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Chapter 1. 
Quest for Sources: Education in Independent Ireland and How to Analyse It 

 
A nation’s school books wield great power, they find their way  
to the remotest districts and to all classes, they are read by the 
young and listened to by the old, and the sentiments they  
express become second nature to man.1 

 
 
In the early decades of the 20th century, Ireland, or the Irish Free State as it was then politically 
known, found itself in a state of flux with an urgent need to establish itself as an autonomous and 
separate entity on the world’s political and cultural stage. It was attempting to achieve this goal 
within the maelstrom of social and political struggle it was emerging from.  

The Irish Free State had achieved practically complete independent governance in 1922 as 
the culmination of its separatist insurrection against the British Empire from 1916 to 1921. From 
1922 for the next few decades, the State struggled to find its feet. The in- or exclusion of six Ulster 
counties in the North of Ireland placed a heavy burden on nationalist opinion in the Free State, as 
did the acceptance or refusal of dominion status under the British Crown and the oath of allegiance 
to the King of England. A civil war was fought over these issues in 1922-23, which left society in 
the fledgling Free State bitterly divided.  

Nevertheless, despite the various antagonisms within Irish society, throughout the 1920s, 
1930s, and 1940s especially, certain fundamental attitudes and beliefs permeated every section of 
rural and middle-class Catholic Ireland. These included a belief in the uniqueness of the nation of 
Ireland, the national mission to retrieve a golden age before the conquest,2 and a wish to completely 
undo the conquest and to reconnect with the authentic, true Irishness of the past.3 The embodiment 
of these attitudes was held to be the insurgent leader Patrick Pearse and his actions and writings 
prior to his execution by firing squad in 1916. The glorification of Pearse persisted over the early 
decades of the developing young independent nation.4  

Some of the newly formed Free State government departments had as part of their brief the 
promotion of policies related to the cultivation of ‘an Irishness’ within the areas they were 
responsible for. One of these departments was the Department of Education. This department was 
formed in 1924 and had as its first Minister the multi-talented and strongly nationalist Celtic scholar 

                                                 
1 P.J.H. The National Education Board. The Christian Brother’s Educational Record 1892. (In House Publication, 
1892), p.9.  
2 In Myths and Memories of the Nation Anthony Smith states: “The future of the ethnic community can only derive 
meaning and achieve its form from the pristine ‘golden age’ when men were ‘heroes.’ Heroes provide models of 
virtuous conduct, their deeds of valour inspire faith and courage in their oppressed and decadent descendants.” (p.65).  
3 For general works on twentieth-century Irish history see J.A. Murphy, Ireland in the Twentieth Century (Dublin, 
1975), R. Fanning, Independent Ireland (Dublin, 1986), T. Brown, Ireland: A Social and Cultural History (London, 
1981) and C.C. O’Brien (Ed.), The Shaping of Modern Ireland (London, 1960). Also D. Kiberd, op.cit., (London, 1995) 
and P. O’Leary, op.cit., (Dublin, 2004).  
4 For Pearse’s own writings see The Collected Works of Patrick H. Pearse (Dublin 1920-1925) and S. Ó Buachalla, A 
Significant Irish Educationalist. The Educational Writings of P.H. Pearse (Dublin, 1980). For biographical works see 
R. D. Edwards, Patrick Pearse: The Triumph of Failure (Dublin, 2006), J.J. Lee, ‘In Search of Patrick Pearse,’ in M. Ní 
Dhonnchadha & T. Dorgan (Eds.), Revising the Rising (Derry, 1991) pp.122-138, S.F. Moran, Patrick Pearse and the 
Politics of Redemption: Mind of the Easter Rising, 1916 (Washington, 1994), E. Sisson, Pearse’s Patriots. St. Enda’s 
and the Cult of Boyhood. (Cork, 2004), R. Higgins & R. Uí Chollatain, The Life and After-life of P.H. Pearse: Padraig 
Mac Piarais: Saol Agus Oidhreacht (Dublin, 2009) and J. Augusteijn, Patrick Pearse: The Making of a Revolutionary 
(London, 2010). 
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Eoin MacNeill,5 the former head of the Irish Volunteers and Professor of Early and Medieval Irish 
History at University College Dublin. Other strong-minded individuals were to hold this ministry in 
the coming decades, most notably Thomas Derrig, the longest serving Minister of Education in the 
State to date, and Éamon de Valera,6 sole surviving leader of the 1916 insurrection and future Irish 
head of government and head of state. These three played a strong role in the formulation of official 
policies that were to be the framework for a call for an inculcation of Irishness and an Irish self-
image within the newly formed State’s educational environment, particularly at National School 
level. 

While offering an elective course at a third level institution7 entitled “Exploring the 
Mythology, History and Influence of the Celts,” my curiosity was aroused as to the status, roles and 
influence of Celtic mythology in 20th century Ireland, particularly in the educational environment, 
during the formative and often unsettled years after the founding of the Free State and the early 
years of the Irish Republic.8 Celtic mythology embodied a unique Irishness without being politically 
contentious. Celtic myths were thus an ideal genre to include in school textbooks as they could not 
arouse any conflict or tension between the social and political factions vying for national 
acceptance, while still imparting a uniqueness in Irish self-image in the school environment and 
beyond.  

