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Marian devotion: space and time

Eoin O’Mahony, NUIM & IBC

For Brace et al. (2006) “religion is understood as a relational phenomenon with 
distinctive spatialities” in place-based identity formation. In Kong’s (2010) latest 
review of geographies of religion, she requests that we go beyond the 
micropolitical because in some places religions abide in political influence despite 
post-secularisation theses. In the literature on religious identity and the meaning 
of places, the representation of personal religious devotion and its ‘scaling up’
remain analytically elusive. The relational nature of much religious devotion is 
often misunderstood as existing outside of secular time. This misunderstanding 
obscures representations of spatial practice when it comes to seeing the political 
in the religious. 
In this paper, I examine the Marian statues of Dublin city. Their continuity in 
(re)creating places of meaning for Catholics brings forward two temporal 
disjunctures. These two disjunctures frame religious action as politically harmless. 
Firstly, they recall a time when popular devotion to Mary constituted particular 
forms of political action in Ireland. Secondly, present devotion to these places 
cuts across secular conceptions of time where the present was preceded by a 
past and is followed by a future. This builds on the analysis by Talal Asad and 
others who have reframed secularism as a way of sequestering religious practice, 
activity and ways of being which is long since past its analytic usefulness. The 
paper proposes that understandings of scale should take account of time as well 
as space. The paper arises from work I have conducted compiling the literature 
on contemporary forms of political secularism and the recreation of places of 
meaning for Catholics in Ireland. In doing so, it attempts to fulfil Kong’s request to 
go beyond the micropolitical. It also tries to operationalise Asad’s writings on the 
privileged time frame of European ideas on progress. 
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Kong (2010)

Keeping the gaze on ‘postsecularization’ as a global 
shift may thus be misleading; it is not a discourse 
that can be universally and evenly applied 
unproblematically without more careful 
consideration of what secularization means and 
how rigorously evidence for such has been 
collected. (764-5)

Lily Kong’s work on the contested nature of informal spaces of identity formation as well as her 
reviews of the geographies of religion in Progress in Human Geography represent the most 
coherent research agendas for this still-emergent field. Kong argues that research agendas in the 
geographies of religion arise from a recognition that “religion as neither spatially nor temporally 
confined to ‘reservations’” and that religion is not only practiced in officially assigned spaces at 
allocated times. Reviewing the field of geographies of religion since the early part of the century, 
she can see a shift away from the examination of officially sacred sites to seeing the ways in 
which religion is sited across scales, times and political spaces. She is critical in her assessment 
of postsecularisation theses which argue that the ‘re-engagement’ of religion in the public sphere 
erases spatial differences in public rhetorics about multiculturalism and homogenises political 
secularism via a European model. It tends to foreclose research prospects on informally sacred 
places. 

Seeing a re-emergence of religious discourses and practices in the public realm gives a sense 
that they had to re-emerge from somewhere. In the European political space, this re-emergence 
thesis has been founded on a post-9/11 political dispensation and the reproblematisation of the 
presence of Muslims in perceived-to-be secular space. In this way, the secular had been formally 
triumphant, the religious giving away to the powerful politics of secularisation processes. The 
homogenisation is evident from this characterisation alone: secularisation processes operating out 
of gross occurrences of scale jumping. What occurred at national levels must be a reflection of the 
local. The local is thus brought into political relations with larger addresses to power. I’ll come 
back to this. For now, we might note two particular reasons why a jump to the postsecular is 
premature. 
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Kong (2010)

While much of the earlier geographical research on 
religion … did not use the language of 
postsecularism, it was clear that in numerous 
contexts the engagement of sacred and secular was 
not ‘re-emerging’ but rather continuing. Thus, 
some caution may be needed in implying the 
arrival of the postsecular. (764)

Kong identifies the ways in which the postsecular thesis, or the way of seeing the 
re-emergence of the sacred into the secular public realm, has been written about. 
The continuation of the religious in the formerly secular sacred space is seen in 
representations of the Bali, Madrid and London bombings over the course of the 
last decade. These are representations of how what happened ‘over there’
suddenly became relevant ‘here’. The implied spatiality of these events brings to 
the fore the globalised nature of political violence, some of which is at least 
informed by a religious outlook. Secondly, Kong foregrounds the complex 
religious landscapes brought about by continuing migration across the world, but 
seen as politically important in the European space. In this sense, religion 
persists in in its political importance because of a process of othering Muslim 
female and male practices across Europe. The construction of Europe as a 
Christian space is but the most dramatic outcome of these processes.

