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Introduction
While questions of identity and the genre of life 

writing have been important to the Irish literary scene 
for decades,68 in recent years there has been a nota-
ble boom in life writing, often in essay form. Like 
most other literary genres, during the twentieth cen-
tury, autobiographical writing was male dominated. 
In contrast, today it is women who are at the fore-
front of publishing memoirs, autofiction, collections 
of personal essays and other forms of life writing in 
Ireland. Examples of this trend include Emilie Pine’s 
Notes to Self (2018), Sinéad Gleeson’s Constellations 
(2019), Úna-Minh Kavanagh’s Anseo (2019), Nanny, 
Ma and me (2021) by Jade Jordan, co-authored with 
her mother and grandmother and, last but not least, the 
subject of this article, Unsettled (2021) by Rosaleen 
McDonagh. If, as Nicholas Allen claims, “to tell the 
story of the self is to write the narrative of Ireland,”69 
then female authors especially have every reason to 
write their own stories. Indeed, earlier autobiographies 
contributed to the normalisation of a certain image of 
Ireland, one that was mainly able-bodied, white, and 
patriarchal, leaving little space for other identities and 
lived realities within the cultural landscape of the is-
land. Thus, it is noteworthy that several of the autobi-
ographers mentioned above are not only marginalised 
due to their gender identities, but in fact face double 
marginalisation, be it because they are women of col-
our, members of the Traveller community, or disabled. 
Any analysis of their writing must accordingly be 
based on an intersectional approach, considering the 
various ways in which these women fit uneasily into 
preconceived notions of Ireland and its inhabitants. By 

68 Throughout this article, the term “life writing” will be used as an umbrella term for various forms of autobiographical writing. “Autobiographical” is used as an adjective describing all forms of life writing. Whenever quotes 
used include the term “autobiography,” it may be assumed that they were chosen because the points made, in these specific cases, can also apply to a wider selection of life writing.
69 Nicholas Allen, “Autobiography and the Irish Literary Revival,” in A History of Irish Autobiography, ed. Liam Harte (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 152.
70 John Brannigan, Brendan Behan: Cultural Nationalism and the Revisionist Writer (Paperback reprint, Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2014), 15. 
71 Claire Lynch, Irish Autobiography: Stories of Self in the Narrative of a Nation (Oxford and Vienna: Lang, 2009), 9–10.

writing their own life stories, they help to portray Ire-
land as the multi-facetted place that it is, rather than 
the white Catholic monolith that some may still want 
to believe it to be. 

This article will first provide a brief overview of 
the meaning of life writing in an Irish context. It will 
then address one exemplary text, namely, as mentioned 
above, Rosaleen McDonagh’s Unsettled, paying par-
ticular attention to the intersections of gender, ethnic-
ity, and disability in the work. Through this focus, the 
article will attempt to draw conclusions on what can 
be learned from this autobiographical work about the 
importance of representation and the construction of 
identity in Irish life writing.

Writing the Self into the Narrative of the Nation
Life writing in its many forms has a long tradition 

within Ireland’s cultural landscape. Before the Repub-
lic gained independence, autobiography specifically 
was perceived as a vital tool in the nationalist struggle, 
one that could enable the creation of an Irish national 
identity that was separate from Great Britain. Later, 
autobiography began to be an important tool for the 
portrayal of “hidden Irelands,”70 meaning voices that 
did not fit into the newly established state’s vision of 
itself. Indeed, “[a]utobiography’s potential not only to 
represent but to be representative,”71 as Claire Lynch 
calls it, makes it an ideal instrument for challenging 
accepted notions of Irish national identity. In both 
classical autobiography and other forms of autobio-
graphical writing, such as personal essays, authors can 
explore their own sense of self and negotiate it with 
their surroundings. Indeed, Lynch argues that while 
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“identity is by its very nature ephemeral,”72 it tends to 
“manifest in physical form such as […] personal writ-
ing.”73 Therefore, it is through the telling of life stories 
that the overall image of Ireland may be augmented. 
Indeed, today national identity is no longer the focus 
of most autobiographical works; yet, for many authors, 
life writing is still a powerful tool when it comes to 
negotiating their own relationship to the country and 
their circumstances. Accordingly, by facilitating the 
production of autobiographical texts by a wide variety 
of writers, a more open, fluid, and therefore truthful 
image of Ireland may be created.

