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SOCIAL CONTROL AND SOCIAL CRITICISM: THE
NINETEENTH CENTURY COMHRADH?!

In recent years some scholars of Highland hist@yehbeen criticised
for their failure to take account of Gaelic sour@esl thus for their
provision of an incomplete perspective on Highlamdtory. Of no
century is this more true than of the nineteentitwg. This imbalance is
being gradually redressed thanks primarily to tloekwof Donald Meek
whose publications,Mairi Mhor nan Oran and, perhaps more
importantly with its English translation$uath isTighearna have made
Gaelic verse of ‘social and political protest’ assible to a wider
audienceHe has demonstrated the value of Gaelic song aathp@s a
gauge of contemporary opinion and reaction andcobkskeed the role of
verse as part of the process of informing changet this in itself
highlights another imbalance - that of verse albeimmg studied with no
attention, as yet, being given to Gaelic prose.sTisi not entirely
surprising, as poetry tends to be seen, by schalalsast, as the more
fruitful genre in Gaelic literature through the taes, and has received
a proportionally greater amount of their attenti@his paper considers
one particular aspect of Gaelic prose which ofsa@pe for both literary
and historical research; that is the prose dialoguedomhradhwhich
came to be popular with Gaelic writers in the rneeeth century. The
paper will discuss the emergence of tidenhradhas the preferred prose
genre for the discussion of social issues in thasm of the century. It
will focus on the way in which thedomhradhwas used, first by the Rev.
Dr Norman MacLeod (Caraid nan Gaidheal) as a fofastablishment
propaganda which aimed to diffuse social unresinguthe famines of
the 1830s and 1840s, and it will then offer a casttwith the use of the
comhradhin the 1870s and 1880s when it was adopted asopdHe
campaigning literature of the crofters’ cause.

The comhradhis a written conversation between two or more
characters, of varying length, typically betweerd@@Gnd 3000 words,
although that is not definitive. Characters areestgpical as defined by
their names, e.g. Fionnladh Piobaire, Lachlann @Gaist, Coinneach
Ciobair, am Maighstir-Sgoile and an Gobhainn. Thisrgenerally no
attempt to develop characters who are used mesely &ehicle for the
writer's message. Very often one figure acts asrmér or instructor
with the other character(s) asking questions ineor elicit further
information. Some dialogues contain the briefesexjplanations at the
beginning to indicate the location or time of thalague, although that is
often implicit in the title, e.gComhradh na CeardaichtComhradh nan
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Cnocetc. In some dialogues there may be an occasexpanation in
the manner of a stage direction to indicate thataracter has entered or
departed. These dialogues do not, however, sedrave been intended
as plays in themselves, although ttenhradhhas had its part to play in
the shaping of Gaelic drama as Antoinette Butles discussed in her
study of the development of Gaelic drama.

Before examining the way in which th@®mhradhwas used by
writers in the course of the nineteenth centurysweration must first
be given to the environment in which the genre gegras such a
popular form in Gaelic literature. Dialogues havgoged popularity in
many European societies throughout the centuraes the time of Plato
until the nineteenth century. Virginia Cox in hetudy of Italian
Renaissance Literature has suggested that whemm@ gech as the
dialogue, which ‘stages’ the art of communicatienadopted by writers
on a wide scale this may be indicative of ‘the kdmavn of traditional
certainties, a failure of confidence in the conceptertainty itself, a
major shift in the medium or audience of literargadurse’. (Cox 1992:
7)

This certainly merits exploration in the context tbe nineteenth
century Highlands. This was a period of unprecestbrsiocial change,
with the final disintegration of the clan systemthye beginning of the
century and the resulting change in social relatias clan chiefs became
landlords and their clans became tenants. Migratahe Lowlands and
emigration to other countries, whether by choicebgrforce, further
fragmented social networks. Although there werdtepad instances of
resistance to landlords’ evicting tenants, it was until the 1870s that
there was any concerted resistance, such as timefeRiot in 1874 and
the Battle of the Braes in 1883, which achievedonal publicity for the
crofters’ cause. To this ‘breakdown of traditiomaktainties’ one might
add a sense of linguistic and cultural uncertasgya corollary of the
expansion of an education system which promotedigindanguage,
institutions and cultural values, as had been s an the Highlands
from at least the early eighteenth century, bubwibre noticeable effect
in the nineteenth century.

