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For all the singers and all the fighters





Just as Sinéad O’Connor deployed her artistry to hold the darker material of human existence to the light, so, too, aims this book. Some of the essays collected here address difficult and often painful subjects, including child abuse, sexual assault, racialized violence, and suicide. O’Connor’s candor about her own struggle to find supportive mental health care, and her fight to secure access to such care for all in need, that they might feel less alone, is a cornerstone of her lasting legacy. If you or a loved one are struggling with trauma or thoughts of self-harm, readers in the United States can access the 988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline (https://988lifeline.org) by dialing 988 to be connected to a national network of mental health professionals and crisis centers. For peer support via a “warmline” staffed by others with personal experience living with mental health or substance abuse issues, see https://www.warmline.org. Survivors of sexual violence can contact the National Sexual Assault Hotline at 800-656-4673 or see https://rainn.org/resources.






FOREWORD Sinéad the Undying NEKO CASE


I hadn’t listened to Sinéad O’Connor’s records since the mid-’90s. Yes, I know how fucked up that sounds, I mean why wouldn’t I?! It’s really hard to explain, but I’ll try.

I was the human demographic The Lion and the Cobra was aimed at when it came out in 1987, but I resisted it. Why? Because I was a seventeen-year-old asshole. I hadn’t actually heard her music yet, but the hype was deafening, and I took that to be a red flag because I considered myself pretty fucking punk. (I fought hard for that feeling.) I also didn’t know yet that I wanted to be in a band, because I was a dumb fuckin’ girl and who would be into hearing me play? (Turns out I was not so punk.) I thought I already knew the answer to this question in my soul despite never actually asking it.

I was 24/7 tainted and obsessed with music. It was screaming in my face! But patriarchy is magnificent this way, a perfect predator. It told me without even trying that I would be an idiot for even thinking I could play music, and I had no idea what I wanted outside of a fairly narrow territory I was willing to explore anyway. And yes, I thought I was SUPER open-minded, but punk at that time was anything but. It was just more rigid conformity and patriarchy. Luckily, I had a lot of dear friends who were coming out and beginning to openly identify as queer, and something about Sinéad’s music was lighting them UP. I thought, OK, show me these goods. Commence with the Sinéad O’Connor.

Within the first few seconds of “Jackie” I was trapped forever. She changes character in the middle of the fucking song! Her lower register takes you by the throat like a fist of smoke. Then, without warning, out of that delicious oily witch of a curse she goes straight into the dance club ripper “Mandinka.” My little mind was blown. Then, in “Jerusalem” she says she’s gonna fucking hit you if “you say that to me.” WOMEN WEREN’T SAYING THAT SHIT IN SONGS! Women and their issues with their own violence had no place to even be a thought, let alone be in a song on a massive hit record. It did not escape me. It broke a little something open for me.

By the time “Just Like U Said It Would B” asked “Will you be my lover? Will you be my mama-uh-uh?” I was openly weeping (and not just because somebody finally managed to sing the word lover and not make it sound unbearably stinky), because I heard her ask me as me, for me, as a female. It meant so much more than hearing a man ask it in a song—that happened all the time and they didn’t fucking mean it! Then I felt the deeper sympathetic crushing (the painful crushing, not the puppy love kind) my friends must have been feeling. I didn’t take my queer friends’ struggles for granted and I tried hard to be there for them, but I wasn’t having to come out for anyone. I wasn’t in a music and media desert where no one ever expressed their desire without fear of being shunned, canceled, excommunicated, or beaten to death for using the gender pronouns their hearts wanted to speak. I got a glimpse of how much more loneliness is possible, and how endless and horrible the varieties of neglect were, and I cried harder. I’m still crying about it today.

Back then nonbinary hadn’t really happened for the fringes, let alone the mainstream, and trans was not a term I fully understood. There didn’t seem to be any agreed upon terms? But in the song it’s irrelevant if O’Connor herself is gay or straight or man or woman or they/them, because she sings it like an avalanche, with passion and abandon and desperation, and she respects herself and respects all of us who could possibly be out there listening so hard to hear even a shred of ourselves in a song. The sacredness of vulnerability and intimacy is more religion than performance here.

