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This one-day symposium was organised by the Warwick Network for Parish Research with support from the Humanities Research Centre. It consisted of three papers offering different approaches to the concept of marginality examined in geographically diverse regions of Europe.

In the opening paper, RAYMOND GILLESPIE (NUI Maynooth) started with a definition of ‘the margins’ based on the dichotomy between the core or centre and the periphery. Even geographical centres depend on where the subject positions him or herself and are, therefore, socially constructed. However, centres can also be institutional or ideological. This discussion led to a consideration of the meaning of ‘parish’, whether as an administrative area for pastoral care, a locus of rights of inclusion and exclusion (in terms of both religion and identification with the local community) or a unit for measuring institutional growth. For example, administrative inefficiency in maintaining records could define a parish ‘on the margins’.
Although only one set of pre-Reformation churchwarden’s accounts exist in Ireland, the idea of an institutional centre and margin becomes more tangible as the sixteenth century progresses. Core and periphery were defined in canonical terms, such as civility, order and the organisation of the parish. Beyond Dublin, there were geographically large parishes overstretching the local clergy and inviting pastoral care from religious orders, especially the Franciscans. Moreover, many parish units were not centres of community identity, but expressions of family power: while some coincided with manors, others corresponded with kin-held land, which needed no parish accounts. Such cultural differences led to those in the Pale regarding the Irish parish on the edge as at best deviant and at worst corrupt.
The margins therefore present a different construction of the parish unit, with different social priorities. In this context, reform meant creating a new institutional core, the Church of Ireland, isolating dissenting voices, for whom it is possible to identify two strategies. The first was the colonisation of the institutional centre by those on the institutional margin simply because of the importance of the parish. Both Catholic and protestant dissenters sought offices within the new parochial system, demonstrating an ability to differentiate the theological and social meanings of activities in the church. The second was the creation of a parallel parochial structure in an attempt to build a new institutional centre. After the Restoration, both Catholics and Ulster Presbyterians resorted to this strategy, possibly because the parish was unaffected by the changes of the 1650s and therefore represented continuity.

Both the argument that the parish was not a static way of ordering early modern life, and that the concept of social periphery is a construct, are borne out in the evidence from eighteenth-century Malta. Here, parishioners do not appear to have accepted the traditional model of the parish under the control of a pastor. Beginning with some remarks on the relationship between priests and people, FRANS CIAPPARA (University of Malta) emphasised the importance of the priest not only to the care of his flock but also to the care of the church fabric. Nevertheless, parishioners were the paymasters and the church was a theatre for civic pride as much as for the music of Maltese composers. The professional parish priest was a post-Tridentine development; most of them were ‘foreign’ and regarded as outsiders. Subsequently, attendance at church remained a social occasion, with services in Latin for the elite and Maltese for everyone else, while the parish continued to retain dozens of non-stipendiary local priests. Within this context, the pastor’s authority was fatally compromised.
Highlighting Catholicism as a ‘religion of rituals’ explains the significant expenditure on the sacramental fabric of Maltese parish churches, much of it relating to a vast array of devotion to the saints, particularly the Virgin Mary. Oblations were mandatory and in kind, yet gifts were not merely spiritual works,  but secular statements often concentrated on the material of the church. A confraternity might renovate a particular altar, thereby affirming local ownership. The priest desiring to change something might easily find himself in conflict with his parishioners who could (and would) appeal over his head, albeit to the bishop and therefore still within the institution of the church. Consequently, the priest had to meet certain expectations and if he found himself disagreeing with his flock, it was he who had to give way; a position of disobedience to the decrees of Trent that constitutes a different type of ‘marginality’.
The symposium’s final paper took a comparative view of the parish structure by considering the Jewish kehilla (community) of the Holy Roman Empire and Poland-Lithuania. This grassroots, self-governing institution combined the traditional parochial role with, to some degree, those of the guild and even the municipal council. As HENRY COHN (University of Warwick) highlighted, the kehilla presents a periphery of yet another kind: the Jews as obdurate unbelievers parallel the gypsies or witches in their marginalization within early modern society. Some of the kehilla's officials were elected, while others were appointed by lot, and none could be related to an existing member. Consequently a rabbi often came into the community from outside. Their responsibilities included collecting taxes for central and municipal governments, since tax collectors lacked the knowledge of Yiddish and of the relative wealth of the community’s members. Led by the rabbis, they passed legislation and exercised justice in matters solely concerning Jews.
The local kehillas also provided the basis for regional and national Jewish councils, a pyramid of elected but oligarchic institutions that helped to integrate Jews into the political and economic life of Europe as, perhaps, did the rabbi moonlighting as a court Jew. It may have been a holy community, but the kehilla had broader concerns and the rabbi’s formal contract and involvement in secular affairs distinguishes him from the priest or Protestant pastor. The claim of Jewish historians and political scientists that self-government was an ingrained and ancient quality of the Jews therefore requires qualification. There were very few closed ghettos, as Jews lived closely with Christians and could hold their own in terms of education. While they were restricted in economic activities, these were integral to economic systems. Viewed in this way, marginality appears greatly reduced for the Jews during the early modern period.

ALEXANDRA WALSHAM (University of Exeter/University of Warwick) concluded the proceedings with her comment on the papers and thoughts towards further, general discussion. The symposium had underlined that the parish was both a geographical unit and a body of people and had consequently concerned the margins of parishes as much as parishes on the margins. Parishes could contain dissenting communities, through colonisation or co-existence, though pluralism and autonomy could be the foundation of resentment and tension. The relationship between parishes, the household and the kin unit required further consideration: Lord Vaux had described his own household as a parish, while tombstones tend to include a parochial association (‘of this parish’) in addition to, or even instead of, describing close kin. The evidence from Malta and Ireland had demonstrated that conflict between parish officials and the clergy could threaten parochialism and Tridentine renewal.

Historians have increasingly treated the parish as the centre of early modern religious life, yet perhaps this is a too narrow focus to reflect contemporary attitudes. We need to look beyond the parochially generated archives into marginal places in the landscape, such as chapels; sources that move us away from the centre and towards the margins. This raises questions about, for example, the inherent subjectivity in voluntary religion and the extent to which it was corrosive to parochial unity, or the significance of stranger communities. We should remind ourselves that parish boundaries were not merely geographical and that, in this broader context, the margins could hardly be regarded as static.
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