What Cox terms a ‘shift in the medium or audierafeliterary
discourse’ is also applicable to the nineteenthturgnGaelic context in
which oral and printed literature co-existed, witie latter beginning to
fulfil aspects of the former’s role. As educaticechme more widespread
in the Highlands, so the potential audience fonted Gaelic expanded.
This required adjustment on the part of an audiemdech was
accustomed to oral rather than printed literatune #his may have
consciously influenced writers in terms of both jsgbmatter and style.
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The comhradhwas being written within what was still fundamehtain
oral culture, a culture in which information, litdure and spiritual
guidance were disseminated orally, whether int#igh-céilidh or from
the clergy. Consequently, Gaels were listenerserathan readers.
Information and literature were ‘produced’ and ‘samed’ at the level
of the community and thus were validated by autiidigures known to
the community, whether theeanchaidh the bard, the minister or the
schoolmaster. Thedomhradhwith its familiar figures who are seen to be
lending authority to the written word presented eans of easing the
transition from an oral to a literary culture. Etipathe genre afforded
writers the opportunity to use language and ididoser to that of
everyday speech. Writers may in fact have intertlat these dialogues
be read aloud for the benefit of those who werelibartate. Although |
have this far been unable to find any referencethigohappening, it is
interesting to note a published account of thet fasner held by
Glasgow University’s Ossianic Society in 1833. NanrMacLeod was
in the Chair and the report records ‘that the at@t a dialogue from the
Gaelic Messenger in character, by Mr Maclaren fidmerica and Mr
MacDougall from Perthshire occasioned great memime (GH
18/1/1833: 2) The dialogue in question was one ednoy MaclLeod
himself and therefore this recital should perhagsden more as a tribute
to him than as any sort of conclusive proof thaalajues were
commonly read aloud. Nonetheless, this indicateat tthey lent
themselves to this treatment and that it was natr&kmown occurrence.
The writing and printing of secular prose in Gaekas still very
much at an embryonic stage in the nineteenth cgniure first printed
book to appear in Gaelic was John Carswell’s teditsi of theBook of
Common Ordein 1567, and this was to set the tone for pubtish®se
for the next two and a half centuries, namely titatvas generally
religious, more often than not texts were transtei and they were
almost without exception associated with the Re&miChurch. At the
beginning of the nineteenth century there was adition of writing
original secular prose. This was only to emergtenineteenth century
as writers began to experiment with prose stylevaitldl different genres,
among these theomhradh The emergence of th@mhradhcoincided
with the rise of the Gaelic periodical press whigfovided both a
stimulus and an outlet for Gaelic writers and itswia the century’s
succession of periodicals that the majority of thalogues were to
appear. The catalyst for the early periodicals was expansion of
education in the Highlands, and the resulting nieegrovide reading
material for those being educated. The first sigarit periodicals were
An Teachdaire Gaelaclil829-1831),Cuairtear nan Gleanr(1840-43)
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andFear-Tathaich nam Beanf1848-1850¥. The first two were founded
and edited by the Rev. Dr Norman MacLeod, undetgjrthe continuing
control exerted by the church over Gaelic prosd &b the nineteenth
century. It was MacLeod who wrote most of tt@mhraidheanwhich
were published in the first half of the centufgar-Tathaich nam Beann
was set up at the instigation of the General As$gmibthe Church of
Scotland and was edited by the Rev. Dr ArchibaldriCl These Gaelic
periodicals presented a means of extending theoatytlof the clergy far
beyond the pulpit. This can be paralleled with ¢fifect of the press in
other parts of Britain in the nineteenth centuryavid Vincent, for
instance, has observed of the press in nineteamtury England, that
‘the primer and the pamphlet now replaced the sé$ crook as the
most appropriate symbols of the pastor's care ef fluck’. (Vincent
1989; 175) Not only were the editors of the Gapiciodicals ministers,
but so too were many of the most prolific contrdist among them the
Rev. Alexander MacGregor who will be mentionedhe tourse of this
discussion.

There is no lack of models which may be suggestedhaving
influenced those who chose to adopt the dialogueesé& influences
include religious and secular, Gaelic and non-Gastiurces. First and
foremost is the literature of the Reformed Chuititler has highlighted
this as a factor underlying the attraction of thialajue for the
groundbreaking prose writers of the nineteenth wgntwho were
generally ministers(Butler 1994: 42-43) Of the two earliest Gaelic
publications, the first, Carswell'Boirm na n-Uirrnuidheadhcontains
‘Modh Ceasnuighe na n-Oganach’, based on Calviate€hism and the
second is the anonymous translation from the 1680<Calvin’s
Catechismus Ecclesiae Genevensihie Catechism is of course a
dialogue based on question and answer as a mean®ligious
instruction and was fundamental to the post-ReftionaChurch. In
addition to the publication of close to 100 edidoof the Shorter
Catechism between 1659 and 1951 numerous othechisites were
translated into Gaelic in the course of the eighiieeand nineteenth
centuries(MacDonald 1993: 143-44) It was a form with whicbtlp
writers and audience were familiar and thus mayehasen perceived as
facilitating the acceptance of the written wordeféis however another
crucial text which must not be overlooked. Thetfieselic translation of
John Bunyan’She Pilgrim’s ProgressCuairt an Oilthirich; no Turus a’
Chriosduidh was published in 1812, with at least a furtheurtieen
editions following.(Ferguson & Matheson 1984. 27-28) Central to the
text is a series of dialogues as Christian encosirgach characters as
Worldly-Wiseman, Piety and Faithful in his quest tbe Celestial City.
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The Gaelic translation of this text was one ofcbenmonest books to be
found in Highland households after the Bible itself

The dialogue had however existed in Gaelic liteatfor centuries
before the Reformation. One of the earliest exam@ehat ofAgallamh
na Sendrachwith its dialogue between St Patrick, Oisin anmia
This early dialogue is particularly interesting time light of the Reuv.
Donald MacLeod of Glenelg’s comment in 1764 thatgtdanders at
their festivals and other public meetings, acteel poems of Ossian'.
(HSS 29) Douglas Hyde states that he once read a lgitan Irish-
American newspaper by a man who claimed to have ge2Agallamh
acted out(Hyde 1967: 511 fn 1) In its earliest forms, thaldgue would
then seem to have been not only oral but dramBimlogues are not,
however, restricted to literature of thanna There are early law texts
which make use of question and answer format. Tlaeee dialogue
poems such abBnmacallamh in da Thuaradnd there is the dialogue
between Dallan Forgaill, Colam Cille and Baithintta# Convention of
Druim Cett which involves the saint arguing for gewsity to poets while
Baithin puts forward the arguments on behalf of ¢herch and for
prayer.(O Cuiv 1968) Equally, there are many early Iriakes$ in which
dialogue in verse is embedded within the narrafiVet is not to say that
MacLeod was necessarily familiar with these eargfagjues, rather that
in its various forms the dialogue has its rooteanly Gaelic literature.