George O’Brien notes that oftentimes “[t]he au-
tobiographical impetus derives from an interrupted 
experience of belonging.”74 This inter- or disrupted 
sense of belonging can affect any and all marginalised 
groups and in turn makes the tool of autobiographical 
writing all the more powerful for these groups. Not 
only is it important for members of minority groups to 
see themselves reflected on the screen, in writing, and 
ultimately in the widely projected image of the nation, 
but representation is also vital when it comes to allow-
ing for variety in the traditionally very narrow defini-
tion of Irish national identity. Liam Harte emphasises 
“[t]he working-class socialist, the Gaelic-speaking is-
lander, the Traveller, the economic migrant, the non-
white Irish citizen, the Northern Irish Protestant, the 
person with a disability, the survivor of childhood 
abuse, the LGBTQ person,”75 when he speaks of the 
groups of people whose stories, if they are allowed 
to be told, can “contest hegemonic representation and 
contribute to a more complex, ambivalent narrative of 
‘nationness.’”76 In this sense, life writing can be seen 
as a form of activism by which the self as the other 
is written into the narrative of the nation. Indeed, as 
Bríona Nic Dhiarmada mentions, “[life writing] has 
brought forth the voices of many individuals whose 
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gender and class usually leave them outside literary 
discourse, voices which assert their cultural difference 
and their subjectivity while insisting upon their com-
mon humanity.”77 

Alongside class, gender, and ethnicity, disability is 
another category that needs to be considered when dis-
cussing the issue of identity creation and representation 
in life writing. Indeed, the dehumanisation many peo-
ple with disabilities have faced, and to an extent still 
face in Ireland, makes life writing, with its focus on 
identity and the human experience, a poignant choice 
for disabled writers. Ireland’s history of institutional 
abuse has led to a strong tradition of what Moira J. 
Maguire has called “abuse survival memoirs.”78 These 
works often overlap with autobiographical texts writ-
ten by disabled authors, as disability was one of the 
leading factors of institutionalisation. Indeed, as Eliz-
abeth Grubgeld summarises, “[p]ost-independence 
Ireland has come to be understood as an era in which 
the forces of church and state colluded to control the 
body and sequester those bodies that could not or did 
not conform.”79 Instead of providing support and care 
at home, the state placed disabled children in hospitals 
or care homes, which many of those institutionalised 
would not leave until adulthood.80 This practice was 
still common in the 1980s, with conditions in these 
institutions described by Grubgeld as “barbaric even 
by the standard of the times.”81 Those forced to live in 
hospitals or care homes regularly faced “severe corpo-
ral punishments for physical differences such as being 
unable to lift one’s arms, tie shoes, control the bow-
els or urinary function, curtail involuntary tremors, or 
speak in a socially normative voice.”82 Neither were 
they given sufficient schooling, and, if they ever left 
institutional life, they did so traumatised and unpre-
pared for life outside the institution. 

The practice of removing children with disabili-
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ties from their homes disproportionately affected the 
poor, leading Maguire to argue that “[w]hat happened 
to them and to countless others happened in large part 
because a hyper-moralistic and intolerant society had 
difficulty coping with parents and children from work-
ing-class backgrounds who did not fit the middle-class 
ideal of ‘appropriate’ or ‘normal’ family life.”83 If a 
family’s lifestyle did not comply with these ideals for 
any other reason, be it that there were unmarried or 
single parents, suspected promiscuity or homosexual-
ity or, and this will be discussed in more detail in the 
next section, the family were Travellers, the risk of 
a child being taken away was even greater. In a ma-
jority of abuse survival memoirs, the fear of renewed 
institutionalisation is shown to remain a constant part 
of the life of survivors, especially those who face fi-
nancial insecurities.84 Accordingly, being aware of the 
history of both abuse survival memoirs and disability 
life writing in Ireland is vital, since, as Grubgeld notes 
“trying to understand Ireland without trying to under-
stand the experiences of disabled people in Ireland 
produces a limited comprehension of a complex and 
diverse culture.”85 Indeed, listening to or reading the 
life stories of those living with disabilities may help an 
understanding of the social issues still at stake within 
the country. Thus, the rest of this article will be devot-
ed to the analysis of Rosaleen McDonagh’s collection 
of autobiographical essays Unsettled.