Did school texts at National School level, in particular those incorporating Celtic Myths, 
play a role in the development and propagation of an Irish identity in the formative decades of the 
newly formed State? Were these reading materials only native Irish fairy tales? In the political 
climate of the day one would be inclined rather to follow Claude Lévi-Strauss’ dictum that “(M)yth 
is not just fairy-tale, it contains a message.9 What kind of message? In this thesis I will argue that 
these texts had the capability to impart an element of a national self-image, while concurrently act 
as a sanctuary in which a unique, neutral, Irish self-past and contemporary self-image could be 
connected to and thus simultaneously remain non-contentious in the wider social and political 
spheres then evolving across the island. 
 
 

Working Method 
 
I began my research by trying to source and compile the National School textbooks for the period I 
had chosen to investigate, 1924 – 2001. This turned out to be a much more challenging and time 
consuming affair than I had initially envisaged because the textbooks were not stored in one central 
location, e.g. at the headquarters of the Department of Education in Dublin or in any particular 
Institute of Education in the country. Indeed, J. Bennett had already criticized in 1992 “the 
insufficient importance (that) had been ascribed to the value of gathering school textbooks in one 
central location and of ensuring access to the most comprehensive possible range of them.”10 Thus 
for a period of approximately 18 months I sourced the textbooks at different academic and public 
locations around Ireland as well as from individuals involved in education whom I managed to 
contact. When sourced I then checked these schoolbooks for mythological content and where the 
books contained such content, I photocopied and prepared them for scanning and uploading onto 

                                                 
5 For biographical works see M. Tierney, Eoin MacNeill: Scholar and Man of Action, 1867-1945 (Gloucestershire, 
1981) and F.X. Martin & F.J. Byrne (eds.), Scholar Revolutionary: Eoin MacNeill, 1867-1945, and the Making of the 
New Ireland (Shannon, 1973). 
6 For biographical works see Lord Longford & T.P.O’Neill, Eamon de Valera (London, 1970), T.P. Coogan, Eamon De 
Valera: The Man Who Was Ireland (New York, 1995), T.P. Coogan, De Valera: Long Fellow, Long Shadow (London, 
1993) and D. Ferriter, Judging Dev: A Reassessment of the Life and Legacy of Eamon De Valera (Dublin, 2007). 
7 International Christian University, Mitaka, Tokyo, Japan. 
8The Irish Republic was established in 1949. 
9 E. Leach, Lévi-Strauss (London, 1970), p.59. 
10 J. Bennett, op.cit., (Maynooth, 1992), p.6. 
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my computer. This was in preparation for analytical study, where it should be noted that at that time 
I was undecided whether the analysis that I was to conduct would be manual or electronic. I would 
eventually pursue both avenues of research, first the electronic followed by the manual analysis. 

My core belief was that these mythological tales were a potent element in the developmental 
identity process delivered through the National School system in the Free State and Irish Republic, 
most especially in the earlier decades. My thesis holds that the implantation of a concept of 
Irishness and a uniqueness associated with an Irish self-image was delivered through the vehicle of 
the mythological tales used in the National School classrooms during a period of at least six 
decades, starting from 1924 onwards. What is evident from the documentation is that the 
Department certainly called for the inculcation of a national pride and national self-image in the 
National School environment and what my thesis aims to demonstrate is how policy was aided by 
the inclusion of the mythological stories in the school textbooks. 

My research project dovetailed a variety of approaches. Central to my interest was an in-
depth linguistic analysis of how national myth-telling could be seen to have an indoctrinating 
function at the verbal level. For this approach I used the methods of corpus linguistics,11 details of 
which are more extensively set forth below and at the out set of Chapter 7. I felt it necessary, 
however, to study the relevant texts in their contexts: educational policy-making and developing 
ideas about Irish nationhood and nationalism. For that reason I drew on historical and archival 
sources as well as theories of nationalism and national self-images. I initially examined the 
development of the education system in Ireland from its complex beginnings up to the 
establishment of the Department of Education in the Free State in 1924 and then through to the 
Revised Primary Curriculum of 1999. I also examined how mythological literature had been 
recorded, introduced into the general public domain and instrumentalised for nation-building and 
nationalist purposes. This process covered a period of approximately three centuries, starting with 
the writing of Foras Feasa ar Éirinn (A Basis for the Knowledge of Ireland) around 1634 by 
Geoffrey Keating and ending with the literary use of mythological themes by nationalist literati of 
the period 1890-1910 around W.B.Yeats,12 S.H. O’Grady13 and Patrick Pearse. This allowed me to 
outline the progress on how this body of texts on the mythological literature had been so refined by 
the turn of the 20th century that it had reached a presentation form where it was suitable to be 
included in National School textbooks (aimed at a juvenile audience in the age group of 5 – 14). 
This process was in turn situated against the historical background of how a concept of Irishness 
began to materialise and permeate Irish society, particularly from the late 18th century onwards, 
examining a wide spectrum of society, for example, the religious environment, political 
developments, and the broader socio-cultural context that included among others the literature 
movement of the latter part of the 19th century.  

