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Compartmentalisation theory 

A Facebook fan page can acquire millions of fans in one day, yet a young person’s charity 

cannot get its target audience to read its mission statement. The increasing issues of concern 

that are child abuse (and for a previous generation in Ireland, clerical child abuse) and child 

pornography have no forum for young people in Ireland, but Facebook has over 40,000 fans 

of a ‘Not Being in Josef Fritzl’s Family’. Why do such seemingly inappropriate coverage 

differences occur? 

A theory of compartmentalisation for social scientists refers to the identification and study of 

the processes of sociological progressions which have facilitated the increased capacity of the 

most recent generation to culturally label and digest social phenomena (compartmentalise), 

with positive and negative effects. Recent social scientists have concerned themselves with 

studies of globalisation, identity, informational-technological change, and media and cultural 

studies. However, all such areas are in a race to ‘catch up’ on the past ten years of techno-

informational change. Therefore, compartmentalisation theory is needed largely because of 

the mass change occurring, primarily online, and in the media realm. A specific qualitative 

case study of the effects on young people of a successful global television show (The Hills) is 

offered to demonstrate the paradoxical nature of how young people in society 

compartmentalise their social reality, as well as to illustrate the complex subtleties which 

occur today in a multi-platformed media environment. More seriously, a further 

demonstration of this is observable with the uncovering of clerical sex abuse scandals in 

Ireland, via the Ryan Report and its subsequent situation (or lack thereof, as it seems) in 

youth culture.  

It is clear that developing an understanding of these processes is crucial to effective inter-

generational communications, policy-making, and the prevention of social problems. 

Arguably, compartmentalisation theory contributes to explaining the ineffectiveness of many 

governmental and other such campaigns due to the absence of knowledge arising from the 

sheer speed of techno-societal change, and the subsequent changes in social dynamics. The 

call for a framework and working space that is being initially termed ‘compartmentalisation 

theory’ is an early stage endeavour based on the highly specific case studies above. 

Additionally, it hopes to encourage the social sciences to work within this frame with further 

studies of this nature.  
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Background 

Inspiration for this paper emerged during the unfolding of the clerical sex abuse scandals in 

Ireland in 2009 (The Ryan Report) – a time unintentionally shared with my focus on 

criminological and Foucauldian theories related to institutionalisation in society. I observed 

how the subsequent media relationship with the affair re-highlighted the gap between 

academia, society and culture. It appeared to create a church versus state versus victim’s 

arena which, although examining the topic heavily, prevented the key sensitive questions 

being loudly and thoroughly posed and answered – are clerical sex abusers evil or victims 

themselves? Is there a rough logic to abuse in this world? If so, then what is it? How can we 

adaptively learn from this to ensure the safety of incoming generations? 

My own sociological background has delivered me to a thought-space where I am hyper-

aware of the change in society and its culture yet baffled by how much academia has yet to 

catch up and get to grips with such change. I refer largely to technology, media and 

communications effects on socialisation; and feel this gap most pointedly with the case study 

in my dissertation (highly-specific qualitative study on a product of this new society – an 

MTV television show) and my discussion of the clerical sex abuse issues and what I sense as 

being a current and future crises for (not just) Irish society – online abuse. Spending time 

learning about these cases then led me to realise that there are vastly new types of ‘critical 

issues in Irish society’, but they co-exist with so much inconsistencies in terms of academic, 

societal and cultural coverage, concern and debate. Why is this?  

As a student and young person in Ireland, I have had up to five employers at one time, engage 

in time-consuming hobbies such as music and sports, extract everything I can from my 

university to facilitate various research interests, I engage in voluntary activities, sit on 

committees, study full-time and part-time courses, I socialise with different groups of friends 

linked with the above activities, consume culture and the list goes on – boundaries largely 

non-existent for now (recession and employment climates aside!). Aside from my middle 

class standing and abilities/ambitions, I witness similar lifestyles among countless others of 

my generation. I compare this to somebody my age twenty years ago and wonder. I wonder 

how such rapid change has occurred without the equivalent analysis, sceptical consciousness 

and debate across academia, society and culture. This is exacerbated by some 

incomprehensible realities surrounding us such as suicide among young people, mental health 

issues, child pornography and abuse. To separate such societal changes from such problems 

seems equally incomprehensible to me. 

Too often, I see the limits of disciplines and institutions when psychologically and 

sociologically approaching the crises of our times, because of a lack of awareness of the scale 

of such changes – this is because the subtleties are so complex and numerous; which is why 

sociology has been most useful in encouraging a focus on them. I cannot rid myself of the 

belief that at this stage in the progress of society, interdisciplinary work offers us the best 

chance to answer the questions, win the arguments and advise the policy-makers accordingly.  