Kong draws from the work of Thomas Tweed and states that “being human has 
much to do with our imagining and making places, (re)making the places we have 
made, and (dis)-placing ourselves in the world”. There is a defined notion of 
spatiality on these analyses which, for Kong and others, opens up new 
opportunities for research. But she stresses the importance of going beyond the 
micropolitical because the unfolding and hybridised identities impacts upon the 
landscape. No one identity can be implied for the third generation Muslim woman 
living in suburbs of Lyon because notional “immigrant populations adopt 
simultaneous identities that include religious, national and cultural affiliations.”
Going beyond the micropolitical I think also implies an embedding of religion in 
the landscape alongside class and ethnicity as a formal analytical category. She 
urges us to draw the micropolitcial onto a larger canvas. 
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Kong (2010)

There is value in understanding the micropolitics
of religious expression, if this understanding is 
allowed to be drawn back onto a larger canvas to 
help understand some of the larger conflicts and 
tensions in the contemporary world. (763)

This rescaling of the geographies of religion is problematic if it only concentrates 
on the contested and politically-charged landscapes of ‘Muslims in Europe’. It can 
play into the hands of a reactionary anti-immigrant political discourse and 
continue the fallacious notion that all religions are equally treated in the public 
realm. If Europe is Christian in intent, it cannot be both Muslim and Christian. As 
Judith Butler says, “This leads to a question of which religions are set in 
opposition to secularism and which are not?” And so the research agendas open 
up as Kong would argue because “spatial structures are symbols of their 
permanence in their new communities and of their assertion of their belonging to 
the immediate neighbourhood.” Permanence in communities is something we 
may want to come back to later. 
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Brace et al. (2006)

To understand the construction and meaning of 
society and space, it is vital to acknowledge that 
religious practices, in terms both of institutional 
organization and of personal experience, are central 
not only to the spiritual life of society but also to 
the constitution and reconstitution of that society. 
(29)

Brace, Bailey and Harvey’s paper from 2006 puts some of this into practice. Their analysis 
proceeds from an idea that historical research has very often determined how the formal and 
informal religious practices are studied. The dominance of historical studies of religious practice in 
Britain, they argue, leave geographers poorly placed to engage with other disciplines and 
contemporary debates. Taking research and theorisation out of the realm of the historical points to 
more engaging ways in which identity can be formed in particular local contexts. This means then 
that spaces are not just seen on a register of sacred / profane but as “reflections and 
reproductions of religious social desires and anxieties”. This altogether more anthropological take 
on the investigation of contemporary religious faith brings to the foreground several intersecting 
academic tendencies to dismiss the ineffable and the seemingly unknowable. These are broader 
epistemological concerns, many of which I do not have time to rehearse at this point. 

Brace at al. wish to reconnect the spatiality of religious practice with identity formation and how 
communities are produced and reproduced across time. Drawing on the work in the early 1990s 
by Ansi Paasi, they examine research conducted done on Methodist communities in south west 
England and how “not just the ways in which different Methodist groups operated, but also the way 
that shared beliefs were played out in different local contexts” remain important. This is a 
reconnection which moves beyond the merely performative and the micropolitical. It takes the 
historical evidence presented in a study of Cornish Methodism by Luker and investigates “the 
impact of Methodist spirituality and religious devotion in the life of wider communities in areas 
such as Cornwall.”
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Brace et al. (2006)

The manifold articulations between religion and 
conceptualizations of landscapes and place, and the 
contribution of religion in sustaining distinctive 
material cultures. (29)

This means that it is not the detail of the Church practice that is in focus but the 
ways in which Methodist practice informed the construction and reproduction of a 
sense of community and self-identification. This allows us to see religious 
behaviour as not being confined solely to the chapel or the church but to a more 
critical analysis of “how aspects of religion inter-twine with the construction and 
performance of everyday dynamic and hybrid place-based identities.” Seen in this 
fashion, religion is thus continuing and not re-emerging.
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Secular time

• Taylor (2007): the “tight, ordered time 
environment” in which “we live in a univocal 
secular time, which we try to measure and 
control in order to get things done.” It occludes 
higher time. 

• Asad (2003): “secular history's linear temporality 
has become the privileged measure of all time.”