My research also necessitated an examination of the documentation emanating from the Free 
State Government, especially from the Department of Education, in relation to its education policies 
and its National School system, particularly in relation to textbook content and teaching approach. I 
was especially concerned with examining how such legislation, ideas, content and procedure threw 
light on my working hypothesis that the mythological texts within the schoolbooks could indeed 
have played an influential role in promoting and inculcating an Irish self-image among the juvenile 
school population throughout the period under investigation.  

                                                 
11 For introductory reading on corpus linguistics see J. Sinclair, op.cit., (Oxford, 1991), W. Teubert & A. Cermáková 
Corpus Linguistics. A Short Introduction (London, 2007). 
12 For biography works see R.F.Foster, W. B. Yeats, A Life, I: The Apprentice Mage 1865-1914 vol. 1  (Oxford, 1998) 
and T. Brown, The Life of W.B. Yeats. A Critical Biography (Dublin, 1999).  
13 For biography works see P. Marcus, Standish O'Grady (Lewisburg PA, 2001) and M. McAteer, Standish O'Grady, 
W.B. Yeats and AE (Dublin, 2002). 
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The material sourced in the bureaucratic developments (for example Circulars from the 
Department to the National School staff) demonstrated that the government indeed wanted a 
particular viewpoint delivered in the classroom. This viewpoint included an inculcation of Irish 
identity in the classrooms, where national pride was explicitly to be delivered to the students.  
 

The approach of this thesis negotiates different scholarly approaches and specialisms around 
a common focus: the textual analysis of myths in educational texts as carriers of a nationalist 
ideology. I was able to profit from valuable studies in the various scholarly fields that this research 
drew on. Besides the impressive corpus of studies dealing with the history of Irish nationalism in 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, which will be acknowledged in the proper places, I want to 
single out studies in Ireland’s educational history: Akenson (Montreal, 1975) on government 
attitudes and policies in the first five decades of the country and his earlier publication (London, 
1970) on education in the nineteenth century; Atkinson (Dublin, 1969) on the history and 
development of education institutions; Bennett (Maynooth, 1992) on curricular and cultural issues 
and also his publication on history textbooks (Dublin, 1994); Coldrey (Dublin, 1988) on the role of 
the Christian Brothers in the developing education system; Coolahan (Dublin, 1981) on the 
evolution of the education system from 1800 to 1980; McManus (Dublin, 2002) on the role and 
contributions of the hedge schools; and Sisson (Cork, 2004) on Patrick Pearse and his education 
project at St. Enda’s (in Gaelic Scoil Éanna). In the field of nationalism studies, I could profit from 
an increasing interest in the cultural component of nation-building processes: Michael Billig’s work 
on “banal” nationalism (the suffusion of nationalist ideologies across the public sphere in such a 
dense and ubiquitous presence that it became an unremarkable doxa shared as ‘normal’ by all 
concerned), and the work of A.D. Smith, John Hutchinson and Joep Leerssen on the cultivation of 
myths and cultural traditions as a central feature of the nationalist ideology. Leerssen’s work on 
‘imagology’ has likewise been of use, in particular the study of myths as part of the ‘auto-images’ 
or ‘self-image’ by which a nation defines itself, and the idea that nationalism can, in one possible 
definition among many, be seen as “the political instrumentalisation of a nationalist auto-image.”14 
Further conceptual clarifications concerning these matters will follow below.  
 
As this thesis will set out to prove, the Irish Department of Education was able to achieve its nation-
building objectives in part through the inclusion of the Celtic Myths in the schoolbooks, based 
around characters such as the mythological heroes Fionn, Cuchulainn and Oisín and their exploits. 
My procedure of analysing this was as follows. From the data collected, I prepared a corpus of the 
sourced mythological texts in order to examine the corpus inter-textually. I did this by scanning the 
material on to my computer and, utilising an appropriate software programme,15 running a number 
of lexical analyses on the corpus. The concordances highlighted a set of high frequency items and 
thematic units that included the main mythological heroic characters mentioned above and their 
associations, themes and concepts. My analyses proceeded on the assumption that the thematic units 
present in these texts and highlighted through my lexical filter served as triggers to stimulate frames 
or schemata16 in the young learners that were representative of a uniqueness of identity and also a 
heroism particular to Ireland.  