As far as poetry is concerned, although the aabkgoets do not
seem to have favoured the dialogue form, the gemrerged among the
compositions of Scottish Gaelic vernacular poetsowbame to
prominence in the course of the seventeenth arfdesigth centuries. In
fact it is almost as though a dialogue poem becastandard part of any
poet’s repertoire and this holds true down to thentieth century for
those composing traditional verse. Thus, to nanteabtew, we have
Sileas na Ceapaich@dmhradh ris a’ BhagO Baoill 1972: 12-14); An
Clarsair Dall’'sOran do Mhac Leoid Dhun Bheagaia dialogue between
Echo and the Harper (Matheson 1970: 58-72); Aladdac Mhaighstir
Alasdair'sOran Araid mar gum b’ann eadar am Prionnsa aguzil
(Campbell 1984: 86-92); John MacCodrur@araid agus Namhaid an
Uisge-Beatha(Matheson 1938: 308-310); William Ros<ran eadar
am Bard agus Cailleach-Mhilleadh-nan-DaiCalder 1937: 126-30);
Domhnall Ruadh Mac an t-SaoitGran nan Cor{MacMillan 1968: 278-
81). There are also flytings between poets suchthase from the
seventeenth century involving lain Lom. Dialogu@spst commonly
between a man and a woman, feature antam luaidh (Campbell &
Collinson 1969: 20-21). Examples from John Lornem@hell’s
Hebridean Folksongsiclude’S muladach mi’s mi air m’aine@ndCha
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dirich mi an t-uchd le fonmvhile Margaret Fay Shaw’Bolksongs and
Folklore of SouthUist contains Comhradh eadar Nighean Og agus
Each-uisgeand A’ Bhean ladachWhile far from exhaustive this list of
poems and songs serves to demonstrate that tregdéein verse form
was an accepted part of Gaelic literature and kntmamneteenth century
Gaelic writers.

Looking beyond Gaelic literature, there is of gaithe influence of
Classical writers to be borne in mind, models withich MacLeod
would undoubtedly have been familiar. John StusatBEe, Professor of
Greek at Edinburgh University and supporter of thefters, wrote in
1876 of Norman MacLeod'sbmhraidhean‘the most brilliant papers are
written in dialogic form, marked by the dramatiage of Plato and the
shrewd humour of Lucian{Blackie 1876: 315) If comparison is to be
made with Classical writers, it would be more ajppiate to suggest that
Gaelic dialogues be compared with the dialogugSioéro than with the
philosophical conversations of Plato and the hum®rdialogues of
Lucian. Elizabeth Merrill inThe Dialogue in English Literaturebserves
that in Cicero’s work the dialogue exists primardy an exposition of
subject-matter. Expanding on the expository diaébga opposed to the
philosophical dialogue, she writes ‘It is that thié@mate aim and object
of the expository dialogue is not to elicit truttrdugh argument, but
rather to set forth facts or principles or theorad®ady existent in the
mind of the writer’.(Merrill 1911: 59) As will emerge when specific
examples oftomhraidheanare discussed in this paper, exposition was
closer to the heart of the genre in Gaelic tharlopbphical debate or
humour, certainly in the earliest examples of taerg.

Contemporary examples of the dialogue also existgwith Gaelic
literature - models which may have been equalljuaritial upon these
Gaelic writers. 1822 witnessed the first in a papand long-lived series
of dialogues to be published in the well known nhdntperiodical
Blackwood’s MagazineThe dialogues, entitletNoctes Ambrosianae
were from c¢.1825 the work of John Wilson, Professdr Moral
Philosophy at the University of Edinburgh, writingder the pen-name
Christopher North. (Swann 1934: 111-11®ilson and Norman
MacLeod, the Gaelic writer most commonly associatedh the
comhradh were contemporaries at Glasgow University, whitrbas
been written of MacLeod that ‘the glory of his egle days was that in
physical contests he alone could rival John Wils@Wellwood 1897:
15) Wilson’sNoctesand MacLeod'sComhraidhearboth appeared in the
same decade, Wilson’s some four years before thiodee Gaelic writer.
Of Wilson’s conversations it has been said thavas the light and rapid
survey in racy dialogue of public events, books padple, by an easy
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tribunal that delighted most in the ludicrous saddife’. (Swann 1934:
111) Chambers’ Edinburgh Journaéstablished in 1832lso published
prose dialogues, although with less frequency. &lvesre in fact closer
in form to the Gaelic dialogues thdwoctes Ambrosianaewith the
emphasis on conveying information and instruction. occasions these
were translations from French as for instance, u@wl for Young
People’ in which Monsieur de Flanmont talks to ¢hddren about virtue
and generosityGEJ 3/1/1846: 14-15)

Clearly, there was a range of dialogic models lalsé8 to Norman
MacLeod and his contemporaries, and while religidesature may have
been the most influential influence, other literdoyms may have lent
weight to, and demonstrated the potential of, &g,

Social Control

The firstcomhraidhearto appear in Gaelic were written, as indicated at
the outset, by the Rev. Dr Norman MacLeod and vpertdished in the
periodicals which he himself established and edi#td Teachdaire
GaelachandCuairtear nan Gleanmn addition to the lateffear-Tathaich
nam BeannHe wrote at least twenty-five dialogues, whichGaelic
were entitledComhradh but in English indexes to the journals were
listed as ‘Familiar Dialogues’. In the only publhstudy of MacLeod’s
comhraidhean based on a paper delivered to the Gaelic Sométy
Inverness, Edward MacCurdy comments that ‘they theeaa gentle
sympathy and kindly humour’. (MacCurdy 1950: 23X)e(or two other
writers, following MacLeod’s example, contributedaldgues to these
early periodicals, their identity concealed to sagm&ent by their use of
initials rather than names. It seems likely thatigL., two of whose
dialogues appeared iGuairtear nan Gleannwas in fact MacLeod’s
brother the Rev. John MacLeod, further emphasisthg close
association between tikemhradhand the Church.

The first of MacLeod’s dialogugSsomhradh na’n Cnochd, Lachlann
na’n Ceistean agu&oghann Brocair establishes the tone of the genre.
(TG 1, 1829: 3-7) After pleasantries are exchangeel,Ghtechist, the
voice of the Church, takes the opportunity to Eglghann about this new
periodical,An Teachdaire Gaelaclith Eoghann offering the occasional
comment or question, and the dialogue concluded viibghann
following the Catechist’'s advice by subscribingAn Teachdaire The
comhradhis little more than an advertisement, but demass that
from the outset MaclLeod consciously chose and uskdracters
associated with authority to expound his messagke ke expected that
readers would follow Eoghann’s example, listeniognd following this
advice. Although a number of MacLeod’s dialogues @ed as a means
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of informing readers on a range of topics such akanoes, polar
expeditions and French history, there are otttenhraidheanwhich he
wrote in the early 1830s which are more concernét spiritual and
moral guidance. In a discussion between Fionnladbaie, lain Og and
Lachlann na’'n Ceistean, the Catechist says to Fadihn'bi glic, tha'm
bas a teannadh ort, tha’n t-am a’ tarruing dlu,sagjg Dia tha brath cia
diu ‘s a tha e, anns am mothaich thu an saogha steumhnachadh
uait, agus siorruidheachd a’ fosgladh fa d’ chomihkionnladh accepts
all that he has been told since, ‘cha’n ‘eil foaalhainig uait leis nach
d’aom mo chridhe’(TG 3, 1829: 57) InComhradh na’n Cnochd. Tigh
Mhaoir, MacLeod’'s Smith promotes a Temperance message,
complaining about excessive alcohol consumption #@sdeffect on
families:

Nach ’eil fir na sgireachd so fein a’ cur a macm am ol na
chuireadh aodach air gach leanabh ruisgt’ a th) anpheireadh
sgoil do gach dilleachdan, agus a chuireadh amuliabhns gach
laimh anns nach ’eil e. Nach iomad bean bhochdd&gh a
paistean ocrach ruisgte chur a chodal, a tha stiatiiEh an droch
ghealbhainn, a’ feitheamh a companaich, a tha mgadtroghail,
gleadhrach san tigh 0sda, a cosd na chumadh iagisananda
aig an tigh; agus nuair a thilleas e a stigh, lermachadh agus le
malluchadh, a mhaoitheas an dorn, ma their i risayel (TG 7,
1829: 154)

In anothercomhradh Fionnladh Piobaire’s wife compares herself with
other women she knows and feels she needs a nemebdfionnladh
criticises her for her extravagance when thereis to be paid and their
family to support. Furthermore, he tells her:

B’ urrainn domh an ainmeachadh a tha dol do’n aadtudheise
shioda, agus gun an léine air an druim; agushs@itthomh ni is
graineile na sin uile, feoghainn a tha dol do’nlemsge riomhadh
uaisl’ umpa, agus an athair agus am mathair, a tpgs a
dh’araich iad, a shaothairich iomadh la air an sgum, trom,
airsneulach le fallus an gruaidh, gun aodach, ghaisbheirt leis
an urrainn doibh dol do thigh an Tighear{1as 4, 1829: 80)

This is very typical of the general Victorian preapation with personal
morality and self-help and demonstrates just hosv@aelic periodicals
extended the voice of the clergy beyond the pulpdwever, just as a
message promoting morality is central to some of ciMad’s

comhraidheanso a message promoting obedience to the lawheof
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country is central to others. On occasions, MacLeseks his characters
to discourage questioning of the law and encourdgeshe example of
his characters, passivity and forbearance in tloe faf hardship and
injustice. Typical of this use of a pro-establisimineoice is acomhradh
in which Calum Posta complains about how low theegpof postage is
considering the hardships of weather and traveleRperiences in
delivering letters. His frustration is directedtla¢ Queen and those who
advise her. The schoolmaster, however, takes ardiif view, ‘Ciod so
'n gearan a th'ort? Fhad 's a gheibh thusa ’s emdguarasdal cha bhuin e
dhuinn a bhi faotainn coire dhoibhsan tha thairraro’ (CnG 2, 1840:
36)

Most interesting, however, are those dialoguesiwMacLeod wrote
in the 1840s and which are a response to the faamdeemigration of
that decade and indeed to the famine of 1836-3¢Lklad’'s views on
the solution to the problems which afflicted theghlands at this time
were clearly expressed in 1841 when he gave evedéaca Select
Committee appointed to enquire into the conditibthe Highlands and
Islands of Scotland. When MacLeod was asked if petgrs should be
required to share the expense of helping theirnisng emigrate he
responded:

| do not think the evil has been brought on by thand | believe
that they can, by the common law of the land, resnibe people
in the same way as any proprietor in the kingdom i@move
cattle(RSC1841: 75)

This attitude manifested itself in his Gaelic wigj perhaps the best
known example being ‘Long Mhér nan Eilthireach’ vits depiction of
an emigrant ship preparing to leave Mull for Nomerica, with
intending emigrants shown as sorrowful yet not tjaesg the reasons
for their emigration. The minister who boards thepsto bid a final
farewell to his parishioners encourages them tee@ctheir situation,
suggesting that no man has an automatic righvéoifi any one country:

Am bheil ceangal seasmhach aig mac an duine ridadmaich
seach duthaich eile? Cha-n ’eil duthaich bhunahieagainn air
thalamh; cha-n ’eil sinn air fad ach 'n ar n-eilith; agus cha-n
ann s an t-saoghal chaochlaideach so a tha e éieadachadh
dhuinn le Dia an dachaidh sin iarraidh as nach rbrich.
(MacLeod 1834: 67)

MacLeod’s dialogue characters behave in a similay. wn Comhradh
eadar Fionnla Piobaire, Mairi agus Para Mdawhich appeared in the



10 SHEILA M. KIDD

first edition of Cuairtear nan Gleanrin 1840, Para Mor ponders the
circumstances in which he, and so many Gaels, txaadf themselves in

those years of overcrowded land and famine andcbepss that he has
little choice but to emigrate:

Nach ’eil an duthaich air dol ’ionnsuidh na dublebhdainn; na
h-uile ni 'dol air ais, nach ’eil an t-sid féin atharrachadh? cha
chreid mi nach e toil an Fhreasdail sinn g’a faggsalch d’thainig
plaigh air a’ bhuntata féin, cha chinn lus no baar a b’abhaist
da; cha 'n urrainn sinn a’ mhoine féin a chaoinealth nach
d’fhag an sgadan ar cladaichean? nach ’eil godsaganntar an
déigh feodil dhaoine bochda chnamh? . . . Cha 'nneie
'coireachadh neach air bith b’e 'n cuid féin a biriacha d’rinn
lad ach ceartas ach O! tha 'n ceartas air uairiblaidh; ach
c’arson tha mi 'gearan! cha robh coir agam air cb¢enG 1,
1840: 11)