In an effort to contribute to academia’s need to ‘catch up’, I have loosely devised 

compartmentalisation theory as a way to induce further understanding of how mass societal 

change is interacting with my generation’s alleged/impending crises (theoretically and in the 

wider general sense); and to act as an umbrella for case studies to encourage a workable 

framework to emerge. This was also fuel to my motivation in setting up Visible Silence (in 

appendix).  
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Introduction 

This paper commences by offering a perspective on Irish society today – a society 

experiencing rapid transition into a techno-informational one. I will then attempt to non-

exhaustively situate where Catholicism in Ireland fits into this perspective, reasoning that it is 

standing in a new sociological landscape; one that we are only coming to terms with. Based 

on the overall picture framed from the above, I will introduce compartmentalisation theory. A 

concise background to what it is or has been will precede an analysis of how it can be 

adopted by the social and human sciences in relation to the perspective earlier set out. I 

should stress that many of the concepts referred to here, and the overall idea of 

compartmentalisation theory, hold many similarities and dissimilarities to much sociological 

thought. For example, the discussion on Catholicism overlaps with secularisation 

commentators, but it is not seeking to insert itself within this arena. Indeed, a warning may be 

advisable: compartmentalisation theory is its initial terming which does need review – it is 

somewhat grandiose in flavour in that it seeks to be separable from other concepts by seeking 

its perspective to be adopted as well as calling for further studies to be conducted under its 

philosophies. Nonetheless, its suggestions and perspectives, be they well-informed or 

somewhat off-the-mark, can be of assistance to social scientists. 

‘Sociology is as much an art as a science. It is about describing action and 

capturing meaning and, at the same time, trying to develop abstract general 

theories about the world. To understand globalisation we need, then, to get 

closer to the action, to see and understand how people live their lives locally 

and personally. But we also need to develop an understanding of how their 

lives are constituted through global structures and discourses. We need to 

understand the meaning of individuals’ lives and how the interaction between 

the local and the global becomes personal.’ 

-Inglis (2009: 116). 
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 Facebook world map to illustrate the social connections across the globe.  
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Irish society today – ‘catching up’ on the explosion of the techno-informational society 

In this section, I offer an overview of the key areas within the debates on the journey that 

Irish society has taken and is taking sociologically in terms of technology, communications, 

information, media and consumption; and their suggested social, economic, political, cultural 

and psychological effects – all perhaps initiated and/or influenced by processes such as 

globalisation (Holton, 2005) and global flows (Inglis, 2009), and McDonaldisation (Ritzer, 

2008) for example. This section situates the type of society to which compartmentalisation 

theory is meant to apply. 

What can be said of any society in the Western world today? Information in society is 

everywhere. Choice is everywhere (Schwartz, 2005). Interaction is available at the touch of a 

button. Surveillance shares our daily existence and our (sub)/(un)consciousness creating a 

map for each of us, whether or not we are aware of its complex entirety. We live in a 24 hour 

society (Kreitzman, 1999). What of Ireland if asked? Perhaps you might mention that Ireland 

is a small island known all over the world with: a small open economy with a colourful 

history, a rich literary and mythological tradition, green imagery, hard-working people fond 

of alcohol, and a Catholic tradition. Where once the Irish newspaper and radio, the local 

parish or social hub (i.e., pub, sports club) were the holy grail of learning of and discussing 

the issues of the time and the epicentre of socialisation (most particularly in rural Ireland as in 

Saris (1996; 1999), and controversially in Scheper-Hughes (2001)), there now exists a host of 

options for the citizen to, as per Giddens (1990), disembed themselves from their local 

culture, which is now becoming difficult to identify.  

Digital television (becoming mandatory for some) allows for international outputs to sit in 

every Irish person’s living room, the internet obviously provides a solar system full of 

content to suit the viewer’s intentions, and the list goes on immeasurably. To ask a young 

person in university today to imagine the initiation and maintenance of their romantic 

endeavours without the advent of communications technology (i.e. texting and social 

networking) would be akin to asking a taxi to try and operate without any sign – it is that 

ensnared within the dating culture of a lot of young people and their social norms.  

Dublin city centre commuters inhale the contents of free daily newspapers, subtle advertising 

(laser-beamed ads) and dramatic advertising (guerrilla marketing). European Union 

membership brings with it a broader coverage of Irish affairs across member states. Unstable 

economic circumstances recently led to international coverage of Ireland’s politico-economic 

misfortunes (notably for many, the article in the New York Times: ‘Can one bank bring down 

a country?’)
2
. Such widespread coverage allows for increased opinions, overlapping and 

separate interests and biases – all of which the Irish media can filter to the masses should they 

wish. Increased cheap travel, a global consciousness, higher expectations have all broken up 

what were once the fundamental characteristics in Irish social life, which have been 

exhaustively identified and discussed elsewhere among Irish sociologists. For example, Inglis 

provides extensive insight into Irish sexuality, Catholicism, secularisation and globalisation 

(1998; 2008; 2009), and more generally towards issues in Irish society, Tovey and Share 

(2003) provide a broad coverage. More recently, there is increased interest in the media’s role 

in Irish life due to the above, as well as the debated impacts of the Celtic Tiger (Fahey et al, 

2007; O’Toole, 2009) and globalisation (Kuhling and Keohane, 2007), including Horgan et al 

(2007), and Corcoran, F. (2004) with respect to television (an interesting area with a 

contemporary case study to be examined later). 