One thing I’ve learned looking up Sinéad O’Connor’s career is how little I actually knew. Back then I had to rely on a cassette tape, and her occasional appearances on late night TV. I didn’t have cable TV (or any TV really), so I saw her videos from time to time at friends’ houses or random places. And in her early videos she’s just singing. Which is glorious! Yes! But she also coproduced her first record (and probably her second) and played a ton of instruments! I also could not afford rock mags and there was no internet, so if she ever spoke about songwriting and the instruments used therein, I had no idea. Not a clue. It would have meant so much to so many young people to see that.

Which brings me to her next album, I Do Not Want What I Haven’t Got, which came out in 1990. “The Emperor’s New Clothes” was the second single but is SO much heavier to me than “Nothing Compares 2 U.” When I put it on the other day my first thought was, Can you fucking imagine being in the studio and hearing for the first time the opening count-in of HUGE drums and the rapid-fire staccato of muted guitar together suddenly fall off the cliff and land fully upright, midstride in an upbeat, jangling pop song?! And then Sinéad comes in?! I imagined myself in that control room and was (you guessed it) bawling.

Those are the moments we all hope for as musicians and engineers and producers. When they happen you feel like you could stop everything and walk out the door full-up and satisfied for the rest of your life. I cried at the mere thought of her possible joy twenty-two years earlier! Haha! I hope to God she felt it, because things like Grammys and Oscars can’t do that to you. You can remain at a distance from reviews and awards—from The Feeling you cannot.

Sinéad was a bona fide superstar by the time I Do Not Want What I Haven’t Got came out. She could have phoned it in and still sold millions of records; instead she’s singing (again) about her own life, her own personal violence, and she does not apologize while singing about the rage hormones can put you through, pregnant and otherwise. I’d never heard a woman talk about this let alone SING about it before. I was raised watching biology-free Lawrence Welk with my grandmother for Christ’s sake! To my young, congealing, misogynist mind, pregnancy was not cool—it was “evil,” terrifying, the end of your life if you were female, and only for religious people. Please keep in mind, I was feral and had no parents. Having a baby in my subconscious mind was abject fucking cruelty; in my conscious mind, it was nothing short of conformity and “giving up.” (Yes, I was fucked up.) She stopped me in my tracks. She ruled the world with “Three Babies,” a song about how an abortion actually makes her a better mother. It’s not a challenge, a threat, or a justification—it just is. I already felt this way, I understood abortion and my own fierce protective nature. I had just never heard anyone say it before, let alone so Grand Canyon–ly beautifully. I had permission to start thinking about not having to hate my own biology, slowly, in little bits. She started that for me. Her lyrics are so personal and often don’t rhyme. They hit harder for it—she speaks of the mundane and it breaks you. Out of the gate in “Emperor’s New Clothes” she’s brutally plainspoken about the realities of a relationship:


If I treated you mean

I really didn’t mean to

But you know how it is

And how a pregnancy can change you



She doesn’t apologize, nor does she absolve herself of responsibility, and that’s where the crushing tenderness lays so softly right behind that tired truth over an unrelenting dance beat. It’s fucking perfect, and it’s devastating. There is so much respect for the person she is speaking to (and herself) even though they may be in an impossible place. What a love song. It could have ended there and it would still be perfect, but then we wouldn’t make it to the line “I will live by my own policies,” so…

Sinéad O’Connor’s music is a gift I received from my persistent, loving friends. What a beautiful state of affairs. Most of us have “given” music to another person at one time or another and likely changed them away from some darker place, or just gave them some fizzy joy? It just never stops amazing me what that transaction can manifest. I think that’s why sometimes we don’t listen to a favorite life-changing record for years after wearing it out and committing it to muscle memory. It acts as a poultice—a medicine, some feel-good drugs and a Ziploc bag to keep it in for later, when you need it. When you open it again you may not be ready and maybe that’s when you need it most. It feels like the reason we stay alive.






