so were “good Catholics”
when they arrived in America. Roger Finke and Rodney Stark (1992, 136-138)
make no bones about their uncritical acceptance of the claim: “Without pausing
to explore the causes of the Irish devotional revolution here, we may note that this
revolution spread to America with successive waves of immigrants (Larkin 1972).
And in combination with the immense predominance of Irish clergy, the sect-like
qualities of Irish Catholicism predominated as well.” And Finke and Stark’s con-
clusion here continues to be taken at face value in scholarly discussions of Irish
American religion (for example, Quinlan 2005, 147-148). What is at least mildly
puzzling about all versions of this commonly made argument—locating the
source of Irish American Catholic piety in Ireland’s devotional revolution—is that
they run directly counter to what Larkin himself said about the Famine emigrants.

In both his original (1972) article and in later work (e.g., 1984), Larkin is very
clear in arguing that the devotional revolution in Ireland was associated most of
all with the “respectable” (= well-off) farmer class among the Catholic population
and not with the Catholic majority, which consisted of laborers, cottiers, and pau-
pers. What happened during the Famine and ensured that the devotional revolu-
tion would affect Irish Catholicism in general in Ireland was that laborers, cot-
tiers, and paupers were either killed off or driven to emigrate but the well-off
farmer class was little affected by the Famine. For Larkin, these two intertwined
demographic processes ensured that the variant of Catholicism associated with
the well-off farmer class came to predominate in Ireland. A logical consequence
of this argument, which Larkin notes explicitly, is that the vast majority of Irish
Catholics who emigrated in the immediate wake of the Famine would have been
little committed to the sort of Catholicism that Cardinal Cullen was promoting.
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Last but not least . . . what was significant in the devotional revolution is its impor-
tance for understanding the Great Diaspora of the Irish in the nineteenth century.
... Most of the two million Irish who emigrated between 1847 and 186o were part of the
pre-Famine generation of non-practicing Catholics. . . . What the famine Irish actually
represented, therefore, was a culture of poverty that had been in the making in Ire-
land since the late eighteenth century. . . . The crucial point is that after the famine
that culture of poverty was broken up in Ireland by emigration and the new circum-
stances created by that breakup allowed for the emergence of other values. (Larkin

1972, 651, emphasis added)

This part of Larkin’s argument is simply ignored by commentators like Finke and
Stark and Dolan.

In other cases, commentators seem aware of Larkin’s argument but neverthe-
less continue to suggest that post-Famine Irish American religiosity was rooted
in Ireland’s devotional revolution. For example, in an essay on the Irish in New
York, Lawrence McCaffrey (1996, 218-219) notes—correctly, given the Larkin
argument—that the devotional revolution can only reasonably be seen as having
affected post-1877 Irish immigrants to that city. In a subsequent essay, however,
McCaffrey (1997, 81) writes, “Post-Famine Irish emigrants, priests, nuns, and
laity brought what Emmett Larkin has described as a Devotional Revolution with
them to the New World.” McCaffrey thus associates the devotional revolution
with all post-Famine immigrants, including that mass of Irish emigrants who
settled in the U.S. in the immediate wake of the Famine.

David Gleeson (2001, 85), in his study of Irish Catholics in the American
South, takes note of Larkin’s contention that Famine emigrants were not de-
votional revolution Catholics but dismisses it, saying, “The Irish in the South
brought their devotion with them and sought the comfort of the church parish
life. Even when they had not experienced Cullen’s reforms in Ireland, they pro-
vided similar raw material for zealous clerics in America.” His evidence for this,
however, consists entirely in a number of anecdotal references to particular Irish
Catholics in the South who contributed to the support of a local Catholic church.
Even putting aside the fact that most of the people whom Gleeson mentions were
well-off (and so not representative of the Famine Irish generally), the logical flaw
in his argument seems evident. Thus, Gleeson starts with evidence of Irish
Catholic religiosity in the United States (they supported their local church),
assumes that this was caused by their deep attachment to the devotional life of the
Catholic Church in Ireland, and then uses this (their deep attachment to Catholi-
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cism in Ireland) to explain his initial finding. The argument succeeds only by
assuming what it sets out to prove.

In summary, then, investigators (at least American investigators) who cite
Larkin’s work on the devotional revolution in Ireland as the source of Irish Amer-
ican Catholic piety either ignore entirely Larkin’s contention that the immigrants
who came to the United States in the immediate wake of the Famine were not
affected by that devotional revolution or they acknowledge Larkin’s argument but
simply assert or imply the reverse. What thus becomes common to the work of
all these commentators is the suggestion that the roots of the deep attachment of
Irish Americans to the variant of Catholicism that shaped the American Church
are to be found in Ireland. Ignored entirely is the possibility, suggested by Larkin’s
work, that if Famine immigrants were not affected by the devotional revolution,
their attachment to the variant of Catholicism they embraced in America was
likely the result of their experiences in America. Indeed, if we accept Larkin’s argu-
ment about Famine emigrants, the question we really need to ask is “How and
why did the Famine Irish become ‘good’ Catholics in America.”