Unsettled 
Unsettled is a collection of autobiographical es-

says by Rosaleen McDonagh, an Irish Traveller femi-
nist, playwright and academic with cerebral palsy. Al-
though in the introduction to her volume, McDonagh 
claims that “these pieces embody a diverse experience 
of what it is to be Irish,”86 she rarely references Ireland 
or Irishness in the body of the text. Arguably, this is 
because to her, being Irish means being a Traveller. 
What she instead grapples with throughout the text 
83 Maguire, “The Irish Abuse Survival Memoir,” 351. 
84 Grubgeld, Disability and Life Writing, 48.
85 Grubgeld, Disability and Life Writing, 17.
86 Rosaleen McDonagh, Unsettled (Dublin: Skein Press, 2021), xv.
87 McDonagh, Unsettled, 71.
88 McDonagh, Unsettled, xi.
89 McDonagh, Unsettled, 1.
90 Maguire, “The Irish Abuse Survival Memoir,” 349.

are the intersections of discrimination she faces as a 
Traveller woman with an impairment. It is these in-
tersections which make her story a diverse experience 
of Irishness, one that functions as an important step 
towards a more inclusive narrative of Ireland. As Mc-
Donagh writes,

Reading […] seemed to be reserved for settled 
people, for able-bodied people. […] Howev-
er, trying to find myself in these synthesised, 
curated versions of women’s lives was often 
futile. When you can’t see yourself on those 
pages, you write your own stories.”87 

Thus, McDonagh provides vital representation for not 
only the Traveller community, but also for people with 
disabilities and institutional abuse survivors in Ire-
land, and she does so without ever presuming to speak 
for anyone but herself and without attempting to make 
her own story more palatable for outsiders.

A central part of McDonagh’s story is “what it is to 
be Irish and to have an impairment.”88 Indeed, it quick-
ly becomes clear that McDonagh’s autobiographical 
work may be classified as a recent instalment of an 
abuse survival memoir, as described above. Removed 
from her family at age four to live in what she refers 
to as a “residential special school,”89 McDonagh came 
to experience the prejudice, inhumanity, and violence 
so innate to Ireland’s institutional systems. Maguire 
explains how “church and state in an independent Ire-
land that purported to cherish its children […] allowed 
the most vulnerable of its citizens […] to be subjected 
to a level of violence that by contemporary standards 
would be regarded as not only immoral but criminal.”90 
In the chapter “Clamped”—a wordplay that references 
inhibiting (involuntary) movement in a wheelchair, as 
well as being something that can be done to a cara-
van, hindering the Travellers’ traditional way of life—
McDonagh mentions the two different kinds of abuse 
from authority figures she has experienced: “Disabled 
bodies didn’t have the exotic fetish association that 
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Traveller bodies did. The beatings were for my dis-
abled body, and the sexual stuff was for my Traveller 
body.”91 As becomes apparent, even in a medical facil-
ity, there is no safety from discrimination. Not only are 
disabled women routinely put on birth control without 
their knowledge or consent, McDonagh is also sched-
uled for a hysterectomy she neither needs nor wants. 
In her essay, she connects this decision with her dating 
a Traveller man at that time: “The care workers in the 
residential centre believed pregnancy was imminent 
and that this man could be taking advantage of me. 
Racism is never subtle.”92 These connections between 
her disability and her ethnicity in her experience of 
institutional abuse are important to note, as they show 
the intersections of racism and ableism that led to the 
state’s failure to protect a young Rosaleen McDonagh 
from harm.

In addition to the horrific abuse suffered, to Mc-
Donagh, her isolation from family and community 
stands out as one of the most traumatising elements of 
living with an impairment and thus being institution-
alised: “This life of mine exposed me to mainstream 
and settled culture. Being away from my family and 
my community, the force of that assimilation, broke 
me.”93 Indeed, as Grubgeld notes, oftentimes “objec-
tions to a parent’s way of life […] led to a disabled 
child’s removal.”94 Of course, the Traveller way of life 
was and unfortunately still is perceived by mainstream 
Irish culture as such an objectionable lifestyle, which 
meant that McDonagh’s family was kept from visiting 
her:

The arrangement with the nursing home was 
that my family would stay away. [….] the 
guards would be called if my family were 
in the vicinity. Signing the form, crying, as I 
didn’t know when or if I’d ever see my family 
again. The word traitor kept running around 
in my head.95

91 McDonagh, Unsettled, 23.
92 McDonagh, Unsettled, 17.
93 McDonagh, Unsettled, xi.
94 Grubgeld, Disability and Life Writing, 48.
95 McDonagh, Unsettled, 38.
96 McDonagh, Unsettled, 2–3.
97 McDonagh, Unsettled, 36.
98 McDonagh, Unsettled, 46.