For Shuhada “Heroine”


SHARBARI ZOHRA AHMED

I must confess, I don’t know how to pray as a Muslim. I do the ablutions and face East toward Mecca, genuflect, and that’s pretty much where you lose me in terms of the physical ritual or recitations. I have been searching for an Islam that aligns with my (occasional and moderate) vodka-swilling, prosciutto-loving, fornicating approach to life. I didn’t want to abandon Islam altogether, because I know enough about it to understand that there must be a middle path. The Prophet (Peace Be Upon Him) talks about it directly: “Do good deeds properly, sincerely and moderately. Always adopt a middle, moderate regular course, whereby you will reach your target…”

The target he refers to is Paradise. I am American—Bangladeshi by provenance—so I am a sucker for advertising. I have often joked that what Muslims needed was a Western celebrity endorser, preferably white, beloved, noncontroversial, palatable to the delicate white supremacist and Zionist sensibilities that have grown even more visible as of late. Someone pretty, who could shift the public’s opinion away from the notion that all of us were brown terrorists bent on murdering and/or converting the goodly Christians and Jews of the world. They could do this through a series of PSAs and commercials during the Super Bowl or the Oscars. Anytime I thought about this, Britney Spears popped into my head, though she is far from noncontroversial and is oftentimes in a state of undress. That was simply the scale of influence I was envisioning because in her prime, Britney was something to behold and people trusted her. I’ve always felt that—whilst acknowledging that Muslims, along with nearly every religious group ever created, have committed acts of terrorism in the name of Allah—those of us who did not prescribe to the violent notion of Islamic identity were suffering from negative branding and PR. Because it seems if you can spin and normalize genocide, which the Global North has been doing for generations, you can spin anything to seem positive, even us Muslims. And that is generally where I left it.

Then Sinéad, the infamously lapsed Catholic artist whose lifelong spiritual quest was a very public narrative of genius, pain, mental illness, grief, truth, and courage, decides to, in her own words, “revert” to Islam. The year is 2018 and I have not thought about Sinéad in a long while. Some of her songs are forever living in my Spotify queue. One in particular I listened to more than others because I felt like she was talking about me or to me: “Heroine.” In it she mentions shame more than once and returning to the arms of a beloved and trusted divine source, much like the Sufi mystic Jalāl al-Dīn Rumi in his poetry, but without the shame. Sinéad did appear to prescribe to Rumi’s admonitions to “Forget safety… Destroy your reputation… Be notorious.”

And then she died. I was sad and felt guilty, like I should have been listening to her new music and following her life. Like I let a friend down, a fellow Muslimah. She was always so willing to be raw and vulnerable. I wanted to—still want to—be like that. I listened to “Heroine“ on a loop the day her death was announced. I have always loved the way it opens—with strings and U2’s The Edge’s dulcet guitar joining them eventually that reminded me of late-day sun glancing off rippling water. Then a very young Sinéad’s gloriously melancholic voice comes in, moving me every time with its haunting lyrics and repetition of the word “heroine,” as if to say, That’s what I am, that’s what you are. Be the heroine of your life, if you can get past the shame and be the “chosen one.”

I was scared she killed herself—I wouldn’t have judged her if she had but I didn’t want “pious” people to criticize her. She had lost her son to suicide. I have a son, only one child, and if he died, I am not sure I could exist in this world. It would no longer be recognizable to me. I would be lost, with nothing to anchor me. I wouldn’t give a tinker’s damn about Allah or what was sacrilegious.

So many people let Sinéad down, starting with her mother, then the religious community she was born into. This slight-boned girl with the powerful voice, huge, watery pools for eyes, and shaven head, which indicates to me that she was not preoccupied with her ethereal beauty, was forever searching for those arms—divine or human—that wouldn’t let her fall. So, she reverts to Islam, which seemed bizarre even to me, an albeit reluctant and befuddled but still sort-of Muslim person. But Sinéad, now Shuhada, was never predictable and that was part of her genius.