Complementing this series of quantitative statistical analyses, I proceeded to examine the 
corpus textually. I conducted a series of rhetorical interpretative analyses on the texts. I examined 
the way the high frequency items and thematic units were deployed in the texts at the phraseological 

                                                 
14 J. Leerssen, ‘Nationalism,’ p.386. In Beller, M. & J. Leerssen (Eds.).  op. cit., (Amsterdam, 2007), pp 383-387. 
15 Concordance Version 3.2 December 2004. Copyright R. J. C. Watt. The procedure is detailed fully in Chapter 7. 
16 Schemata can be described as “data structures … we retrieve from memory and employ in our understanding of 
discourse.” (P. Frehan, Looking beyond the sentence: moving towards a balance bottom-up and top-down reading 
approaches. (Aston University, 1997, unpublished paper), p.3. For more on schemata refer to D.E. Rumelhart, 
Schemata: The Building Blocks of Cognition (Hillsdale, 1980) & G. Cook, Discourse (Oxford, 1989). 
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and supralexical level, limiting myself to the texts that represented the highest frequency 
occurrences of the Proper Types identified from the concordances. These were all the texts 
associated with Fionn, Cuchulainn, Oisín and Setanta. While reading and conducting my analysis I 
focussed on five key areas: a time period identification; references to the magical realm; references 
to pseudo-historical characters; references to topographical/geographical locations; and evidence of 
heroic phraseology e.g. “a band of boy-heroes” / “one of the greatest of the Irish heroes.” The 
findings from the set of rhetorical analyses complimented and strengthened the findings from the 
inter-textual analyses in that it illustrated additional characteristics within the texts that the technical 
analysis was unable to highlight. For example, it allowed me to discover the extent of text recycling 
and also authorship recycling that existed throughout the period in question. This could arguably be 
described as the existence of a canonicity of mythological text presentation within the National 
School schoolbooks.  

Thus this study has incorporated a triangular approach: contextual, intertextual and textual. 
In doing so I have examined and identified global developments in the contextual environment in 
which these mythological texts were included in the schoolbooks from 1924 onwards. I have also 
examined particular characteristics of the mythological texts themselves that embodied a unique set 
of qualities that can be identified as typifying an Irish self-image. The contextual environment 
looked at the growth and development of the Irish National School system alongside the 
development of the country’s native literature and the permeation of a concept of Irishness over 
three centuries in areas such as religion, politics and the socio-cultural context. The inter-textual 
analyses illustrated the elements that reverberated from text to text, such as the recurring themes 
and the propagation of characters, while the textual analyses exemplified such characteristics as the 
recycling of the texts and the recurring authorship throughout most of the decades under 
investigation. 

It is important to note that this thesis is not about finding out more about the language of 
education in Ireland; rather, this thesis aims to examine the self-image of Ireland as it was 
transgenerationally transmitted, from decade to decade, in the Irish National School system through 
the medium of a specific genre, the mythology tales. This study is not about the mythology tales 
themselves but more specifically about what made these tales ideological. As stated above, I began 
with a view that these mythology tales played a role in the delivery of an ideological ambience and 
therefore I wanted to examine how the tales played this role. Therefore, the aim of this thesis is an 
imagological one. I endeavour to highlight and describe what is already contained in the tales in 
relation to thematic and language content and interpretation. Additionally, it must be noted that this 
thesis is not a linguistic study, although I use some specific linguistic terminology to broadly 
introduce some descriptive terms I use in explaining my approach. My specific concern was one of 
examining the tales for what means of expression they contained to transmit ideological 
connotations and not to examine the tales from a linguistic content perspective. I present an 
overview of my methodology in Chapter 7.  
 
 

Findings 
 
A brief overview of my most salient findings will now follow. Firstly, the most significant feature 
to arise from the study was that, apart from the fact that the schoolbook content of mythology tales 
did help to deliver the Department’s aspiration that the promotion of an Irish identity be a central 
principle in the National School learning environment, these mythological tales were the sole 
vehicle for presenting an Irish identity within the schoolbooks. They accounted in fact for a very 
small percentage of the overall textbook content in general. Thus, concerning the role of the 
mythological texts in the schoolbooks, the ratio of quantity of such texts, i.e. the small proportion of 
mythology based tales in the books of the school curriculum, to the salience of these tales, the 
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power of the national message held within them, was large. This came as a major revelation. This 
genre was carrying an already loaded framework, a cultural memory significance, from beyond the 
learning environment of the schoolrooms and so had a resonance within society that carried over 
and was instrumental in specific schematic activation in the pupils’ minds. Prior to the study I 
expected that a broader variety of texts within these schoolbooks would impart an element of 
Irishness to the pupils.  

Secondly, the temporal distribution of the mythology tales in the schoolbooks over the 
decades displayed significant and unexpected patterns. This temporal distribution, which on a graph 
looks almost like a curved M, practically mirrors the instructions and requests emanating from the 
Department of Education and other government bodies and individuals during particular times over 
the study period in relation to the inculcation of an Irishness in the learners. The rising and high 
content of the mythological texts in the books of the 1920’s, 1930’s & 1940’s followed by a dip 
from the 1950’s to the 1970’s with again a rising and high content in the 1980’s and 1990’s 
replicates the attitudes and instructions coming from the Department in relation to inculcating a 
national pride and a call for more schoolbooks to be published. These temporal trends also arguably 
concur with the shifting political climate of the decades. 