The state’s attitude towards Travellers and towards 
people with disabilities led not only to McDonagh’s 
temporary removal from her community, but also to 
repeated attempts at having her adopted into a settled 
family, instead of trying to help accommodate life 
with an impairment in her native setting.

As a result of her separation from the Traveller 
community, McDonagh frequently discusses “the cul-
tural differences” between herself and her family that 
emerged through her experience with disability and 
institutional life:96 “The convention of the time was 
that you would do what your mother or father had 
done – marry and raise a family. A person who didn’t 
live their lives in this pattern was considered odd, not 
a real Traveller.”97 As her cerebral palsy progressed, it 
was deemed McDonagh could no longer live in a car-
avan, and she was removed from her family. In close 
contact with settled people, she was not only exposed 
to violence but also a completely different way of life, 
a settled one. Living in a house, albeit an institution, 
and with settled people, isolated McDonagh from her 
family and forcibly estranged her from her communi-
ty. Furthermore, once she reached adulthood it became 
clear to McDonagh that her disability would make liv-
ing up to the expectations towards Traveller women—
birthing children and taking care of the home—near 
impossible. Thus, she expresses feelings of inadequa-
cy: 

The pain of knowing that fundamental as-
pects of life were closed off to me was often 
overwhelming. Knowing that if I was a man, 
it wouldn’t matter what impairment I had. 
There still would be a possibility. […] It was 
excruciating, that strange sense of what it is to 
be considered a failed woman.98 

Elsewhere, McDonagh has discussed that institution-
al life, due to a lack of sex education, lingering trau-
ma and, in many cases, physical intervention such as 
forced hysterectomies, hindered her and other institu-
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tionalised women from making decisions about their 
reproductive plans.99 At the same time, her family’s 
acknowledgement of her need “to mix with settled 
people and make a life” means that McDonagh gets 
to take advantage of certain freedoms not available to 
her sisters .100 One of them is her education, which she 
repeatedly emphasises as her own way to freedom and 
independence.

In her university days, McDonagh builds a friend-
ship with Mary Elizabeth, another woman with cere-
bral palsy born into a Traveller family. However, unlike 
McDonagh, Mary Elizabeth was adopted and raised 
by a settled family. This apparently saved her from a 
lot of the abuse McDonagh herself went through in in-
stitutional care, but it also estranged her from an inte-
gral part of her own identity: “You’re lucky your fam-
ily accepted what came out of your mother’s womb. 
They love and support who and what you are. When 
you look at photos, you know who you belong to. 
Not everybody has that,”101 Mary Elizabeth tells Mc-
Donagh. Her isolation from the community goes so far 
that when Traveller ethnicity is officially recognised, 
she cannot celebrate with McDonagh and her Travel-
ler friends, but insists on a private celebration in which 
she finally tries to come to terms with her identity. In 
telling this story in her own narrative, McDonagh ac-
knowledges that the same circumstances can lead to 
very different outcomes but that being separated from 
your community will usually have devastating effects 
on your own sense of self. Indeed, a forced separation 
may leave an individual feeling perpetually unsettled.

When speaking of autobiographical writing pro-
duced by authors with disabilities, Grubgeld notes that 
“Marketing material such as cover art, the back-cover 
biography, and advertisements also affects the pres-
entation of identity in the text itself.”102 Accordingly, a 
brief note on the paratext of Unsettled has to be made, 
starting with the title. “Unsettled” is a multi-faceted 
pun, referencing the status of the Traveller commu-

99 Rosaleen McDonagh, “Rosaleen McDonagh: ‘Traveller women who don’t have children are pitied:’
Cerebral palsy meant two mighty and brutal forces of patriarchy had a tight grip upon my body,” The Irish Times, published 17 April 2021, https://www.irishtimes.com/life-and-style/health-family/rosaleen-mcdonagh-trav-
eller-women-who-don-t-have-children-are-pitied-1.4526284. 