Her voice, after her death, speaks as a soundbite from a 2023 NPR program: “The word revert, it refers to the idea that if you were to study the Koran, you would realize that you had all—you were a Muslim all your life, and you didn’t realize it.” NPR’s Scott Detrow interviewed Sheikh Umar Al-Qadri, the Chief Imam at the Islamic Centre of Ireland and Sinéad’s spiritual advisor and close friend, after Sinéad/Shuhada passed. And I started wondering if perhaps I was a real Muslim and didn’t realize it. I will never take hijab, which means modesty, because I don’t think I am responsible for the apparent sexual frenzy my hair or boobs will send men into. They need to manage that. But Shuhada covered her head, even though she had no hair. She wanted to be modest in the face of God. It was showing respect. It was not managing the male gaze, I think. I will never know. This is what I glean from what she says in her songs and how she says it and how she lived, with humility and honesty.

What I do love about Islam is that a middle path is encouraged, but no middleman is needed to find that faith. It’s just you and Allah, in a room, on the subway, at your desk. They are everywhere and you are right there with Them. No physical structure houses Allah. It’s a personal, intimate relationship, and that is what drew Sinéad/Shuhada to it. Her friend, Al-Qadri tells us that Islam appealed to her because she could communicate with God directly. Hell, I’ve been doing that my whole life, I thought. Al-Qadri says, “She loved also the fact that as a Muslim, we believe in the Torah. We believe in the Bible. We believe in Prophet Jesus. We believe in Moses.” Check, check, check, double check, I thought. Me too. I like the whole cast, though I think Abraham should have had supervised parental visits when he was with his sons, Ishmael and Isaac. He was not entirely trustworthy.

She was drawn to Islam because she viewed it as expansive; it made sense to her and was now making sense to me. I listen to “Heroine” at least once a week and I am seeing how Islamic it is. It was cowritten with The Edge and recorded in 1986, well before her huge fame. When I reflect on the lyrics, I think, like she said, that she was a Muslim all along.

This connection and the reassuring arms she longs for in the song could be human, but I always chose to interpret it as divine, echoing Rumi’s unseen “beloved” who is divine. There is pain, there are mistakes that were made, but take me in, make me whole, “Confessed but you still feel the shame. Bring me into your arms again… Touch these eyes with a broken smile…” There is hope, however: “The night is long. But the day will come.” Could she be talking about the drug? Maybe. Addiction comes in many forms. She left it up to interpretation, just like Islam leaves it up to the individual to decide how they will connect with God or navigate the world as a Muslim.

She didn’t kill herself. I think life hastened her death. Her friends said she found some measure of peace in the end, but not enough for her body to shed years of pain and trauma. She was, for me, the perfect celebrity spokesperson for Islam. She did it on her terms and with complete humility and imagination, and as a fun by-product she was completely unpalatable to white supremacist sensibilities. She did sway at least this skeptic’s heart. I am moved to revisit my relationship with Allah in part because of her, not because she’s white (she’s Irish so not a colonizer) or pretty (so pretty) but because she was vulnerable, authentic, and unafraid to be unabashedly herself—a true heroine. I just hope she found her way into the Beloved’s arms. No one deserves that protection more. Ameen.






When We All Knew They Were All Wrong “Jackie”


ZOE ZOLBROD

I don’t remember where I first heard The Lion and the Cobra, but I recall with startling clarity where I heard it the most: in a dilapidated Victorian group house in West Philadelphia where I stayed the summer of 1988, when I was twenty years old and Sinéad O’Connor was twenty-one. My best friend from high school lived there, and I was subletting from one of the seven other people who paid rent. A dozen or more punks, hippies, anarchists, and adjacent sorts who stayed nearby used the house’s common spaces, so there was always a group hanging out on the trash-picked couches on the big front porch or around the long table in the kitchen. If a woman walked in and Sinéad’s album wasn’t already playing on the boom box, it would be soon. The men were resigned to it. They might exchange glances as a cassette of The Fluid’s Clear Black Paper was popped out and tossed on the pile of political flyers and broken-spine vegetarian cookbooks, but they knew not to fight.