MacCurdy’s reaction to these words is that ‘Paral dms like as
portrayed in these pages, would seem to be the sdet from which
hardy colonists are made’. (MacCurdy 1950: 230nikcally, MacCurdy
has succeeded in demonstrating exactly how Mackeslusing Para to
manipulate readers’ views since he has acceptedd, gs nineteenth
century readers were meant to, the pro-emigratiessage. Although
arguably MacLeod is sympathetic to the hardshigesed by crofters
such as Para Mér, nonetheless the crofter is daliblg portrayed as a
very submissive figure, who does not blame his Il but attributes
his situation to Divine Will. He was undoubtedly am¢ as an example to
readers. In another dialogue, Eachann, a croften vghconsidering
emigrating is resigned to his eviction, ‘cha do icHtachann deth a’
chroit, ach chuir a’ chroit dhith Eachann, agus ‘aon ni is éiginn da
falbh taobh-eiginn’(CnG 4, 1840: 82) In similar vein, i€omhradh
Feasgair 'an Tigh a’ Mhaoifrom 1848, in which the ground-officer, the
voice of authority, promoting law and order, teélisean Croitear:

Cha'n ’eil cainnt is amaidiche, agus faodaidh madh is
bréugaiche na chluinneas tu nis a béul cuid de idaamu
thimchioll nan Tighearnan Gaedhealach, mar gu’'mdiionar
fhiachaibh orra-san, cha’n e amhain tighean agoiseam a thoirt
do gach aon gun mhal, ach biadh 'us®lanthoirt do mhoran
diubh.(FT 2, 1848: 46)



SOCIAL CONTROL AND SOCIAL CRITICISM 11

MacLeod’s characters go even further as apologists Highland
landlords. The ground-officer from this 184®mhradhimplies that
those crofters who are evicted have only themsedtvbtame:

Nis Ailein, innis so dhomh: Nach ro ainmic a chualausa
riamh, croitear bochd, dichiollach, onorach, sidtaha bha stri
gus a mhal a dhiol mar b'thearr a dh’fhaodadh ehuaireadh a
mach gu aite '"dheanamh air son fir eile? Nachfied agad gu
bheil croitearan 'us tuath air an oighreachd so &tha fada air
deireadh 'sa mhal, agus cuid nach ’eil aona cheadjthreachalil
no dichiollach, agus gidheadh, cuin a chuireadh-aorh aca
'mach?(FT 2, 1848: 46)

With the exception of essays describing Americajadda, Australia and
other emigrant destinations, the dialogue is thly omaction in Gaelic
prose to contemporary social issues in the firdt bathe nineteenth
century. MacLeod employed the genre as a form oilabaontrol, using
his characters to expound establishment viewpoirtsleed the
Establishment fear of social unrest is explicitemsly as 1831 when
MacLeod’s Schoolmaster voices concern about thenpkabeing set in
Ireland, referring to ‘daoine aingidh midhiadhaidBlaoightearan gun
tlus, gun ghradh-duthcha, aig iarraidh cogadh agorhreit a dhusgadh
eadar Eirinn agus Sasun(TG 22, 1831: 228)

Although the vast majority ofomhraidheanin these period were
written by Norman MaclLeod, there are a handful eenfy other
writers. One anonymous writer follows MaclLeod's mde in
Comhradh mu Mhin nam Bochd eadar Alastair Cruinnséilean Mor
Ailean asks Alastair, as a friend and kinsman, dobarrel or two of
potatoes to feed him and his family as he had Ibeg@mg for ‘min nam
bochd’, the meal purchased by charitable donatwhgch was then
distributed in the Highlands during the famines1&36-37. By 1840
when this particulacomhradhwas written this distribution of meal had
ceased. Alastair is less than sympathetic. Whileedgg that the meal
brought relief to many he also feels that it had thee adverse effect of
encouraging Gaels to depend on this charity:

Theagaisg i droch chleachdainnean duibh, do naigh fsibh
cuidhte r'a luathas. Tha sibh air fas leisg, luraidaha sibh air
fas dibli, giugach, ledcach, liosda. Tha na ficlaeadnar is maith
tha fios agad, a tha nis ag iarraidh na déircerguire gun athadh,
le 'm b’fhearr mun d’ thainig @’ mhin Ghallda dotuthaich, an
cruaidh-chas bu mho fhulang na gu 'm biodh a Idithio
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thilgeachan orra féin no air an sliochd; agus riaitftron mér an
sin?(CnG5, 1840: 101)

Comhraidhean in the first half of the nineteenth century were
consistently used as a genre for instructing andtrolling readers,
attempting to lead by the example of characterandua period of
unprecedented social hardship in the Highlandsedddthe genre
encourages Gaels to find fault with themselveserathan with those
above them. The vast majority of these were written Norman
MacLeod who, while not explicitly expressing suppéor Highland
landlords, repeatedly promotes acceptance of thtusstquo or the
alternative - emigration. The nineteenth centurghtand clergy as a
body have faced fierce criticism from some quarterstheir failure to
make a stand against Highland landlords who cledhedr estates.
Among the most vocal contemporary critics was DdndlclLeod, an
eye-witness to the Sutherland clearances who $ditealergy, ‘they are
always employed to explain and interpret to theeiadkded people the
orders and designs of the factors’. (MacKenzie 199) Similar
sentiments are to be found later in the centuryasgxample, from the
contributor to theHighlanderin 1875 who refers to ‘the hand of the
oppressor strengthened by the hand of the Chufeh30/10/1875: 7)
While this paper is not in itself a study of théerof the Highland clergy
in the Clearances, the evidence of tdenhradhwould suggest that the
Gaelic periodicals of the 1830s and 1840s musttbeied in order to
build a more complete pictufdn the first half of the century, at least,
the evidence in Gaelic lends weight to the casenag#he clergy and
particularly against Norman MacLeod who used ¢tdenhradhas a
means of supporting landlord policy and encouragiegders to do
likewise.