Thirdly, there was a significant and again unexpected amount of recycling of text theme in 
the corpus of mythological text sourced for this thesis. Accompanying this text recycling 
phenomenon is the recurring of the same authorships of many of these mythological tales in the 
schoolbooks, particularly during the earlier decades, 1920s - 1950s. The recycling element became 
especially obvious while conducting the textual analysis where a recurring of such themes 
incorporating references to the magical realm, references to topographical locations and repeated 
reference to similar heroic phraseology was almost constant through the decades. The recurrence of 
similar, if not identical, texts penned by a recurring small group of writers allowed for a constant 
and unchanging set of thematic ideas to be repeatedly introduced in the schoolbooks throughout a 
large period of the study time frame. This allowed for a consistency of message being delivered to 
the youth of the country, decade after decade, as the Irish State struggled to establish itself both at 
home and abroad. It was really the combination of analyses I conducted that allowed for these 
features to become evident. 

Fourthly, the more frequent number of Fionn and Cuchulainn related stories and themes 
above all other mythological themes in the corpus was another unforeseen result, although not that 
surprising as these characters are the most commonly known in the oral culture. What was more 
revealing was the higher frequency of Fionn related themes in the corpus in comparison to all 
others. Prior to beginning my analyses I had expected the Cuchulainn themes to be most popular 
within the stories and the corpus overall, especially considering the role and imagery Cuchulainn 
has maintained within Irish society since the inception of the State.17 However, on completing the 
analyses the most frequent theme was that associated with the character Fionn. 

Additionally, the inclusion of paratextual elements in the form of detailed illustrations of 
characters and themes in many of the texts and the imagery and connotations they presented to the 
readership was striking. Most of these illustrations portray heroic scenes, characters and themes in 
spatial landscape settings with Celtic driven motifs and surrounded by the natural environment.  

Furthermore, there turned out to be an unexpected number of mythology tales referring to or 
occurring in real-time history, thus establishing the authenticity of character and event in the myth 
and therefore arguably authenticating the characteristics and virtues described in the stories. This 
approach is bridging pseudo-history/myth with accepted historical data and placing the myths in the 
students’ accepted historical past. Additionally, the many references in the tales to geographical 

                                                 
17 For example, the 1916 Easter Rising was commemorated significantly by a statue of the mythic hero Cuchulainn who 
was viewed as a mythological counterpart to Patrick Pearse’s death struggle. The statue was unveiled in the General 
Post Office, the location of the main military action of the Easter Rising, by Éamon de Valera in 1935 to commemorate 
the Rising. For full discussion, see Chapter 4 below.  
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locations throughout Ireland serve to transfer the distant in time themes in the stories to a closeness 
in spatial reality in the students’ living environments. Such elements as these add to the text a real 
‘here and now’ factor that is another important element in bridging the text contents with the 
contemporary readership. So the content and themes of the mythology tales are being authenticated 
by a combined reference in the tales to historical associations and contemporary geographical 
references. 

Primarily, this thesis set out to examine the mythological tales incorporated within the 
National School textbooks in an attempt to highlight the role and support these themes and stories 
may have played in assisting the Department of Education, the Free State governments and later the 
Republic’s governments in carrying out its objectives of inculcating a sense of national self-image 
in the national school population. The corpus compiled for this study was built from the mythology 
themed contents sourced from the textbook publications entitled ‘The Literary Reader Series’18 and 
a small number of National School history books. The corpus reached a size of approximately 
148,500 words covering mythological tales used in the National School classrooms during a period 
of at least six decades, starting from 1924 onwards.  
 This material demonstrably was deployed as a prime factor in the Irish nation-building 
process. The myths were appropriate in this role as they were trans-partisan (all disagreeing groups, 
political and social, in the fledgling State could acknowledge and relate to them); they were a 
unifying element for all, and they were unique because they held particular qualities that Ireland 
shared with no other country. As I shall show, because the State’s education approach uses myths in 
the curriculum, it can disguise what is effectively a nationalist ideology as if it were merely a 
pedagogical component in the broader educational curriculum. The inclusion and use of the 
mythology tales in the curriculum in order to promote a nationalist ideology particular to the Irish 
State is a policy which can be firmly traced back to the beliefs, writings and actions of Patrick 
Pearse. Pearse’s most profound (and most lasting) influence, especially in the early formative 
decades of the State, was an educational one. As an educationalist, he left his fingerprint on the 
education environment in the Free State. His methodological beliefs and actions as propagated in 
the educational approach and curriculum in his school, St. Enda’s, and also his prolific writing on 
Irish education issues (elaborated in Chapter 3) bear this out. The incorporation of mythological 
themes and tales in the education environment of early 20th century Ireland, pre and post the 
establishment of the Free State, to promote the glorious past and highlight the uniqueness of the 
nation, can be directly traced back to Pearse. It is in the attitudes and policies of Pearse that all the 
strands of nationalist politics, education developments and the incorporation of mythology in the 
school system finally merge as the potent nationalist force that was at once political, cultural and 
educational. That total nationalist programme had been devised by Pearse. Pearse was instrumental 
in introducing and promoting a strong nationalist agenda that combined armed force separatism, 
educationalism, and a strong Gaelic cultural agenda incorporating mythology, all of which played 
pertinent roles in the achieving and establishing of an independent Ireland in 1921. 
 