The opening track on The Lion and the Cobra is “Jackie,” which starts off slow and soft and then builds, no verse-chorus structure providing sips of release. The lyrics tell a ghost story about a widow who refuses to accept the news that her husband was lost at sea, and who paces the shore long after her own death, steadfast in her belief that he will return. The opening bars plucked my spinal cord every time I heard them, even if it was the third time that day. It wasn’t the narrative that moved my blood in new directions. The idea of waiting for a man was anathema. Nor was it mostly the goth imagery, much as it flattered the strength of the lust I was starting to own. No, it was anticipation of the way Sinéad’s voice broke mid-song from dulcet tones into a howling rebuke, insisting that she knew better than the young men who had come to announce her lover’s death.

Other than my friend, I didn’t know the women in the house well, but when I look back, our reaction to Sinéad feels collective. In my recollection, every time “Jackie” played we all scream-sang the lines that marked the shift in tone: You’re all wrong, I said, as they stared at the sand. Because yes, that was it, the revelation that was crystalizing for me. They—the societal mainstream—were all wrong.

I had mostly known this already. I wouldn’t have ended up in an anarchist group house if I hadn’t. The previous semester I had read bell hooks in my Women’s Studies class, learned the term “the white supremacist capitalist patriarchy,” gotten A’s on my papers. But during the summer of The Lion and the Cobra, I internalized this knowledge. Sinéad’s voice and her very existence, experienced in a community equally lit by it, watered the seedlings inside me, helped them to grow. My sense of myself and the world was expanding so quickly that my skin felt tight.

What were They wrong about? The list was long, and I added to it each day. I had already known that the United States was using tax dollars to build yet more nuclear weapons when there were already enough to destroy the whole Earth, but that summer I learned more about why that was happening, which was that rich white men got richer from it. Rich men got richer, too, when corporations like Nestlé manipulated people into buying products that were harmful to themselves and the planet. The rich and their bigoted admirers, lovers of hierarchy who didn’t notice that someone was standing on their own neck as long as they could punch down, were backed by government enforcers like the Philadelphia Police Department. The PPD had bombed MOVE, a radical Black liberation movement, three years before, killing eleven people and destroying over sixty homes just a mile away from where I sat on the porch openmouthed as people explained the incident to me, how the police had known there were children on the property when they attacked, how five of the kids died.

Some of my new friends organized their lives around protesting these things. They volunteered with Food Not Bombs, marched with bullhorns and signs, chained themselves to fences at munitions factories. But the wrongs most immediately relevant to many of the young women in the house involved society’s gendered expectations. We had grown up with the message, conveyed in ways from subtle to overt, that our primary function was to be decorative and pleasing, and that our bodies belonged to the patriarchy. Oh, the excruciating humiliation that came with realizing how we might have played along with that, even been shaped by it. But now we knew better, and we could refuse to comply. The main way we protested was through bodily expression.

We didn’t have to be told that Sinéad shaved off her hair in response to her record label’s plan to market her as a pretty girl. The attitude she emanated was as recognizable to us as the backs of our hands, the way the sea was to Jackie. One after another, women showed up at the house with shorn heads, rubbing their palms over their stubbly scalps for the sensual pleasure and smiling. In other ways, we were already in sync with Sinéad’s style. We marked the fields of our fresh skin with first tattoos and third or fourth piercings. We stomped around in men’s cutoff jeans and big black boots, accented with dashes of thrift store lingerie. We let our boobs hang out and the hair under our arms curl sweatily. If people mocked or leered at us on the street, we happily told them off, at least if we were together. One fun part of reclaiming our bodies was having bed-shaking orgasms. We experimented with who could give them to us, and some of the women started charging money for getting men off, exploring whether that could be a way to take ownership.

And we talked, if most often in whispers, about the inverse of all this choice: the rapes, muzzlings, and violences we’d suffered, the times we’d been forced. In 1988 I didn’t know about the systematic child abuse and cover-up occurring within the Catholic Church that Sinéad would later protest. But I was starting to understand that what my teenaged cousin had done to me during the years he lived in my childhood home fell into a category with the most serious bodily trespasses. This connection didn’t give me clarity. I didn’t gain an identity as a victim, or a desire to avenge myself or protect others or even a yearning to experience justice and healing. Instead, the fact lodged somewhere between my mouth and my gut, refusing for decades to go all the way up or down, giving an edge to my opinions.