Social Criticism

There is a dearth @omhraidhearbetween 1850 and 1870 for the simple
reason that virtually no Gaelic periodicals wereblmhed in these
decades and theomhradh was dependent on the existence of
periodicals. It may be partly this twenty year gapich makes the
change in the use of tle®mhradhbetween the 1840s and the 1870s so
clear-cut, as the possibility of tracing a gradieelopment is denied to
us. Certainly by the early 1870s attitudes and etgtieons had changed
greatly in the Highlands and this is evident infbgerse, as has been
demonstrated by Donald Meek Truath is Tighearnaand in prose. In
the course of the 1870s and 1880s confidence wig ras the campaign
in support of crofters’ land rights gained momenturath in the
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Highlands and in Lowland cities, and agitationdlhin various parts of
the Highlands. Pro-crofter candidates were eletdeBarliament and in
1886 the Crofters’ Holdings (Scotland) Act was jealss

Although there were a number of publications in ickh
comhraidhearappeared after 1870, including the Gaelic coluofrisvo
Inverness papers, tiidorthern Chronicleand theScottish Highlandem
the 1880s, this discussion will be concerned ppalty with those which
were published iMPAn Gaidhealand theHighlander in the 1870sAn
Gaidhealwas a monthly journal, which started life in Tot@nn 1871
and shortly after was moved to Glasgow. Under theship of Angus
Nicholson it was conducted mainly through Gaeliat Wwith an English
section, and was a miscellany of informative essayslitional tales,
translations from English, dialogues, verse andsnéith its essentially
secular content it represents a clear break franrehgious leanings of
earlier periodicals. The weeklighlanderwas a radical newspaper set
up in Inverness in 1873 by John Murdoch who usdd tampaign on
behalf of Highland crofters.The Highlander carried a regular Gaelic
column. In this period theomhradhwas revived by a number of writers
and became even more popular with writers thaadtlieen in the earlier
periodicals. In fact, it became the prose geper excellencefor
expressing social commentary in Gaelic. The petsmecof the
comhraidheanis, however, markedly different from those thistgars
earlier. Instead of functioning as a means of defusand discouraging
social criticism and unrest, the genre became angea raising
expectations and of fuelling dissatisfaction. Inmoaon with poetry and
song of the period, dialogues reflect the GaelsV firund confidence in
their own rights.

The church was still represented among the caritis to these
publications, but even here a change of perspegsivevident, and
nowhere is this more apparent than in the writioigthe Rev. Alexander
MacGregor, a minister of the Established Churclsedain Inverness.
MacGregor was the first to revive thémhradh and went on to write no
less than sixty-foucomhraidheanin Gaelic between 1873 and 1881
under the pen-names Alasdair Ruadh and Sgiathamhchpaper will be
restricted to considering those dialogues in whioh central issue is
social criticism. It is interesting to note that &@egor had been an
active writer in the 1840s and a supporter of eatign, as the evidence
of his own writing indicates. Yet he does not sdenmave written any
dialogues in the 1840s, preferring to use essay$ latters. His
perspective had changed somewhat by the 1870s Wwhewas more
willing to criticise landlords and their actionsdbait in the most general
terms.
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In one of MacGregor's dialogues between his ragaclzaracters,
Murachadh Ban and Coinneach we find a contemporaw of the
effect that deer forests are having on croftersn@ach tells Murachadh
that deer, hare, grouse and other game are damarpitgrs’ crops as
are the sportsmen hunting the game on horsebatk,aa uair a nithear
gearan ri Sir Seumas, is ann a thogas e a shranacth ri crann
soithiche, a chionn gum bheil a dhanadas aig amdanaich bhochd fiu
aon fhocal gearain a dheanamhG (874: 15) In marked contrast to
MacLeod’scomhraidheanthe reader is left in no doubt that the crofter's
complaints are justified. Another dialogue betwée® same characters
takes a humorous and striking approach to the sulge landlords’
exploitation of their land for financial gain. Mwt@aadh encounters
Coinneach digging a deep hole and Coinneach exgpthat this was the
idea of his landlord, Sir Seumas:

Bhruadair e air oidhche araidh gun robh am feamgea lan guail
agus nach robh an gual ach beagan shlat sios a bhar
talmhainn, anns a’ cheart aite far am bheil miladbadh. Uime
sin dh’orduich e dhomh-sa cumadh an tuill a ghelfrr@mach,
agus a bhith ‘criomadh ris mar a dh’tfheudas mi, gascuir e
comunn laidir gu oibreachadh air an ath-sheachd&nl1874:
208)

To fully appreciate this dialogue it must be readhwcontemporary
events in mind. Earlier in the same year, 1874 Bbmera tenants of Sir
James Matheson, owner of the island of Lewis, haitell estate
management to back down on its decision to takd &amay from them
and to evict those who refused to comply. Contempgoreaders may
have felt it to be no coincidence that the landes$ named Sir Seumas.
This example serves to demonstrate one of the &alyes which the
comhradhoffered as a means of expressing social criticlBom. writers
who had no Gaelic models of written social critieito follow, and who
may have been hesitant about openly criticisinghkdigd landlords, the
anonymity of the dialogue and the fact that it vii@donal, doubtless
added to its attraction. For a man of the clotle MacGregor, he had the
double anonymity of the characters and the pen-savhéch he used.

In Comhradh eadar am Maighstir-Sgoile agus Callum @hlinng
MacGregor used the dialogue to encourage readersoite their
dissatisfaction, demonstrating how they could Umee gress to air their
own views on crofters’ rights. Callum has come s$& the schoolmaster
to read a letter which he has written to thighlanderand to see if it
requires correction. Callum is a crofter whose srape being eaten by
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deer. He explains to the schoolmaster that he ¢agwen shoot them,
‘B’e la na h-imirich an la air an losgainn aon smda, ged a dh'itheadh
lad na paisdean co maith ri toradh na talmhainma 'tumail nam
paisdean suas’'H( 2/7/1874: 3). The schoolmaster proceeds to redad o
the letter in which Callum airs his grievances, @aoding on his hopes
for theHighlander,

Tha mi 'cur mo dhochais annad-sa, a Charaid nand@Géal,
gu’m faic thu ceartas aig sliochd nam beann, ledbhtam gu h-
am a’ rusgadh suas gach cruaidhchas a ta iad andulle bhi
deanamh am fulangais follaiseach do na h-uile, dgubhi
brosnachadh luchd-riaghlaidh na rioghachd chum hecsat
freagarrach a dhealbhadh . . .