How the Irish Became Catholic in America

Although the Irish in pre-Famine Ireland may not have been especially obser-
vant Catholics, using measures like mass attendance and the reception of the
sacraments, a thriving tradition of popular Catholicism did exist at least from the
time of the Counter Reformation. This form of popular Catholicism was centered
on holy well cults, rounding rituals (the practice of walking around a well or stone
cairn a precise number of times—usually three, seven, nine, or fifteen—in a
clockwise direction) and patterns. Patterns (also called patrons) were communal
events that drew people from all levels of Irish society, both males and females,
both rural and urban. Patterns included a mix of religious and secular and reli-
gious activities. Rounding rituals were central to the religious experience at a pat-
tern. Local priests attended these events and did say mass and preach the occa-
sional sermon, but such activities were “add-ons.” Secular activities, usually held
at the end of the day, after the religious activities, typically included drinking,
dancing, and faction fights between rival groups of males.

Most commentators who discuss the Famine Irish in America, if they men-
tion this form of popular Catholicism at all, say simply that it failed to cross the
Atlantic with the emigrants because it was too closely tied to the conditions of life
in Ireland and/or to particular sites there (see, for example, Clarke 1993, 46—47;
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Mannion 1991, 9o—91). What these writers overlook, however, is the evidence
that, in Ireland, attachment to these communal forms of popular Catholicism
Ireland had been on the decline since the late r700s, long before the increase in
Irish migration to North America in the 1830s and (even more dramatically) the
1840s. Eugene Hynes (1978, 141-142) pointed out that evidence of a decades-old
pre-Famine decline in the popularity of this form of Catholicism could be found
in the written recollections of authors like William Wilde (1815-1876). The best
evidence for a pre-Famine decline in the popularity of holy well cults and the
associated rituals and celebrations, however, is to be found in the Ordnance Sur-
vey letters.

During the 1830s, John O’Donovan and other Ordnance Survey investigators
(but mainly O’Donovan) scoured the Irish countryside asking questions about
local holy wells, patterns, and other sites of “antiquarian” interest. Their reports
(which are available in typescript at the Royal Irish Academy, Dublin, and else-
where) are pervaded with informant comments about once-popular holy wells
that had fallen into disuse and about once-popular patterns at some particular
site that had not been celebrated for years. (For a discussion of the Ordnance Sur-
vey letters and their value in assessing holy well cults, as well as a discussion of
the changing social conditions in pre-Famine Ireland that likely undermined the
appeal of holy well cults and patterns, see Carroll 1999, 151-158.)

What all this means—to repeat the point that was made in passing in Chap-
ter 1—is that the mass of Irish Catholic immigrants who swept across the Atlantic
in the years immediately following the Famine to settle in the United States would
have been little attached either to the official Catholic tradition (again, assuming
for the moment that Larkin was right) or to the form of popular Catholicism that
had previously prevailed in Ireland. They would, in other words, have been in-
different to the practice of Catholicism in any form, and it is against this baseline
that we must explain their transformation into the mainstay of the American
Catholic Church.

Kerby Miller (1985) is one of the few scholars who has discussed the religious
transformation of the Famine Irish in America in a precise and extended man-
ner. First, he takes explicit note of this tenuous attachment of most Famine Irish
to official Catholicism, something commentators like Finke, Stark, Dolan, and

others ignore. Miller writes (p. 327):

[N]on-practicing or “anonymous” Catholics from southern and western Ireland
probably dominated the peasant exodus of 184555, and large numbers rarely or

never observed formal religious obligations in the New World. Thus, during the
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1850s and 1860s at least half the Irish in New York City’s Sixth Ward, including a
great majority of the unskilled laborers, hardly ever attended mass; in Ohio, one
priest lamented “scarcely one of ten of our Irish on the railroad goes to his duty, one
half are grown up to 20-25 years and never made their first communion [and] know

nothing of their catechism.”

Miller then goes on to argue that these religiously indifferent Irish were quickly
pushed into the arms of the official church, most of all by nativist hostility. The
appeal of the church, in other words, was that it was an institution which—along
with the Democratic Party—*“served to insulate emigrants and traditional Irish
values from nativist hostility” (328).

While Miller’s argument might at first sight seem to fit the facts of the situa-
tion in cities like New York and Boston (i.e., anti-Catholic hostility was intense in
those cities and the Irish there did become good Catholics), there are at least two
problems with his argument.

First, there is the matter of what options were available to Irish Americans.
Because the Famine Irish did become “good Catholics,” there has always been a
historiographical predisposition to take that behavior as a given and so not to
delve deeply into its explanation. Dolan and Stark/Finke explain it away by refer-
ence to Ireland’s devotional revolution, while others, like Miller, explain it away
by reference to nativist hostility. Such explanations fail to consider the other log-
ical possibility and to ask, Why didn’t large numbers of the Famine Irish slip eas-
ily into Protestantism of one sort or another? After all, that is precisely what large
numbers of pre-Famine Irish of Catholic background did. This omission seems
critical in the case of Miller’s argument, since becoming Protestant (conversion
would be too strong a word here, assuming that the Famine Irish were religiously
indifferent) would be an obvious way of blunting anti-Catholic hostility.

Only Donald Akenson (1993, 244-252), as far as I know, has addressed this
question in an explicit way. His answer starts with two characteristics that distin-
guish the experience of the Famine Irish immigrants from those of the pre-
Famine period: (1) whereas the Irish who immigrated in the pre-Famine period
were overwh