In my favorite lines from “Jackie,” I heard a cry of defiance and empowerment that could be widely applied: You’re all wrong, I said, and they stared at the sand. Plucked from the rest of the lyrics, this sentence wasn’t only an accusation. It also showed the effect of the charge, the way it shut people up. I envisioned the men looking at the ground, cowed, unable from that position to rape, boss, or bomb again. That’s the picture Sinéad’s voice painted for me the first summer I spent listening to her, as pieces of a worldview clicked into place. When I was twenty, I ignored that the narrator of these lines is a pining ghost, stuck in a loop.

The thrilling defiance of my late teens and early twenties was soon tempered by a weary cynicism. It was hard to keep learning about so many wrongs when awareness itself doesn’t right them. It’s easier to expect injustices and shrug off the pain of them, rather than to wade into the quagmire to figure out exactly what’s going on. For a time, I protected myself by living in a world parallel to the one They controlled. I didn’t consume mainstream media or hang out with many people who did, and in the pre-internet era, this was enough to leave me only vaguely aware of the outrage Sinéad provoked by ripping up a photo of the pope on Saturday Night Live. Because I was so disdainful of the status quo, I didn’t understand the significance of the gesture or the impact the sneering criticism might have had on her, or even why she would choose to appear on a smug network show in the first place. She should just come back to us, to the small rock clubs and sagging porches where I imagined we all agreed that popes were dumb and children should have rights.

It took me until my forties to recognize the bravery Sinéad had shown. In the early 2010s, living a conventional life with a full-time corporate job and two kids at home, I no longer had frequent access to the ecstasy of singing and dancing to the perfect loud music with friends. In my scant free time, I was trying to write about the sexual abuse I had experienced as a child and the scourge of it in general, how society gins up hysteria about boogeymen and looks away from what is actually happening. One day at work I stole a half hour to read yet another revelation about the Catholic Church’s cover-up of clerical pedophiles, and then I did a search for Sinéad O’Connor’s name, because hadn’t she said something about this, way back when? I only barely recalled it.

One click led to another, until there she stood, straight and still on stage at the 1992 Bob Dylan anniversary concert a couple weeks after she had ripped up the photo of the pope. She wore a tailored sky-blue jacket that wouldn’t have looked out of place on the executive floor of the office in which I sat twenty years later, although her shaved head would have made her stand out. The sound coming from the audience after Kris Kristofferson introduced her wasn’t the expected rolling-wave fizz of applause, but an arrhythmic growl like a broken engine. When I realized the bass notes in the racket were boos, I sat in my cubicle with my hands pressed to my stomach, feeling kicked in my own soft guts. My earlier alignment with Sinéad came rushing back to me. Her music returned to my playlists. You’re all wrong, I said became a mantra that would go through my head as I took long walks after writing or researching, trying to let myself both feel the pain of the world and rise up from it, tapping into Sinéad’s energy so I could lift my head and not stare at the sand.

I have revisited the Sinéad archives periodically since then, learning details about her history and context. But in 1988, I didn’t know much about her biography. I didn’t need to. The way she used her astounding voice, certain lines from her lyrics, the way she presented herself to the world let me—let us—identify with her impulse to defy a culture that was wrong about so many things and to search out truth for herself. Her first album remains my favorite, and from it the first song, “Jackie,” which few people seem to recall when they think of her. The seafaring mood evokes the start of the voyage. We were so young when we set off. So right about so many things, and also naïve.

There was a gathering that first summer at a different group house in the neighborhood. Our gang trooped over and packed the living room. Characteristically, we insisted on hearing Sinéad. When the lonely dirge of “Jackie” broke into the bouncy rhythm of “Mandinka,” I and the other young women in the room—like a certain kind of young women everywhere—raised our arms and began dancing ecstatically, launching the party and shaking the floors of the rattrap structure. We didn’t care if the whole building came tumbling down. We wanted it to. In those first moments, she made us feel powerful enough not just to stand our ground, but to fly.