                                                           
2
 http://www.nytimes.com/2010/09/01/business/global/01anglo.html  

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/09/01/business/global/01anglo.html
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Of course, the social sciences are concerned with the effects of these shifts, as is popular 

culture
3
 (an area which is crucial in contemporary society which should not be forgotten). 

Anthropologist and digital philosopher Amber Case refers to individuals in such a society as 

‘cyborgs’ due to our reliance on information communications technology (ICT)
4
. 

Anthropological thinkers have departed from traditional anthropology in favour of cyborg 

anthropology in light of the new rituals and social dynamics brought about bout ICT usage 

which leads us to have, whether we agree with it or not, a second self. So what are these new 

social dynamics? 

There are many proclamations of late emphasising the positive and negative affects and 

potentialities of these new dynamics – both ancient and recent. Let us briefly focus on the 

area of social networking on the internet. Importantly, the internet is part of the ‘network 

society’ that Castells (1996) which holds the view that people are being interacted on by 

forces rather than genuinely interacting in an information society intertwined with capitalism. 

This is an apt example of the contemporary moment as social networking via ICT is 

attributable to decreased productivity of approximately €650 billion in the U.S. (according to 

the Information Overload Research Group – the name saying it all)
5
, the alteration of social 

dynamics and much more (as below). Perhaps we are only overcoming the negative aspects 

of this issue via compartmentalisation processes? Later, when delving into the role 

compartmentalising has in the generation which has grown up with social media and so has 

adapted to its presence, the uncomfortable issue of child pornography will be discussed. This 

will show the linkage between abuse across generations in Ireland where once clerical sex 

abuse was occurring in various institutions – and how social media is a complex new 

ingredient.  

Is Morozov (2011) accurate in saying we are becoming lazy and slack? Is Bauerlein’s (2008) 

book title appropriate when referring to the social media generation: ‘The Dumbest 

Generation’? Or, is the opposite the case, as per Johnson (2006) who believes popular culture 

smartens its consumers? Turkle (2011) believes social media makes us less human through 

isolation. It is useful to stop and recognise the intensity of such statements from a host a 

reputable academics across different fields. Indeed, in the popular culture realm of film, the 

2010 box-office hit The Social Network
6
 leaves viewers with the taste of the unpopular darker 

motivations for having social networks. However, as Webster (2006) believes, some of these 

approaches simplistically infect us with comments regarding impacts and less so what they 

will transpire to in the future; thus an underpinning of social theory is more useful when 

approaching these issues as it provides a richer explanation.  

Returning to the Irish focus, Inglis’ summary of Ireland’s changes related to this paper should 

be digested: 

‘there is a link between the struggle for the Irish to be the same and therefore 

different and the struggle by individuals to be the same, to have a sense of 

bonding and belonging, but also to have their individual difference recognized 

and accepted. There is a struggle to be seen as the same, to be liked, loved, 

accepted and respected as well as a struggle to be different, to achieve 

                                                           
3
 I operate under the rough categories of definition offered by Storey (2001) in Tovey et al (2003: 

352-353): it is simply a culture which is widely favoured or well liked by many people, it can also be 
thought of as being a mass culture which views popular culture as the lowest common denominator. 
4
 http://www.ted.com/speakers/amber_case.html  

5
 http://www.theappgap.com/ny-times-article-650b-loss-in-productivity-due-to-social-tools.html  

6
 Critically acclaimed drama film which attempts to illustrate the story of how Facebook was created. 

http://www.ted.com/speakers/amber_case.html
http://www.theappgap.com/ny-times-article-650b-loss-in-productivity-due-to-social-tools.html
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position, power and distinction and to be deferred to. This is reflected in the 

transformation from Catholic to consumer capitalism, in the shift from a 

culture of self-denial and self-surrender to one of self-realization and self-

indulgence. It is reflected in the greater importance given to cosmopolitan 

rather the local cultural capital, in the struggle between cultural entrepreneurs 

who import global culture and cultural guardians who seek to promote and 

develop local culture.’ 

- (Inglis, 2008: 33). 