 

Structure 
 
The following is an overview of the subsequent chapters contained in the thesis. Chapter 2 presents 
the developments in society, culture and education in Ireland from 1538 to 1831 and examines 
primary education in Ireland from the setting up of the National School system in 1831 to the 
founding of the Department of Education in the Free State in 1924. Chapter 3 looks at the 
simultaneous developments in politics, education and literature through the 19th century and some 
                                                 
18 The particular schoolbook type in question here is  ‘The Literary Reader’ publication series, which normally 
comprised of four level publications: Beginner, Junior, Intermediate and Senior, and sometimes more. Please refer to 
Chapter 5 for a detailed description of all the schoolbooks used in the National School Environment from 1924 – 2001. 
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of the main protagonists who contributed to this development, paying particular attention to the 
influential role of Patrick Pearse. Chapter 4 looks at the progress and growth in Primary Education 
in the Free State from 1924 up to the introduction and early years of the Revised Primary 
Curriculum of 1999. Chapter 5 presents the lists of Primary School textbooks used in the National 
Schools, and also their availability, type and content while Chapter 6 introduces the sources, cycles 
and the most common thematic units from the Irish mythological stories included in the textbooks 
and examined here. Chapter 7 presents the analyses conducted on the corpus of mythological tales 
compiled for this study and the findings garnered from these analyses. In Chapter 8 the key patterns 
evidenced in the tales are presented, coupled with a discussion on the exemplifications of language 
and self image garnered from these analyses, where the focus is on the most frequent words 
evidenced and the collocational environments associated with these words. Chapter 9 introduces 
and discusses the central findings of the analyses, as well as discussing the paratextual elements 
present in many of the texts examined. It will then conclude by reviewing the central features of the 
thesis once again and mentioning the key protagonists who played influential roles in using the 
education environment to promote the inculcation of a national self-image during the formative 
decades of the Irish State. 
  
 

Clarifications 
 
It remains to clarify a few key concepts, in particular those of ‘myth,’ ‘nationality’ and ‘national 
self-image.’  

According to van Franz, a myth is something national; myths express the (collective) 
character of the civilization in which they originated and have been kept alive and can thus be 
considered conscious cultural additions to any country.19 The myth tells a story and expresses 
intuitive insights, rather than universal concepts; the myth is historical, both in the form of its 
thinking and in its content; it explains (the world) in terms of historical origin rather than in terms of 
a necessity conceived as universal law.20 Lévi-Strauss notes that myth gives man the illusion that he 
can understand the universe and that he does understand the universe; in our own societies, history 
has replaced mythology and fulfils the same function, while for societies without writing and 
without archives the aim of mythology is to ensure that as closely as possible, the future will remain 
faithful to the present and to the past.21 Bettelheim claims that in myths, the culture hero is 
presented to the listener as a figure he ought to emulate in his own life.22 He further states 
 

Mythical heroes are of obviously superhuman dimensions, an aspect which helps to make  
these stories acceptable to the child. Otherwise the child would be overpowered by the  
implied demand that he emulate the hero in his own life. … The child knows that he cannot  
possibly live up to the hero’s virtue, or parallel his deeds, all he can be expected to do is  
emulate the hero to some small degree.23 
 

According to Kerényi, myths never, in any sense, explain; they always set up some precedent as an 
ideal and as a guarantee of the continuance of that ideal.24 Smith maintains that very often, no great 

                                                 
19 M.L. von Franz, The Interpretations of Fairy Tales (Boston, 1970), p.26. 
20 Jaspers, K. & R. Bultmann. Myth and Christianity. An Inquiry into the Possibility of Religion without Myth (New 
York, 1958), pp.15-16. 
21 Lévi-Strauss, C. Myth and Meaning (London, 1978), p.13 & p.36. 
22 B. Bettelheim, The Uses of Enchantment. The Meaning and Importance of Fairy Tales (London, 1991), p.26. 
23 Ibid. p.41. 
24 Jung, C.G. and C. Kerényi, Science of Mythology. Essays on the Myth of the Divine Child and the Mysteries of 
Eleusis (London, 1951), p.7. 
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distinction was made between myth and history, since for the sophisticated ‘myth’ signified a poetic 
form of history, an archetypal set of motifs thought to embody the real ‘essence’ of the people and 
the true character and individuality of the community.25  
 Thus, myths can be broadly summarised as stories of historical origin containing ingredients 
that express elements of the national character where the heroic protagonists are presented as 
figures to be emulated to the best of the reader’s or listener’s abilities. Myths present precedents to 
ensure their continuance, they represent ideals where quite often no great distinction may be 
apparent between myth and history and their broad representation is one of the cultural collective 
consciousness of the nation in which they originated.  
Definitions of what is meant by a ”nation” are so manifold as to present a semantic labyrinth. In 
what follows, I apply a commonsensical (non-technical) definition as given in the Oxford English 
Dictionary: 

 
an extensive aggregate of persons, so closely associated with each other by common 
descent, language or history, as to form a distinct race or people, usually organised as a 
separate political state and occupying a definite territory.26  
 