Feel No Pain “Mandinka”


SINÉAD GLEESON

As a child, I detested my name. Frequently, this led to quizzing my parents as to why I’d been burdened with it, but they were unapologetic. Schoolyard jokers rhymed it with lemonade. It was a name never found on those A–Z racks of keyrings, even though I always looked. Irish given names had a resurgence in the late twentieth century, after centuries of British colonization had literally beaten the language out of us: nineteenth-century schoolchildren wore a stick (bata scóir) around their necks and a scratch was made for each Irish word spoken. Ten scratches equaled a beating. Parents gave their kids English first names.

Growing up, the only Sinéad in the public eye was a children’s writer who happened to be the wife of former Irish president Éamon de Valera. I didn’t realize until I was much older, my feminism unfurled, that he was responsible for including Article 41.2 in the Irish Constitution, which states that a woman’s place is in the home, looking after her family, and not working in the world. Ireland has changed more socially and culturally in the last ten years than the nine decades since that patriarchal constitution. And yet a referendum to remove this article was defeated in early 2024.

Change happens slowly, but when it comes to hard-won rights, especially around gender, we must be careful never to assume that progressiveness is permanent. Social change in Ireland has often been divisive. Conversations around divorce, same-sex marriage, and abortion have been both-sides’d to death, but much of the legislative change occurred because of the work of grassroots organizations, women’s groups, and queer movements. Often they were shouted down or dismissed within the Catholic orthodoxy that was Ireland of so many centuries. This was the context from which Sinéad O’Connor emerged. After a culture of silences, cover-ups, and shame.

We had been waiting for her for a long time.

The first time I saw Sinéad sing felt like a hundred doors being thrown open. A European TV music channel played the video of “Mandinka,” where Sinéad, clad in big boots and white jacket, played guitar and snarled the lyrics. Light glinted off the guitar’s body as she shook and swayed, bald, striking, confident (it seemed) and with lots to say. Someone with my name! Who also looked like no one else. But it was the voice that was most noticeable thing about her. The raucous ululations that climbed a ladder not just of timbre, but of feeling. That low steely note when she confides “I do know Mandinka” was like a confession. I could not figure out how she bent so many moods and emotions around the notes. It had a kind of electricity that only Sinéad could conduct.

“Mandinka” was the second single from The Lion and the Cobra, and was released exactly one week before her twenty-first birthday. Most of her female contemporaries in the charts were being handed manufactured music by record companies, while Sinéad was writing, playing on, and producing her own songs. There were so few women in Irish music at that time, and none making a global impact—but here was this twenty-year-old woman taking up space and speaking truth. I didn’t understand what the song’s title meant, but it didn’t matter. I got it.

Later, in her memoir, Rememberings, she wrote about Alex Haley’s seminal book on race, Roots, which was adapted for TV. The series mentioned an African tribe, the Mandinka, and it resonated hugely with the singer. “It moved something so deeply in me,” she wrote, “I came to emotionally identify with the civil rights movement and slavery, especially given the theocracy I lived in and the oppression in my own home.” Sinéad, as a middle-class white Dublin girl had not yet realized her own privilege, but it’s very telling that she identified with another culture so far from the experience of growing up Irish, under the iron fist of the Catholic Church. “I do know Mandinka” was a recognition of powerlessness, and of feeling seen.

The 1980s and 1990s in Ireland—decades awash with shame, misogyny, and fear—were a hard place to be a teenage girl. In 1992, I was eligible to vote for the first time, and it was in a referendum about whether a fourteen-year-old pregnant rape victim would be permitted to have an abortion. It felt like pure dystopia, and Sinéad was at the forefront of several of the discussions around this case and reproductive rights. So many of us looked up to her. She was not afraid to take on those who tried to cover up decades of systemic abuse of the most vulnerable. Institutions that had seemed so unshakable for centuries now had Sinéad rattling the gates and demanding answers. Despite being gaslit and undermined, she consistently spoke into, and against, decades of silence, refusing to augment her language or temper her anger. It was fearless. And it later helped many of us find our voices—in creativity, in activism, in politics—because she urged us to not be quiet. Not just for ourselves, but for more marginalized voices. She had been so unswervingly public in her support of AIDS victims, Travelers, the trans community, and people of color. When contraception was still banned in Ireland, everyone remembers a heavily pregnant Sinéad, wearing a T-shirt that said: “WEAR A CONDOM.”