In this quote, Inglis is alluding to a process of compartmentalising cosmopolitanism rather 

than local culture resulting in a same-difference duality due to self-realisation. In this paper, 

in addition to the societal perspective I have described in this section, I wish to build upon 

Inglis’ theoretical viewpoint by narrowing my focus to the most recent generations in Ireland 

– those who are learning their socialisation patterns, making life-altering decisions, fine-

tuning the development of their neuropsychology and consuming the new media landscape in 

this shifted society. In light of the mass of information and flows operating for these 

generations, I am specifically interested in the processes of how young people in Ireland 

compartmentalise the world around them. This paper looks at Catholicism, the media, youth 

crises, and other critical issues and developments in Irish society – a task of slightly 

unorthodox variation admittedly. That being said, this is in accordance with the spirit of 

studying the everyday (as per Inglis) and the trivial (as per Simmel) in order to commence a 

theory of compartmentalisation. 

In short, this paper approaches Ireland as a society and culture which has undergone mass 

change due to globalisation which has influenced social life and all its key features which are 

specific to Ireland. More crucially, this paper sees Irish society and culture as becoming 

embedded within a techno-informational-capitalist society.
7
 We will return to more specific 

aspects of this society in later sections. The next section deals with compartmentalisation 

theory. 

Compartmentalisation theory – what does it mean? 

‘divide into discrete sections or categories: he had the ability to compartmentalise his life’
8
 

-The Oxford Dictionary definition of the word ‘compartmentalise’. 

At its most basic level, compartmentalisation theory states that young people growing up in 

the new society (discussed in previous section) have acquired increased capacities to interpret 

their society, because they have had to due to the proliferation of information and of choice. 

Compartmentalisation theory holds the view that all this additional vastness of information 

has to be processed (labelled, digested and stored) somehow; and, as such, the psyche of 

young people is one of a complex system of compartmentalised social phenomena. By young 

people, I refer to any age up to middle adulthood; not that those above this threshold are 

excluded but rather they are less prone to have a need to adapt and compartmentalise as they 

                                                           
7
 There are considerable complexities in the debates of information society thinkers, impressively dealt with by 

Webster (2006). When referring to information society here, I refer overall to the broad concept of an 
information society, including some of the tools provided by the writings of thinkers such as Bell, Foucault, 
Habermas, Schiller and the postmodernists. However, I depart from the points where such writings disagree as 
my fundamental interest here is to introduce the overall concept of an informational society for Ireland. 
8
 Obtained from: http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/compartmentalize?view=uk  

http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/compartmentalize?view=uk
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have grown up
9
. That being said, subjectivities will play enormous roles

10
. By increased 

capacities, I refer to psychological and social, ones: 

-The psychological: How young individuals have increased their personal psyche’s to 

deal with the additional weight. Do they neurologically adapt to allow their memories to 

hold more? Below is a diagram of the human brain and in pink is the fusiform which 

deals with face recognition imagery. It is not yet known as to whether this area is 

increasingly stimulated and engaged due to social networking and so forth. If it is not 

capable of adapting to extra pressures, then it may be the case that the brain is required 

to utilise other areas in order to accommodate this. On the other hand, information could 

be lost. I am currently researching this for a final year project proposal.  

 

(Fusiform - seen in pink)
11

 

-The social: Many young people in Ireland have choices and information overloads 

when it comes to decisions regarding their educations, their faith, their friends, their 

hobbies, and their activities of life including thinking and musing about the world 

surrounding them. As they approach adulthood, this is increased. How does one go 

about choosing the right option? There is rarely enough time to evaluate each option 

sufficiently. Morally, how does a young person distinguish between the sexualisation 

and violence in popular culture with the reality of their everyday movements when 

making calls on the lifestyle they intend to lead or seek? There are a host of questions 

which can be posed here. Compartmentalisation theory is interested in how young 

people process all these questions, I believe that each of the options for young people, 

all perceived phenomena, is in some way compartmentalised. Of course, this would be 

the case for anyone, but it is, in my opinion, different for this generation. To return the 

example of social media, despite the debates illuminated earlier, commentators do seem 

to agree that there are no rules or social norms within social media because it is 

changing at intense rates and enveloping social lives subjectively. This coupled with a 

lack of regulation and privacy issues (for example, see Acquisti and Gross, 2006) have 

meant that the formation of such social rules have not had a chance to envelop our 

social practice, or indeed, experimentation with social media such as Facebook. 