100 McDonagh, Unsettled, 35.
101 McDonagh, Unsettled, 94.
102 Grubgeld, Disability and Life Writing, 9.
103 McDonagh, Unsettled, xv.
104 Grubgeld, Disability and Life Writing, 7. 

nity as opposed to the settled community, but also 
referring to McDonagh’s in-between status as some-
one forcefully integrated into a settled environment, 
yet maintaining strong family ties. The word can, of 
course, also mean disturbed, as well as not resolved, 
both of which can again be connected to the Traveller 
community and McDonagh in specific, as she men-
tions in the introduction to her text that “[t]here was 
no triumphant moment of overcoming the violence 
inflicted on me.”103 Both the past trauma of abuse and 
the ongoing trauma of discrimination linger, leaving 
the person affected unsettled. The back cover quotes, 
supplied by influential Irish authors such as, amongst 
others, Anne Enright and Emilie Pine, emphasise the 
quality and honesty of the writing itself and express 
hopes that the book will lead into a more positive 
future. While the selection of quotes is, of course, 
meant to entice readers and the quality of the essays 
is deserving of praise, care must be taken not to make 
an example out of McDonagh. Indeed, the emphasis 
throughout the quotes on the book being about iden-
tity, and more specifically, McDonagh’s unique story, 
lends itself to seeing her as an exception, as someone 
able to overcome all obstacles and become a writer—
something the author herself explicitly wants to avoid. 
Furthermore, although Unsettled is an important piece 
of literary activism, it is only the beginning of what is 
needed in order to improve the lived realities of Trav-
ellers and people with disabilities in Ireland.

Throughout Unsettled, we can witness McDonagh 
working through past traumas and at the same time 
trying to negotiate her identity as a proud Traveller 
woman, a person with a disability, a highly educat-
ed woman, and a survivor of institutionalised abuse 
in the face of Ireland’s prejudice against all of these 
identities. It is important to note that “autobiography 
can yet act as a vital form of self-creation,”104 as Grub-
geld claims. Indeed, especially for an author with a 
disability, taking control of your own narrative is of 
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crucial importance. While life writing in general is 
often about the establishment of an independent self, 
those living with disabilities frequently face difficult 
situations “involv[ing the granting of] intimate access 
to the body in need of assistance, and all such arrange-
ments require ongoing negotiations regarding privacy 
and autonomy.”105 Grubgeld indicates that in this con-
text, 

history […] urges the abandonment of yet an-
other generic formulation, the tale of ‘over-
coming’ one’s own body. The conflict in 
[disability] life writings does not lie between 
one’s ambitions and one’s body; the conflict 
lies instead between one’s ambitions for inde-
pendence, however the term is imagined, and 
socially imposed restrictions.106 

Unsettled, in fact, is one example of an autobiographi-
cal text that challenges the tale of overcoming and ne-
gotiates the conflicting realities of needing assistance 
and wanting to live independently. An example of this 
can be found in the acknowledgments of the collec-
tion: due to her physical impairment, McDonagh can 
only put her life story down on paper with the help 
of someone else: “Enormous gratitude goes to Oliv-
ia Smith, who has sat with me and typed for the last 
two years. Her job is much more than a typist. Her 
patience, diligence and ambition to ensure she under-
stands every word I say is empowering.”107 While life 
writing is always a vulnerable process, involving deep 
self-reflection and openness, for McDonagh the assis-
tance needed in producing her autobiographical work 
heightens this aspect. Yet, by acknowledging her lim-
its and being able to ask for the support needed, she is 
able to tell her story, perhaps more unfiltered than the 
generations of disabled autobiographers before her, 
successfully negotiating the line between dependence 
and finding your own, independent voice.

105 Grubgeld, Disability and Life Writing, 10. 
106 Grubgeld, Disability and Life Writing, 62.
107 McDonagh, Unsettled, v–vi.
108 Pavee Point Traveller and Roma Centre, “Mental Health and Suicide in the Traveller Community,” Pavee Point, published 2013, https://www.paveepoint.ie/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/Travellers-Mental-Health-and-Sui-
cide.pdf.
109 McDonagh, Unsettled, xiii–xiv.