I bought The Lion and the Cobra and listened to “Mandinka” on repeat. The reference to an African tribe went over my head. As did the allusion to Salome’s dance for King Herod, which her mother exploited, for which Salome ultimately felt her talents were misappropriated. It was a clear swipe from Sinéad at her own artistic practice and integrity being pitted against what the record company expected of her. What stood out above every other line in the song was: “I don’t know no shame.” A frank declaration that was the antithesis of all that had been instilled into Irish women. Every step of the way, we were made to feel shameful about our bodies, our desires, and through history, in the secret pregnancies and the babies born that were forcibly adopted. I did not—and still don’t—believe Sinéad when she sang: “I feel no pain,” because her own anguish was a microcosm of the entire country’s intergenerational trauma. Determined to say the unsayable, and in a country so adept at silences, she was a beacon. She was us, and we were her.

And where to even start with that epic, ne plus ultra voice? Sinéad was her own instrument, a medium through which pure emotion moved. Her cathedral of a voice crept under our collective skin, the righteousness of her words lodged in our consciousness. The voice that sang of love and loss, of sedition and inequality, of transcendence and faith. It now feels as though we must use her own songs to mourn her.

I was lucky enough to meet Sinéad a few times, and the last time was after the last shows she ever played in Dublin, in 2019. For the encore, she sang a new song, “Milestones,” which ends with the lines:


One day we’ll sit with our maker

Discuss over biscuits and soda

which one of you and me was braver

Which one of us was a true soldier?



On stage, her daughter Roisin accompanied her on several songs. Backstage afterward, wearing a hijab, Sinéad was smiling, happy, holding tight to Roisin’s arm. In the same venue, five months before she died, she accepted the Choice Music Classic Irish Album award for I Do Not Want What I Haven’t Got. It was a quintessentially Sinéad appearance, as she used her time to welcome and thank refugees. In the widely shared photos of her clutching the award, she is giving the middle finger, her head wrapped in a keffiyeh in support of the Palestinian people. It’s a long road from “Mandinka” to July 26, 2023; a life filled with unforgettable music, generous acts of altruism and activism, alongside many private sorrows.

There was no one braver or more uncompromising than Sinéad O’Connor. An agitator, a seer, a warrior, her too-short life was a lesson in how to be courageous, how to live a generous and politically engaged life, and how to never falter in being who you are. Sinéad was possessed of an incomparable voice, a divine and ethereal phenomenon that she gifted to the world, and we were lucky to have it for the time that we did.






Of Fire and Ash “Troy”


GINA FRANGELLO

The Vatican tour leader stops at the statue Laocoön and His Sons, telling our small group how the Trojan priest Laocoön, depicted in agony with his two children as they are attacked by serpents, was suspicious of the Trojan horse, even sticking it with a spear. For this, the gods sent serpents to kill them, which caused the people of Troy to believe in the legitimacy of the Trojan horse, leading—infamously—to their downfall. Or, says our guide, “If Troy does not fall, we have no Rome.”

Historians strongly disagree, considering most of the cast of the Trojan War was made up of “gods” and fictional characters, but standing in Vatican City with the sounds of Rome—the Eternal City!—surrounding us, it feels convincing. No Rome without the fall of Troy. No… Roman Empire, no Mussolini, no pope? But that isn’t what the tour guide means, and not the entirety of what I mean, either, here in 2024 pursuing Italian citizenship with desperate hopes of an escape plan for my children. Bring on the Trojan horse, our guide implies. Let Troy burn.

We have always been a world of the ends justify the means.



In the twilight of 1990, my best friend, Alicia, and I took a road trip to visit my new boyfriend, who would one day become my first husband. We listened to a mixtape, only two songs of which I remember now: “Troy,” by Sinéad O’Connor, and “The Beautiful Ones,” by Prince, who also wrote “Nothing Compares 2 U,” the song that brought O’Connor the most mainstream success of her career.
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