Arguably, this can be seen been in the evolving ways of conducting romantic 

relationships - Bowe (2010) demonstrates new types of online rituals which can impinge 

upon romantic relationships. This can be exploited for one’s own gain: a brief content 

analysis of politics will show how the language of social media is flourishing (new 

                                                           
9
 Whilst I use the term ‘young people’ frequently in this paper, some may find it more practical to think of 

people who have now become integrated into the techno-information society, I use the initial terminology due 
to the fact that it is primarily those from late childhood to late twenties who were born into it/became raised 
on in it. 
10

 For a flavour of what subjectivity means in a cultural context, I recommend Ortner (2005).  
11

 Obtained from: http://psychology.uwo.ca/fmri4newbies/Images/collateral_mid-saggital_view.jpg 

http://psychology.uwo.ca/fmri4newbies/Images/collateral_mid-saggital_view.jpg
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Fianna Fail leader Michael Martin is quoted using Facebook on live television 

regarding where he noticed support for his recent politics
12

). Even within my university, 

I am being inundated with emails for career-enhancement with titles of talks which 

advise you on tailoring social media for one’s career. Dublin was recently host to 

several international social media conventions and web summits.  

More controversially, the recent tragic death of Michaela McAreavey (daughter of the 

nationally recognised Tyrone G.A.A manager Mickey-Joe Harte), sparked national grief 

and subsequent online condolences, but also, negative comments towards the late Miss. 

McAreavey, of which the content is distasteful. However, evaluating the tone or malice 

proves difficult because much online content is tongue-in-cheek abstract joking, 

sometimes for the sake of it. Nonetheless, a national backlash is ensuing against the 

creator of this content (a journalist), re-highlighting the new role social media has 

assumed in all areas of life, as well as the general dangers of the web as an outlet for 

free expression.
13

 

Case study: The Hills 

As part of my sociology dissertation, I conducted a qualitative study of young women’s 

relationship with an output of the techno-informational society – an American hit 

television show labelled as reality but with much ambiguity over such a statement (The 

Hills)
14

. The analysis showed that this show does follow the postmodern narrative, in 

that the lines between reality and non-reality are pointedly blurred. More specifically, it 

showed that: 

- viewer’s had an addictive rational for watching, which they legitimised by 

disassociating with the show.  

- there was a tease between reality, surveillance, (post)-feminism, and the on/off screen 

aspects of the show.  

- almost all of the sample interviewed held a worry for this type of media on their 

younger counterparts in Irish society with themes of class conflict, affluence, 

consumerism and other cultural phenomena (in particular, South Dublin/D. 4 culture
15

). 

- despite the previous three themes, all critical-mindedness is dormant and does not 

impinge upon the viewing experience. The multi-platformed nature of the show and its 

subtle postmodern advertising has created a plethora of new social dynamics conducted 

through the techno-informational components of society. An Irish replication of this 

show has recently commenced (Fade Street): this illustrates an assimilation of global 

culture, yet there are no specific case studies available on the specific effects of these 

cultural outputs. 

 

                                                           
12

 www.rte.ie/player  
13

 Details of this example have made the national press - http://www.independent.ie/national-news/probe-
launched-after-photographers-sick-facebook-posts-about-michaela-harte-2508470.html, in addition to online 
discussion boards. 
14

 For a full copy of the study (soon to be published), please contact: mccashid@tcd.ie.  
15

 Recently hitting the headlines in extremely disturbing circumstances whereby the Celtic Tiger cubs of 
universities today are intent on emphasising their culture with harmful behaviour, please see: 
http://www.universitytimes.ie/?p=254.  

http://www.rte.ie/player
http://www.independent.ie/national-news/probe-launched-after-photographers-sick-facebook-posts-about-michaela-harte-2508470.html
http://www.independent.ie/national-news/probe-launched-after-photographers-sick-facebook-posts-about-michaela-harte-2508470.html
mailto:mccashid@tcd.ie
http://www.universitytimes.ie/?p=254
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Therefore, compartmentalisation theory is a primarily sociological concept. Within sociology, 

there is no specific concept or theory dealing with what compartmentalisation theory is 

discussing here. Of course, there are disciplines which do study the specifics of how the brain 

processes information but compartmentalisation theory here seeks to be a sociological tool at 

the outset. It seeks to adopt the approach used by the harder sciences to observe what its 

morphing into sociology would translate into. A key difference which must be stressed 

between why compartmentalisation theory refers only to the younger generations is that they 

actively require a process of compartmentalisation. For example, Carr (2010) states that the 

internet is making us less capable of digesting large amounts of complex information because 

there is now so much that we have to absorb. As such, we can only take in superficial details. 

This in itself can be viewed as a process of compartmentalisation. The same approach can be 

applied to the various characteristics of the society Ireland has now become, as I will now 

attempt to demonstrate.  

Catholicism in Crisis – a case for compartmentalisation theory? 