The schoolmaster echoes these views:

Is cinnteach aon ni, gidheadh, gu’n feum a nis 8hbmhairle
na duthcha an gnothuch a ghabhail os laimh, agisatianaich
choir a theanachadh o ain-tighearnas nan uachdaratian robh
na Gaidheil riamh dileas, agus ris an robh iadsamnlinntibh a
dh’thalbh, a’ sealltuinn suas air son gach sochgirs saorsa.

MacGregor used theomhradh not merely to encourage readers to
guestion the way in which Highland estates wereagad, but to show
them what channels of complaint were open to therthis example the
press. Once again the contrast with MacLeod’s fislkeeodialogue, thirty
years eatrlier, is stark.

MacGregor did not only use the dialogue to csigcwhat he saw as
abuse of power, but to praise good estate manadef@gnl877 Sir
Seumas, the villain of a number of MacGregor'satjales in 1874, has
seen the error of his ways. He has employed metie@ar, drain and
plough his land and when the work is finished itasbe given to the
tenantry for whom he is building proper housesn@each comments, in
marked contrast to the views he expressed thras peéore:

Uachdaran ni’'s fearr cha do sheas riamh a 'm bi©la 'n ’eil
mallachdan nan daoine bochda 'na dheigh mar anhdean
Uachdaran ain-iochdmhor a tha saruchadh nan creatatruagh
sin a tha fodhpa, 'gan greasadh gu criochaibh comhagus
'gan claoidh le bochduinn, a’ cur an fhearainn adtch iomadh
cuiridh calma agus treun fo na feidh agus na cebrfahana.

Murachadh agrees, 'n 'an deanadh gach UachdaraGhsadhealtachd
mar a tha Sir Seumas a’ deanamh, bhiodh pailteds lgjadhna ’san tir
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air son gach duine agus ainmhidh (877: 200) Given that many of
those landlords whom MacGregor would wish to folltws example
would have been unable to read his Gaelic dialqgubs was
presumably intended to raise crofters’ expectatiotmshow them what
they should reasonably expect from their landladd to increase their
conviction in their own cause.

MacGregor was not alone in using tt@nhradhin this way. In the
increasingly confident 1870s the genre was seizedyoa number of
Gaelic writers as the preferred prose genre fonasamiticism. The
anonymous writer o€omhradh eadar am bard agus an Domhnullach an
Tiridhe, published in thedighlanderin 1878 has his characters discuss
the problems faced by crofters in Tiree, problerared by crofters
throughout the Highlands, i.e. no security of tenand the resulting lack
of incentive to improve their land. An Domhnullacelates the
experience of one man in the island:

D: . . . Thuirt e nuair a fhuair e chiad chroit biann moran
bhliadhnachan gu’'n do thog e aitreabh thigheanaanduil gu’'n
robh am fearann 'dol a sheasamh ris; ach ann amceaagan
bhliadhnachan gu’n do chuir am baillidh as a’ siagus gu’n tug
e dha croit eile, air am b’eigin da tighean eileghil. Ann an
ceann bliadhna no dha chuireadh aisde sin e, dgueeadh air
a’ bhacae.

Gilleasbuig: Ach an robh e ‘faotainn dad airsom nighean a
bha e togail 'n uair a dh’thag e iad?

D: Cha robh sgillinn. Tha’'n tigh aig an duine ahso a nis mar
dheich slatan do bhile na fairgél 27/7/1878: 3)

This is a far cry from the passivity of Norman Macld’'s dialogues in
which the crofters accept their eviction and themigration without
complaint. Here the complaints take centre stage #oere is no
apologist for the landlord.

There are mangomhraidheanwhich could be mentioned in this
paper, but one which is highly distinctive @omhradh eadar an t-
Uachdaran, na Croitearan (Alasdair Donn agus DomhBan) agus am
Baillidh by an anonymous contributor to tHeghlander (H 2/2/1881.: 6)
Before the conversation itself commences, readersodd that since the
landlord does not speak Gaelic, he requires som&naet as translator.
The conversation proceeds with the proprietor sipga English, the
crofters in Gaelic - an effective illustration obrdemporary social
relations on many Highland estates. The proprietopgnises them as



SOCIAL CONTROL AND SOCIAL CRITICISM 17

tenants, but does not know their names, furtheredimihg the gulf
between them. He listens to their complaint tha factor has not
lowered their rents, despite having taken somehef moorland from
them:

Bha am baile seo aig na daoine o’n d’'thainig sirbfeg am mal
air a phaigheadh riamh gu h-onorach agus bha samsliochd
a’ deanamh sin cuideachd; ach an uair a thainidg@aitidh seo
oirnn, thug e uainn am monadh, gidheadh cha dodiaigh e am
mal.

The proprietor’s disdain for his tenants is evidehen he remarks, ‘1 am
told you are a set of discontented, ill-to-managepte, who are always
ready to take advantage of me if allowed to do.sahe land is mine and
| can do with it as | please.” The conversation aodes with the
landlord and the factor meeting to discuss - inlishg ways of making
the estate more profitable and they conclude thay will give land
which cannot be put to any other use to the creffEBhese characters are
just as stereotypical as those of MacLeod in tH#0%&nd 1840s, but the
development of the genre is self-evident. The diaéohas developed
from being a tool of social control to being a \a&ifor social criticism.