Nationalism, in turn, can broadly and commonsensically be defined as having “devotion to one’s 
nation; national aspiration; a policy of national independence.”27 Studies in nationalism have 
increased considerably since the early 1980s. Key researchers and writers in the nationalism debate 
are Gellner, Hobsbawm and Smith.28 Although these scholars differ in relation to certain elements 
of nationalism, they all share the basic understanding that nationalism is an ideology which bases 
the mandate of the state on the culture of the nation. They hold that the nation is defined by its 
culture and that this cultural community, the nation, holds the state together. Therefore, due to the 
importance placed on the national culture by the state, the state will almost always strive to cultivate 
its national culture. One arena in which to pursue such action is in the sphere of education, 
particularly the primary school, as arguably it is from the ages of 7-12 that pupils are at their most 
impressionable. An example of promoting the national culture within a school curriculum is 
selecting certain elements from history and filtering them through a self-image to deliver them to 
the audience, the pupils, with clear conceptual and imagery components to be picked up and 
personified. In the following pages it shall be argued that this objective has been achieved in Ireland 
through the inclusion of the mythological tales in the schoolbooks used in the national schools, 
especially from the beginning of the Free State. 

Anthony Smith contends that of the multitude of collective identities that humans share 
today, national identity is perhaps the most fundamental and inclusive.29 He contends, national 
identity has a complex and abstract nature and is fundamentally multi-dimensional,30 claiming:  

 
national identity and the nation are complex constructs composed of a number of 
interrelated components – ethnic, cultural, territorial, economic and legal-political – (that) 
signify bonds of solidarity among members of communities united by shared memories, 
myths and traditions that may or may not find expression in states of their own but are 
entirely different from the purely legal and bureaucratic ties of the state.31 

                                                 
25 A.D. Smith, op.cit., (Oxford, 1999), p.66. 
26 The Oxford English Dictionary, Second Edition, Volume X, (Oxford, 1989), p.231.  
27 Ibid. p.234. 
28 Important publications being E. Gellner, Nations and Nationalism  (Ithaca, 1983),  E. J. Hobsbawm, Nations and 
Nationalism since 1780. (Cambridge, 1990), and A. D. Smith, op.cit., (Reno, 1991).  
29 A. D. Smith, op.cit., (Reno, 1991), p.143. 
30 Ibid., p.14. 
31 Ibid., p.15. 
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From a political perspective, national identity strengthens the state and its origins where the 
political process is grounded in the criteria of national interest that reflects the national will and 
identity of the inclusive population.32 Leerssen claims  

 
(t)he principle of national identity inspires and demands exclusive political loyalty and 
furnishes the moral legitimation for claims towards independence.33  

 
Furthermore, in the contemporary world especially, the socialisation of this inclusive population 

 
is achieved through compulsory, standardised, public mass education systems, through 
which state authorities hope to inculcate national devotion and a distinctive, homogonous 
culture.34  

 
Additionally, social bonds between the members of the nation are promoted through the use of 
symbols, for example coinage, monuments and ceremonies, which illustrate a common heritage and 
endorse a sense of common identity and belonging.35 Such aspects can be classed as cultural frames 
of reference and are not always particularly noticeable in themselves. This phenomenon is described 
by Billig36 as ‘banal nationalism.’ He argues that, on a daily basis the nation is signalled in the 
peoples’ lives through non-direct, subliminal means, and is therefore an endemic, entrenched 
condition.37 Having a sense of national identity, observes Smith,  
 

provides a powerful means of defining and locating individual selves in the world, through 
the prism of the collective personality and its distinctive culture.38 

 
National identity or national self image are co-terminous with shared myths and traditions. As 
Ernest Renan famously noted, national identity has to do with the myths and traditions that one 
holds or considers one’s own.39 This differentiates one’s nation from all others, it strengthens the 
nation/state and its origins through inspiring and demanding exclusive political loyalty and that 
generates social bonds between the members through the use of symbols. 
Part of the debate on national self-image is the theory of imagology, a more recent development in 
the field of national studies. Imagologie, a discipline originating in France during the 1950s, is an 
area in comparative literature that examines intercultural relations in terms of mutual perceptions, 
images and self-images.40 Broadly defined, imagology is “the study of the discursive or literary 
expression of national attitudes”41 in which the imagologist “studies the textual expression of an 
image, and the historical context of its textual expression, rather than its pretended reference to 
empirical reality.”42 
  