Thus far, a perspective on Irish society has been provided along with what 

compartmentalisation theory principally seeks to do. This section will illustrate how 

compartmentalisation theory would approach the debates surrounding Catholicism and young 

people in Ireland. Petterson in Haynes (2008), when studying Muslims and Christians socio-

political orientations and religious commitment, defined the process of compartmentalisation 

as the psychological parallel to the macro-level differentiation between religious and secular 

institutions. Aligning this view of compartmentalisation with secularisation theory resulted in 

Petterson observing that Muslim religiosity is not particularly different despite widespread 

assumptions that it is bound up in state versus religion affairs as conflicts reported by 

international media would leave one to believe. 

Inglis (in Moral Monopoly) referred to the many shifts with regards to Catholicism in Ireland. 

Undoubtedly, there have been major developments in the Catholic Church in Ireland, its 

relationship with the state, its linkages with culture and the psyche of the Irish citizen and its 

reputation abroad. Indeed, recent clerical sex abuse scandals have tarnished many people’s 

views of the institution that is a church and perhaps facilitated the self-realisation that a 

personal God or spirituality is the way forward.  

At this juncture, it is appropriate to describe the context for young people when dealing with 

questions of Catholicism in their lives. Following the publication of The Ryan Report in 

2009, there was a national and international eruption of media coverage, fuelled by shock, 

anger, disbelief and confusion at every aspect of the scandals. It should also be acknowledged 

that this section does not wish to re-chart the rise and fall of the Catholic church, rather it 

seeks to hone in on how it has now arrived at its current relationship (if any) with young 

people and how this relates to a sociological perspective of compartmentalisation. To do so, I 

examine the case examples of the clerical sex abuse uncovering and the online child abuse 

epidemic – both of which intersect with the media and the techno-informational society. 

Therefore, this is not what would be regarded as a traditional way of commencing a 

discussion on Irish Catholicism (such as examining attitudinal data and so forth). 

At a very basic level, based on the previous sections discussion of how the psychological and 

social dynamics of Ireland’s children are shifting, surely one could ask: is the Catholic aspect 

of a young Irish person capable of avoiding the processes of compartmentalising? Surely, any 

residual facets of the Catholic tradition in the Irish youth’s psyche is bound to be 

neurologically, psychologically, socially, physically and emotionally labelled and stored? 
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Again, I re-iterate that this line of questioning is fuelled by a curiosity as to what this might 

mean for Irish society if this is occurring in the way I am putting if forward to be. Without 

question, there are innumerable other factors at play here which I have omitted. 

The clerical sex abuse scandals 

I am interested largely in the media’s role in the horrific unveiling of abuse in institutions in 

Ireland. In May 2009, The Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse Report (Ryan Report) 

made the world stop in awe of the sheer scale and nature of abuse which took place. It is vital 

to note that, before this commission was set up, it was through the media (such as television – 

Dear Daughter/States of Fear; publications – Fear of the Collar) which captured the 

emotions of the Irish public. Donnelly and Inglis (2010) argue that the rise of the media in 

roles which assume social conscience for the Irish public can be linked to secularisation. 

They conclude that the various forms of media, especially the internet are now at variance 

with the ethos, lifestyle and practices promoted by the church. Adopting a similar position 

here, compartmentalisation theory is offered as a way of studying how exactly these 

messages are digested. Of utmost importance here is the frequently unrecognised role the 

media has had with the church in Ireland, and how its study can unmask social thinking. 

Following the media coverage of this report, there was no forum for young people to express 

their concerns. The decline of the church meant that they were unlikely to approach the 

institution; the techno-information society they live in an environment of church versus state 

versus victim. This meant that the sensitive questions and worries for the future could not be 

answered. Of course, this scenario only applies for the young people who wished to engage 

with these issues. What struck me was the ability of my generation in moving on from the 

scandals of an institution with which many of us are affiliated, or rooted to in our childhoods 

and our ancestors. Our generation appeared not to consider how these revelations could 

impinge upon our futures – a point I take up with the online abuse scandals. Worryingly, this 

is a dangerous position to be in because I believe that the techno-informational society has 

allowed these individuals the capacity to compartmentalise the scandals into their lives as 

something which does not overly concern them – it is inhaled as a media output more so than 

a history of the present (as Foucault might say) relating to them as Irish citizens. 

Additionally, the extent to which the media has become more complex should not be 

underestimated. For example, in December 2010, WikiLeaks uncovered how the Vatican 

Church refused to engage with the child sex abuse scandals in what is seen by many as 

further acts of covering up
16

.  

The online abuse epidemic 

In May 2010, Prime Time Investigates conducted a programme on the online child abuse 

epidemic which has emerged almost without notice.  