Another interesting development is in writers’ @®oof characters.
In the 1830s and 1840s mastmhraidhean although by no means all -
had an authority figure such as the catechist, sbleoolmaster or
Cuairtear nan Gleannhimself, as a voice to guide the thoughts of
characters and readers alike.domhraidheanfrom the second half of
the century the voice of the establishment becol@&s prominent. In
some instances the development goes even furthen wiriters use
Gaelic warrior heroes - Cu Chulainn and Fionn diasogue characters.
It can be no coincidence that the resurrectionheké heroes occurs at
the same point in time as an increasingly vocalgoodting voice, as pro-
crofting MPs are elected to Parliament and as Ghelsome more
confident in asserting their rights, whether cudturghts or land rights.
In the anonymoufomhradh eadar Cuchullin agus Calum Croitékt
13/4/1881: 6), Calum complains that the Irish Lam@guers should be
stopped as he believes all that he has read irbBtdoesman a paper
renowned for its anti-crofter stance in the nineteecentury. Cu
Chulainn, an Irish hero defending the Irish, se&u@ straight, telling
him:

Nach ’eil fios agad gur e aBcotsmamamhaid is mo th’aig an
Eireannach agus aig a’ chroiteir Ghaidhealach? Nathfios
agad gu bheil e 'sparradh anns na h-uachdarainagibhean
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mora dheanamh dhe fearann na croitearan agustiaa sachairt
anns an duthaich so cheana, gu ire beag.

Once again there is a contrast to be drawn withl8®0s and the anti-
Irish sentiments expressed by MaclLeod’'s charactestead of seeing
Irish unrest as something threatening to the Higidashould Gaels
choose to follow this example, quite the opposgethe case. Cu
Chulainn points out to Calum that the Irish andtésio Gaels are not
only fellow Celts, but that both have been trampleder the feet of the
English. Calum is told, ‘ma tha thusa airson athe@radh a dheanamh air
do staid fhein, agus air lagh an fhearainn, coirdre@ana h-Eireannaich
mar na cairdean is mo th’ agad anns an rioghadi. Irish dimension
to the crofters’ struggle is a very prominent theimehe Highlander,
thanks primarily to the writings of its editor, JolMurdoch, who had
worked in Ireland and become involved in Irish podi, and it is possible
that he was the author of this anonymoamhradh Further instances of
Gaelic heroes as dialogue characters @mnhradh na FeinngH
3/2/1877: 3) in which Fionn and Oscar lament thelide of the Gaelic
language, andrionnlagan agus Osgamn which the characters discuss
how ‘Gallda’ the Highlands is becoming,:

Cha 'n fhiu ’'s cha 'n fhiach ach nithean Galldaatin t-
uachdaran Gallda; tha 'm baillidh Gallda; agus hkaile aon a
bhitheas a streap a staigh d 'an cuideachd, 'sthdas an duil ri
buannachd fhaighinn bhuatha a leigeil air gu 'milbbasan an
deigh fas cho Gallda riutha feinH(6/1/1877: 3)

A parallel example in verse, although some thirfyang later, exists in
Katherine Whyte Grant'€éilidh Dhan-lin which Calum Cille, Oisean
and the Druid Coibhi, lament the condition of theytands. Coibhi
asks:

Ciod tha 'sa Ghaeltachd ach cniota, ball-cluichecli@san nan
uaibhreach?

Uaislean bhlar-réis nan steud each, uachd’rdimaideil 's an
stop -
An duthaich a ghléidh sinn tre chruadal, nach faeagth aon
Choigreach uainn i,-

Nach faigheadh e ‘m feasda le ‘chlaidheamh - atiheh i
uainn tre a phoc’. (Grant 1911: 189)
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This resurrection of traditional figures, and warrfigures at that, at a
time of threat to Gaels and Gaelic identity is ocadive of the
increasingly confident, and indeed confrontatioa#titude of the Gaels.
Comhraidheanare not used to incite the Gaels to violence,erathey
are part of the process of raising awareness atilimmg confidence.

In conclusion, it is striking that when issuessotial and land reform
were discussed in the Gaelic columns of journats r@wspapers in the
1870s and 1880s, the preferred genre wasdhghradh a genre which,
with its personal and oral qualities, seems to hbgen intended to
facilitate the acceptance of both the written wardl the views being
expressed. There is scope for much further studiteofyenre, from both
literary and historical perspectives. In the 1880any comhraidhean
were published in th&lorthern Chronicleand theScottish Highlander,
dialogues which have been beyond the scope ofgaper which is
essentially a preliminary overview of the genree®xtent to which the
comhradhhad become an established prose genre in Gaelit,thee
extent to which it had become firmly associatechvgibcial criticism, is
evident even in the second decade of the twentetitury when the
dialogue features regularly in the Mod syllabus agidhe various
literary competitions. In the Mod syllabus for 191@r instance, one of
the designated competitions is ‘A Gaelic dialogwtween 2 crofters.
Subject, “The Present State of the Highland®G(18, 1912: 13)) What
had begun life in 1829 as a strongly conservapye,establishment form
of propaganda which discouraged social unrestemmeht a complete
transformation in the course of the nineteenth wnto become a
vehicle for social criticism, with the characterdang a dimension of
authority and credibility which other prose genliasked.

NOTES
' This paper is in part based on a chapter fromPmp thesis, ‘The Prose
Writings of the Rev. Alexander MacGregor, 1806-18@1niversity of
Edinburgh, 1999). | am grateful to the British Aead for a travel grant
which enabled me to attend the 11th Internationahdfess of Celtic
Studies in Cork in July 1999 at which | presenteshart version of this
paper. | would also like to thank those people mway, Glasgow and
Edinburgh who have listened to this paper in itsows stages and offered
suggestions.

The first periodical wa#&\n Rosroineof which only four numbers were
published in Glasgow in 1803.

A. Clerk in his edition of MacLeod’s writingCaraid nan Gaidheahas
replaced ‘lon” with ‘aodach’.
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See Mearns 1990 & Smith 1987 for studies of theeteenth century
Highland clergy.

For information on John Murdoch see Hunter 1986.

| am grateful to Mr Ronald Black for drawing migeation to this poem.

ABBREVIATIONS

DG An Deo0-Gréine

G An Gaidheal

CEJ Chambers’ Edinburgh Journal

CnG Cuairtear nan Gleann

FT Fear-Tathaich nam Beann

GH Glasgow Herald

HSS Highland Society of Scotland’s Report on OssiélB805).
Edinburgh.

RSC Report of the Select Committee appointed tairgnginto the
Condition of the Population of the Islands and Hagtds of
Scotland, and into the Practicability of affordinbe People Relief
by means of EmigratiorfParliamentary Papers, 1841 VI).

TG An Teachdaire Gaelach
H Highlander
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