Briefly I want to touch on one last theoretical aspect of this literature in order to pose a problem 
and then suggest a way in which it might be overcome in an Irish context. If religion is going to be 
seen as continuing and not re-emerging into the public realm and seen to be forming identities in 
particular local contexts, the matter of secular time comes into play. For Taylor (2007), secular 
time is ordered and occludes higher times which belong to longer time frames, mostly out of reach 
of human understandings. Aside frm its part in Taylor's general thesis, it is also normatively 
described.  
For Asad, secular time is the manner in which the privileged time frame of European secularism 
becomes the only manner in which ‘history unfolds’. For Asad, some places are further behind 
than others because there is a lag in their culture, usually ascribed in terms of insufficient amounts 
of secularism. In this way of thinking about time, “it has helped to constitute the secular as the 
epistemological domain in which history exists as history.” This is a direct political action for Asad, 
one in which some places are behind the times and not the result of particular political and cultural 
forms thus creating a hierarchy of civilisations. This way of understanding time can be seen most 
notably in the deployment of US air power: we are going to bomb them back to the stone age. It is 
also seen in popular discourses around the visit by Britain’s monarch to the Republic in the 
coming time: we are now apparently mature enough for the visit to occur and we are grown up 
enough to realise that it doesn’t really matter that she has a government which continues to 
occupy Ireland. This way of understanding time flattens political space as if all places (usually 
configured within the nation state) are striving for a political secularism with a defined beginning, 
middle and end. 
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The problem

Note: modern cars

While the label I have placed on this picture simplifies the point to absurdity, I 
want to highlight a problem arising from the foregoing. This is a picture of a 
Marian shrine in Stillorgan Dublin, the site of Ireland’s first shopping centre. In 
fact, this shrine is directly across from the shopping centre. It is positioned at the 
south west corner of a green area adjacent to St Laurence’s Park and between a 
bus shelter and the motor factor shop, which you can see at the right of this shot. 
As you can see, the trees behind it are cut regularly, the railings are painted and 
the flowers next to the statue are maintained. In some senses, this shrine is 
better maintained than the forlorn looking bench in the foreground. But to say that 
the railings are painted, abstracts the intention of the person who does this. The 
shrine does not look after itself, so who does? 

As part of my research I am hoping to talk with people about this maintenance. In 
doing so, I am trying to understand how that person creates and recreates their 
world in a specific space. While this particular statue is not one of the sites I am 
intending to interview people, the following can be said about the Stillorgan
shrine. Someone paints the railings and tends to the flowers around the statue. 
This is constitutive of a religious action in a specific space, an action intended 
toward a religious object, which is next to a motor factors shop. Someone else is 
charged with the responsibility for cutting the trees behind it, probably someone 
from the local authority, I do not know. This too is constitutive of a religious action 
in the same space. If the person from the local authority was told not to maintain 
the trees, those concerned with the shrine’s maintenance would probably make 
representations to the Council to have the service restored. 
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The problem

Thinking of places like this, and about 30 others that I have photographed around 
the Dublin area, we could ask questions about sacred space and secular space. I 
might draw on Kong’s appeal to begin to study the geographies of religion outside 
of the church grounds. Questions arising from the differentiation between this 
place being secular and this place being sacred imply a politics of secularisation. 
Part of this politics creates an epistemological holding pen for the study of 
religions, drawing distinctions between the theological understanding of the world 
and a philosophical understanding of that same world. Another outcome of this 
politics of secularisation is the bracketing of particular types of action as being 
constitutive as religious. If the world is a series of unrelated stimuli, certain 
actions could be secular, other religious but as Merleau-Ponty has pointed to: 
there is no flight from the world that is not in the world. Treating the social world 
as an external object to the body in space denies the very real social relations 
within which religious beliefs, like many others, arise in the first instance. A 
divorce from the social conditions of religious faith reinforces a Cartesian dualism 
that persists: that between mind and body. 

You will notice that the statue in Stillorgan has flowers placed at its base. 
Someone intended the flowers to be there. The cross behind the statue was 
erected for the Jubilee Year, 2000. No doubt there was a committee formed to 
decide how and why this additional decoration should be applied. Are these 
religious people? Do they exist outside of the time that ‘the rest of us’ inhabit? 
From the base of the statue, clearly not. It was erected by the People of Stillorgan
in 1986. The politics arising from this way of understanding action in space should 
now be clearer. In Brace et al.’s terms, “institutional organization and personal 
experience, are central not only to the spiritual life of society but also to the constitution and 
reconstitution of that society.” How are we to make sense of this reconstitution of society if 
we insist on denominating specific places as secular as others as sacred? Furthermore, the 
People of Stillorgan implies a politics of the present day that is rarely researched in an Irish