The programme detailed how, in a sample of 30 days in Ireland, 1034 trades of child 

pornography took place (which is arguably prima facie evidence for criminal activity against 

children). Dr. James Walkerdine of the ISIS Project in the University of Lancaster stated that 

89% of the individuals in the Irish sample used the file-sharing mechanism for this purpose 

and nothing else. The European NGO Alliance for Safety Online, the Child Exploitation & 

Online Protection Centre, the FBI Innocent Images Division, TLO and forensic units were 

among the other contributors to the research team for the show. Collectively, they all stated 

                                                           
16

 The unfolding of this can be read here: http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2010/dec/10/wikileaks-vatican-
child-sex-abuse-investigation.  

http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2010/dec/10/wikileaks-vatican-child-sex-abuse-investigation
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2010/dec/10/wikileaks-vatican-child-sex-abuse-investigation
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that this is to become the next scandal to hit society. Of all the pornography that they capture, 

the most thought-provoking aspect of it is that it is all fresh. The typical person responsible 

for this is a middle-class white male in employment who has been granted access to children 

and is trusted in society. There is an obvious similarity to the era when the priest was granted 

such a role. As you read, there are individuals whom we would trust who are trading these 

materials. The holding of such materials is strongly correlated with intent to sexually 

communicate with children offline. This is based on its practical usage in the US where the 

success of locating online child abusers is attributed to the accuracy of the software systems 

of organisations such as TLO.  

In the same way the Irish people, via their rights as citizens, voted for political parties 

supporting the Church, and more generally held their trust in the Catholic Church, our 

generation is holding equivalent trust in other institutions: Cathedrals of Consumption, the 

Internet giants of Google and lesser-known file-sharing tools, the new media of a postmodern 

age and everything that results positively and negatively from this. Consequently, it now 

seems that such trust has been led into dark avenues, albeit in a vastly new environment.  

Loosely interlinking my previous study on The Hills, it seems that the common sensibility 

and discretion of those liable to online abuse are also incapable of separating it from the raw 

experience of new media (in this case, the internet), as in the act of being online, of 

conducting a cyborg second self there where superficiality is at play, and privacy on display. 

This connection from two completely different examples serves to show a fundamental point 

compartmentalisation theory seeks to probe – that of how this separation occurs. Firstly, one 

must note that this occurs – this is an act of compartmentalising. It is automatic. It is a 

neuropsychological action which the techno-information society has solidified within us. A 

victim of online abuse is choosing to engage online where in real life this might not happen. 

This victim thought nothing of the initial interaction due to the perception of the web as being 

an interactive space. The same could be said of the abuser, the abuser would perhaps not 

express desire of that nature offline but the interface of the internet affords him the 

opportunity.   

As with the clerical sex abuse case example above, there appears to be no forum for young 

people to discuss these issues. In my view, this is why abuse in popular culture is becoming 

increasingly popular. I hold the view that popular culture in techno-information society has a 

hugely important role which is rarely appreciated
17

. This is because the children of this 

society learn about the world around them via popular culture. Take for example, Room, a 

best-selling novel inspired by the Fritzel case or the Facebook pages which mock these issues 

in society, using dark humour
18

. Compartmentalisation theory would deem such seemingly 

inappropriate coverage differences as indicative of how individuals have compartmentalised 

such phenomena in the social world into the realm of social media where they can express 

their acknowledgement, ignore the discursiveness and apply an individualistic slant on it all. 

If nothing else, it suggests a disassociation with such critical issues. Scheper-Hughes and 

Stein (1987) noted something in this vein with American popular culture and child abuse, 

asserting that some of the abuse portrayed in popular culture remains below consciousness, 

meaning that its treatment goes amiss.  

                                                           
17

 See McCashin (2010) - an earlier paper I wrote on this topic in relation to criminology. 
18

 See http://www.facebook.com/home.php#!/pages/Not-Being-in-Josef-Fritzls-Family/77242584307, where 
over 47,000 people subscribe to a page by clicking ‘Like’, which says ‘Not being in Josef Fitzls family’, allowing 
them to get updates and interact with pictures, comments and other typical social media practices.  

http://www.facebook.com/home.php#!/pages/Not-Being-in-Josef-Fritzls-Family/77242584307
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Once again, there are similar sociological processes which are actively facilitating abuse in 

Irish society under new guises which warrant a different perspective when studying them. 

Aspects of the tragic clerical sex abuse cases in Ireland hold similarities with the current 

crisis of the online child abuse issue if compartmentalisation theory is considered. There is no 

question of the role of other factors, and there are of course clear-cut differences between 

recent and past crises. The conclusion discusses this further. 

Conclusion 

This paper has mapped its perspective of what is seen as a techno-informational Irish society. 

How this impinges upon psychological and social life requires consistent studies of this 

nature. The intersection of this new society with the clerical sex abuse and online child abuse 

examples serves to show that, if policy-makers intend on preventing such crises from re-

emerging (something they are largely failing with at present), then a perspective of 

compartmentalisation is required to show how the current generation digests the 

overwhelming amounts social phenomena communicated to them.  

