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Introduction 
 
In the inculcation of a national identity, education is one of the most important instruments of state. 
Education curricula since the rise of the nation-state have tended to emphasize the teaching of the 
nation’s language and history. 
 
But what is a national identity? Many views are possible. In this thesis I follow Leerssen’s argument 
that it is a self-image or auto-image, a notion taken from imagology. That self-image has two 
dimensions: [1] synchronically, the distinction of a collective self from “others” (who are seen as 
represented in what is technically referred to as ‘hetero-images’), and [2] diachronically, the 
identification with a historically permanent filiation linking the national identity with the past. 
 
For that reason, historical memories play an important role in national self-images: their explanatory, 
symbolic value for a sense of collective identity is so strong that these historical memories have their 
status of myths.1 
 
When applied to Ireland, two things stand out as being case-specific. [1] Unlike countries surrounded 
by different neighbours, Ireland throughout its history has had only one “other” against which it can 
profile its self-image: England. [2] In the Irish historical consciousness, the deepest layers shade into 
legend and mythology.2 In Ireland’s case the paucity of documented, factual history has meant that an 
important role is played by ancient legends involving heroic and often fanciful, even supernatural, 
events concerning heroes mainly classified as literary figures, fictions rather than documented fact. 
 
When newly-independent Ireland wanted to ‘de-Anglicise’3 itself, the exposure to and teaching of 
mythology was unusually prominent in the National School curriculum. I wanted to put Leerssen’s 
idea to the test that nationalism is the political instrumentalization of a self-image, and decided to look 
at this curriculum, not as an ideological phenomenon, but as a textual object, i.e. analyse the verbal 
substance of the school texts and see how their mythological nature and their nationalist 
instrumentalization could be registered and analysed in the actual discourse. 
 
The procedure and method I used is that of corpus linguistics and is set forth more extensively in 
Chapters 1 and 7. It should be highlighted that the heaviest part of my project lay below the waterline: 
to gather the primary corpus of school books together, these being (in 20th century Ireland) an 
ephemeral corpus not properly archived, bibliographically inventorized or stored; and to digitalize the 
texts and run them through discourse analysis software so as to bring those features to the fore which 
were non-impressionistic, statistically meaningful and salient. Those data have been recorded in the 
Appendices to the thesis. 
 
As I shall more fully explain in Chapter 1, this thesis is at the point of intersection between 4 
specialisms: [1] the historical study of nationalism; [2] the history of culture and education in 20th 
century Ireland; [3] imagology and [4] corpus linguistics. In all these specialisms I could profit from 
excellent work done;4 to all of them I hope to have added some new research perspectives. 
                                                 
1 See ‘Myth’ in Beller, M. & J. Leerssen (Eds.),  Imagology. The Cultural construction and literary representation of 
national characters (Amsterdam, 2007), pp 373-377. 
2 See Chapter 2 on Geoffrey Keating and J. Leerssen Literary Historicism in Ireland, (In print 2010b). 
3 The notion of ‘de-Anglicising’ Ireland was a cultural programme ever since Douglas Hyde’s lecture ‘The Necessity for 
De-Anglicising Ireland’ delivered on November 25, 1892 to the National Literary Society in Dublin, and considered a 
seminal statement in the Irish-Ireland movement then beginning to gain momentum. 
4 The work I found fundamentally helpful in the secondary literature was, for nationalism: J. Leerssen, Mere Irish and 
Fíor-Ghael. Studies in the Idea of Irish Nationality, its Development and Literary Expression prior to the Nineteenth 
Century (Cork, 1996a), Remembrance and Imagination. Patterns in the Historical and Literary Representation of Ireland 
in the Nineteenth Century (Cork, 1996b), Nationalism and the Cultivation of Culture in Nations and Nationalism 12 (4), 
(2006) and A. Smith, National Identity (Reno, 1991), Myths and Memories of the Nation (Oxford, 1999); for education: 
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D.H. Akenson, The Irish Education Experiment. The National System of Education in the Nineteenth Century (London, 
1970), A Mirror to Kathleen’s Face. Education in Independent Ireland 1922-1960 (Montreal, 1975), N. Atkinson, Irish 
Education, a History of Educational Institutions (Dublin, 1969), J. Bennett, Culture, Curriculum and Primary Education in 
Ireland, 1920-1970, Unpublished Thesis (Maynooth, 1992), Primary School Textbooks and the Implementation of the 
Primary School Curriculum in the Republic of Ireland, 1971-1993 in Irish Educational Studies Volume 14 (Dublin, 1995), 
and J. Coolahan, Irish Education: History and Structure. Institute of Public Administration (Dublin, 1981); for 20th century 
Irish cultural history: D. Kiberd, Inventing Ireland: The Literature of the Modern Nation (London, 1996), P. O’Leary, The 
Prose Literature of the Celtic Revival, 1881-1921. Ideology and Innovation (Pennsylvania, 1994), Gaelic Prose in the Irish 
Free State 1922-1939 (Dublin, 2004), and E. Sisson, Pearse’s Patriots. St. Enda’s and the Cult of Boyhood (Cork, 2004); 
for imagology: M. Beller & J. Leerssen, (Eds.), Imagology. The Cultural construction and literary representation of 
national characters (Amsterdam, 2007); for linguistic method:  J. Sinclair, Corpus Concordance Collocation (Oxford, 
1991), and K. Aijmer, & B. Altenberg (Eds.), English Corpus Linguistics (London, 1991).  