Conclusion 
Readers may be tempted to see Rosaleen Mc-

Donagh as absolutely settled into her role as writer, 
teacher, and advocate and feeling absolved of any 
duty of their own. If McDonagh succeeded against all 
odds, then maybe the situation of Travellers, of disa-
bled people, of Travellers with disabilities in Ireland 
is not so bad after all. This notion, however, belies the 
lived experience of these communities, and of the au-
thor herself. According to paveepoint.ie, the website 
of the Traveller and Roma Centre Pavee Point, 11% of 
deaths within the Traveller community are due to sui-
cide.108 The prejudice Travellers face in Ireland plays a 
significant role in this devastating number of suicides, 
as does the fact that it is near impossible to pursue a 
traditional Traveller way of life in Ireland today. There 
are few campsites available to Travellers, and many of 
the sites they are parked in do not have a stable supply 
of water, electricity or WIFI. Thus, especially Travel-
lers with disabilities are forced to forego their tradi-
tional lifestyle in favour of forced assimilation into a 
settled culture—one in which it may still be difficult to 
find all the provisions necessary to live independently 
with a disability. Furthermore, to focus solely on the 
success of Dr Rosaleen, as McDonagh is affection-
ately known in her community, would be to minimise 
the various traumatic experiences she describes in her 
essays and the systemic issues underlying the abuse 
she has suffered. While it is important to read works 
like Unsettled, they should merely be reminders of the 
work still to be done until the lives behind these ex-
amples of life writing can unproblematically fit into 
the narrative of the nation. As Rosaleen McDonagh 
writes: “This book is not the Traveller story. It’s just 
one of many to come. […] Page after page, the details 
will hopefully motivate other Travellers to document 
aspects of their lives. We may not be formally recog-
nised in Irish history, but we are here.”109 



29

This research was made possible with the financial support of the Charles University Grant Agency, project 
no. 128323, entitled “The Young Woman in Recent Irish Fiction”, implemented at the Faculty of Arts of Charles 
University.

Allen, Nicholas. “Autobiography and the Irish Literary Revival.” In A History of Irish  
  Autobiography. Edited by Liam Harte. 149–162. Cambridge: Cambridge University  
  Press, 2018. 
Brannigan, John. Brendan Behan: Cultural Nationalism and the Revisionist Writer.  
  Paperback reprint. Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2014. 
Grubgeld, Elizabeth. Disability and Life Writing in Post-Independence Ireland. Cham:  
  Springer International Publishing, 2020. 
Harte, Liam. “Introduction: Autobiography Theory and Criticism in Ireland.” In A History of  
  Irish Autobiography. Edited by Liam Harte. 1–22. Cambridge: Cambridge University  
  Press, 2018. 
Lynch, Claire. Irish Autobiography: Stories of Self in the Narrative of a Nation. Oxford and  
  Vienna: Lang, 2009. 
Maguire, Moira J. “The Irish Abuse Survival Memoir.” In A History of Irish Autobiography.  
  Edited by Liam Harte. 348–362. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018. 
McDonagh, Rosaleen. Unsettled. Dublin: Skein Press, 2021.

“Rosaleen McDonagh: ‘Traveller women who don’t have children are pitied:’ Cerebral palsy meant two 
mighty and brutal forces of patriarchy had a tight grip upon my body.” The Irish Times. Published 17 April 
2021. https://www.irishtimes.com/life-and-style/health-family/rosaleen-mcdonagh-traveller-women-who-don-
t-have-children-are-pitied-1.4526284.

Nic Dhiarmada, Bríona. “Irish-Language Autobiography.” In A History of Irish  
  Autobiography. Edited by Liam Harte. 225–240. Cambridge: Cambridge University  
  Press, 2018. 
O’Brien, George. “Memoirs of Irish Rural Life.” In A History of Irish Autobiography. Edited  
  by Liam Harte. 193–208. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018. 
Pavee Point Traveller and Roma Centre. “Mental Health and Suicide in the Traveller  
  Community.” Pavee Point. Published 2013. https://www.paveepoint.ie/wp- 
  content/uploads/2014/01/Travellers-Mental-Health-and-Suicide.pdf.



30