Thus, a paradigm space, primarily sociological - but necessarily interdisciplinary – needs to 

be adopted across the social, behavioural and human sciences. This new space will call for 

diversely specified studies (as above) across varying fields to map out a (i) social/sociological 

(ii) (neuro/social/cognitive/economic/cultural/health) psychological map of the 

compartmentalisation process. Also, to identify its multi-platformed nature which is actively 

shaping our socialization processes at an unmeasured rate due to the fast paced development 

of this new environment.  

The adoption of this framework can act as an umbrella for enquiries pertaining to the societal 

perspective offered here. A co-ordination of this sort appears necessarily worthwhile in light 

of widespread crises with aspects of youth culture as identified earlier. Although each 

generation has created and/or deliberated over alleged soon-to-explode crises, any current 

crises in the techno-info society are of a distinctly different and not-yet-understood nature.  

The appendices contains details of Visible Silence, which works off the philosophies offered 

in this paper to encourage a more critical mindedness for youth culture when tackling abuse 

issues. This paper has been indeed leaning towards a blind ambition, but it is in doing so that 

small snippets of new knowledge can emerge with what can be seen as emergency-type crises 

in Irish society. It is clear that the maintenance of Catholicism in Ireland is occurring through 

new social phenomena and that the younger generations face new strains on interpreting the 

world around them.  
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Appendix  

                                                                      Visible Silence 

                            

                                                  Acknowledging. Learning. Growing. 

_________________________________________ 

Mission Statement 

Visible Silence is a voluntary organisation set up by young adults in 
Ireland which seeks to respectfully acknowledge and learn from the 
tragic clerical abuse scandals which tarnished previous generation’s lives 
forever. We seek to provide a space to ask the sensitive questions never 
conducted by the media, but also to promote our generation’s 
acknowledgement of the abuse through culture, the arts and everyday 
life so as never to forget our history, rather keep it in the contemporary 
national moment. We hope to do this by expanding our members, and 
holding stimulating lectures, high-profile gigs, exhibitions, readings, 
interviews and fundraisers. Stemming from these activities, we believe 
that our generation can learn from the past to prevent further abuse to 
other innocent citizens. No longer will our generation tolerate a culture 
of silence or abuses of power by institutions or individuals in institutions 
such as the church or government. Rather, we intend to grow up with a 
culture of critical-mindedness of the society around us. 

_________________________________________ 
As you and I left school, entered university or jobs, our generation has witnessed the 

uncovering of clerical abuse involving horrific accounts of emotional/physical/sexual abuse, 

cover-ups and political football - all packaged and delivered to us largely via the media. 

Anyone who I discuss these issues with responds with a serious tone, fuelled by anger, 

confusion and general disillusionment with the scandals; not least because it may 

question/confirm their beliefs regarding the church/state. As it stands, there is a wealth of 

research and evidence which goes a long way towards offering explanations as to how/why 

some scandals were allowed to happen. There are people-a-plenty ready to show their support 

for the generation before us who were abused only because of their place in a dysfunctional 

societal structure where silence and power were more meaningful than human dignity.  

Clerical abuse 
in Ireland

YOUR life, 
culture and 

society today
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It is my core belief that it would be another great tragedy if our generation simply goes on as 

it is without doing something proactive about these issues. We cannot simply allow this 'Irish 

Holocaust' (as one victim said) to pass without keeping it apart of our national consciousness 

(as Fintan O'Toole has called for). To do this, bearing in mind the times we live in where 

social media/technology/communications have such a role in everything for our generation, 

we need to indent the stories, lessons and debates of the abuse scandals in our OWN youth 

culture, because that is where young adults negotiate the world around them. This means: 

music (gigs), literature (publications, readings), popular culture events and so on. This is as 

opposed to simply keeping the findings within the middle-class policy-making realm of 

boring late TV shows/radio and academia (although some of this is extremely necessary) or 

personal victim stories irregularly being released. Another reason why we need to do this is 

because abuse is still here, the elderly and the online community being risk groups (400 

people accessed child porn last night in Ireland).  

The potentiality of such a project cannot be underestimated. Collectively, those interested in 

this project can make its indentation on the Irish cultural psyche as pronounced as they so 

wish. 

-Darragh McCashin (August 2010) 

_________________________________________ 

 

Above is the working of a recent project. At present, the short term aim is to stage a public 

lecture series in early to mid Spring 2011, addressing some of the themes above with 

confirmed speakers including Professor Tom Inglis and Dr. Eoin O’Sullivan, among 

representatives from victims of abuse.  

Should you have any interest in participating in this project in any form, or indeed wish to 

learn more of the plans being made, please contact mccashid@tcd.ie.  

mailto:mccashid@tcd.ie