                                                 
32 Ibid., p.16. 
33 J. Leerssen, op.cit., (Cork, 1996a), p.14. 
34 A. D. Smith, op.cit.,( Reno, 1991), p.16. 
35 Ibid., p.17. 
36 M. Billig, Banal Nationalism (London, 1995). 
37 Ibid. p.6. 
38 A. D. Smith, op.cit., (Reno, 1991), p.17. 
39 E. Renan, Qu’est-ce qu’une nation? In J. Hutchinson and A. Smith (Eds.) Nationalism. (Oxford, 1994), pp.17-18. 
40 J. Leerssen,  ‘The rhetoric of national character: A programmatic survey.’ In Poetics Today 21(2), (Durham, 2000) 
pp.267-292 and J. Leerssen, ‘Imagology: History and Method.’ In Beller, M. & J. Leerssen (Eds.)  op.cit., (Amsterdam, 
2007), pp. 17-32.  
41 J. Leerssen, op.cit., (Cork, 1996a), p.7. 
42 Ibid., p.8. 
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This methodology will be applied here to analyse and interpret the use of Celtic mythological tales 
included in National School textbooks. This approach will be used to identify and to elucidate the 
central semiotic features of the national self-image as articulated in these tales, thus taking its cue 
from Leerssen’s opinion that “national images are to be studied as part of a textual tradition;”43 and 
that “nationalism appears to be the political instrumentalization of a national auto-image”44  
 
 

* * * 
 
The growth of nationalism and the resulting surge of nationalist activity throughout Ireland during 
the 19th and early 20th centuries culminated in a number of years of violent struggle from 1916 and 
eventually resulted in (partial) Irish independence in 1922. Additionally, as the 19th century 
unfolded many nationalist individuals and groups considered the educational arena as one of the key 
fronts in which to pursue the promotion of their nationalist policies and viewpoints. These 
nationalists particularly cultivated a remembrance in the Gaelic Past. 

Nationalism became the quasi-official ideology of the newly formed Free State from 1922 
onwards. A state-run National School curriculum was set up to propagate a national ideal through 
the teaching of the Irish language, Irish history and a rekindled awareness of Ireland’s unique past. 
Although seemingly part of the history syllabus, it was particularly in the contents of the Literary 
Readers45 that a niche was created for the mythology tales, tales that were now employed to portray 
this unique past; a past that was once again looked upon as embodying many of the characteristics 
that would be deemed suitable for the population of the emerging new state to acknowledge and 
even replicate. Here these tales were to play an important role in the forming of a nation image, a 
character and ideological model for the young generation to follow and exemplify. Therefore, part 
of the ideology being promoted was nationalist and part of it focused on character building through 
hero-worship. The mythological excerpts chosen for inclusion in the textbooks served both 
purposes and were thus exemplary in complimenting the educational policies being pursued. It can 
be argued that in the years following the establishment of the Free State an agenda of national 
propaganda was enshrined in the educational system and in particular in the field of Irish history, 
where these ideas of hero-worship, character formation and building a national pride were put into 
practice. 

Writing in The Irish Statesman on October 24th 1925 the then Minister of Education Eoin 
Mac Neill declared: “(T)he chief function of Irish educational policy is to conserve and develop 
Irish nationality,”46 a declaration illustrating the importance placed by the government on pursuing 
an education agenda around the nurturing of a national spirit from the outset of the Free State. On 
November 7th of the same year he further remarked,  

 
If we are a nation or mean to be a nation, the chief secular concern of a local primary school 
is to build up Irish nationality, Irish civilisation, in its own parish, school district, or 
neighbourhood.47 
 

This particular attitude was rooted in the nationalist culture that had grown during the 19th century. 
One of the main banners for Irish separatism throughout the period 1800-1920 was the awareness of 
an Irish history, an Irish culture and an Irish identity and these attitudes now found a home in the 

                                                 
43 Ibid. 
44 J. Leerssen, Nationalism, p.386. In Beller, M. & J. Leerssen (Eds.),  op.cit., (Amsterdam, 2007), pp. 383-387. 
45 The Literary Readers were one of the many book series used in the National Schools. A comprehensive overview of 
the National School textbooks is given in Chapter 5. 
46 E. Mac Neill, Irish Educational Policy – II. The Irish Statesman 5, 7. October 24th 1925, p.200. 
47 E. Mac Neill, Irish Educational Policy – IV. The Irish Statesman 5, 8. November 7th 1925, p.264. 
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educational curriculum with the full support of the government administration. The nation’s self-
perceived “roots” - its language, myths, folklore and history- were now all transferred to the 
education curriculum to help ingrain and develop a unique self-image for the participants.48 Many 
national movements value their education systems because principally they help to socialise the 
participants in the national terminology, the systems help to inculcate a sense of national identity 
and assist in developing a feeling of national pride. Additionally, education systems remove 
children from private family environments to allow the infusion of civic beliefs into the pupils and 
help turn them into citizens of the state with a national frame of reference.  

The policy was to educate children in a nationalist tradition, focusing on the Irish language, 
nation ideals, and particular text types. One example of these texts is the consistent and repeated 
inclusion of mythological stories as part of the country’s history throughout the subsequent decades. 
This played a part in the indoctrination of a unique national self-image. In the following pages I 
shall illustrate how certain myths are consistently propagated in the schoolbooks used throughout 
the eight decades 1920s-1990s to further the inculcation of the national self-image and promote the 
Irish national identity.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
48 J. Leerssen encapsulates these phenomena under the title the [Cultivation of Culture] in his paper ‘Nationalism and 
the cultivation of culture’ in Nations and Nationalism 12 (4) (London, 2006), pp.559-578.  