co
py

rig
ht 

20
11



09/05/2011

10

Our Lady’s 
Island, 

Wexford
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Marian devotion

These photographs are from Our Lady’s Island in August 2010. About 3,000 
people gather annually to venerate Mary as an expression of religious devotion 
and to call attention to the grace of Mary in her intercession with God. It is 
attended by young and old, men and women, people who live locally and people 
who come from further afield. There is a spatiality to the activity as it occurs which 
is both structurally determined (within the tenets of what it means to venerate 
Mary, with respect) and locally negotiated. Any examination of the occurrence of 
this devotion is also an examination of bodily practice in specific spaces. As can 
be seen from these photos people walk around the pilgrimage site, 
accommodating to the conditions in which they find themselves. I am sure there 
are many occasions where the day is not quite so warm and sunny, for example. 

This is a practice facilitated by an institutional Church but locally understood and 
mediated by particular understandings of faith. The meaning from the place is 
derived by the practice of the people as it exists now. Of course, in seeking the 
grace of Mary, they are recalling an understanding of events that took place 
perhaps two millennia ago, not to mention the countless official and unofficial 
tracts of Mariology since the middle ages nor the personal relationship each has 
with Mary. They would not be there otherwise. In Brace et al.’s terms, they are 
sustaining a distinctive material culture.  

co
py

rig
ht 

20
11



09/05/2011

12

Marian politics and secularism

But our understandings of the sustenance of this material culture are frequently 
left to languish as the remnants of a culture, not current, and rarely politically 
relevant. These are maintained as sites of current devotion and particular forms 
of material culture. It is almost as if they have been deconsecrated, but not in the 
religious sense. Their presence is seen to be historical in the landscape but as we 
can see from the above, they are a part of Dublin's streetscapes and retain their 
significance as places of meaning. 

This particular statue and shrine is at the corner of Alexandra Road and the East 
Wall Road in the middle of Dublin's north docklands. It is about 10m from the 
entrance to the headquarters of the Dublin Port Company and about 600m from 
both the entrance to the Dublin Port Tunnel and the refurbished O2. As I look at 
this landscape, what are the parts of it that are noticeable? The large roads, the 
loud trucks, the surrounding post-industrial landscape. But this particular shrine 
was paid for by the workers at the port. It was a place of meaning for dock 
workers and their families, the pay of whom was perhaps lessened by a 
contribution to pay for it. This too of course is part of the landscape of the shrines. 
What kinds of politics arises from this?
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Marian devotion and secular time

Further questions about the politics of sites like this one in Walkinstown arise when you see the frequen
photographs of it told me that he had been on the committee who fund raised for its erection. They had 
while and brushes it down once a year. It is in a large enclosure of trees and a fence but is not well main
specified intentions of The Residents to present day practice? More to the point? Why do these sites co

The Residents do not stop being public Catholics when in private nor do their private beliefs suddenly g
politics of being Catholic in public has changed significantly in the last twenty years, these persist in th
scaled up? co
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Courtesy: Lux Occulta blog
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If these documents are historically political, why is the Official Handbook of the Legion 
of Mary not considered political? What is it about the definably political process of 
secularism that alters the creation and recreation of meaning? How does the analytic 
proximity of the sacred and profane obscure further analysis and other research agendas? 
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Identity, political action and geographies 
of religion

Arising from the discussion earlier about place making, and plugging back into my research about the c
throwntogetherness of places, as Massey has outlined. This would imply that we see both a spatial and 
from the landscape? How have the politics of secularism, here conceived of as open-ended and continu
over time is their scalar effect. I’m not sure that scalar effect is the right phrase though. co
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Concluding remarks

• Kong’s appeal to go beyond the micropolitical
• Brace’s re-examination of historical sources
• Secular time as a definably political process
• The politics of scale and time? 
• Scale needs time as much as space to open up 

new geographies of religion beyond the church 
building?

I began by examining the ways in which the geographies of religion beyond the church and chapel can 
hemegonic forms of historicism that pervade when researching landscapes and places of religious mean
action. In this framework, religion and its forms are not so much erased to re-emerge when political sec
religious landscapes are thrown together allows formal analysis to overcome the secular / sacred dualism
but they do not get erased, or hidden. They are merely overtaken by the congruence of other competingco

py
rig

ht 
20

11


