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Chapter 2. 
Society, Culture and Education 1538 - c.1920 

 
The heroes are coming, of that you may be sure; their advent  
is as certain as time.49 

 
 

Introduction 
   
By the late 17th century there began to emerge in Ireland a concept of an Irish Nation that called for 
acknowledgement and respect and was essentially distinct from England and all the British Empire 
represented. This situation was in turn aided by the appearance of what can be described as a new 
literary genre – Irish-Celtic literature. This literature was available bilingually and drew on Ireland’s 
past for a large part of its source material. 

Additionally, from the mid 16th century efforts were made to establish an education system 
in Ireland. This system however was one that was initiated and largely influenced by English 
powers, organisations and individuals and thus attempted to place an English emphasis on 
everything taught. Nevertheless, by the late 18th century there began to emerge sporadic and later 
organised local responses to this education environment with the setting up of, first of all, informal 
‘hedge schools’ and later with the establishment by religious groups of Catholic-run schools such as 
the Christian Brothers Schools and the Presentation Sisters Schools. Thus, by the turn of the 19th 
Century, a multifarious situation existed. By 1831 the British Government felt it necessary to 
establish a National School System, unified and with clear, centralised goals. 

Before discussing the developments and events that unfolded after the establishment of the 
Irish National School System in 1831 however, it is necessary to briefly look at the pre-1831 
situation in relation to the development of a national consciousness, not only with regard to 
educational institutions, but also with regard to the cultural dissemination of Gaelic traditions in 
English-dominated Ireland. 

 
 

Society and Culture 1570 - 1831: Establishing the Discourse 
 
Writing in The Irish School Weekly in February 1922 the chief executive officer for education 
Pádraig O Brolcháin declared that it was the intention of the new (Free State) government to work 
towards the strengthening of the national fibre by giving the language, history, music and tradition 
of Ireland their natural place in the life of Irish schools.50 Where did this notion of a pride-inspiring 
national past come from, this pedagogical rallying cry, and how did such an attitude develop?  

In the period 1600 – 1900, Ireland’s Gaelic culture had disintegrated under English rule. In 
an inverse process, its contents – more especially, its myths, chronicles and literature – had slowly 
been made available to a non-Gaelic audience. The process from Keating to Yeats can be described 
as one of cultural transfer. The culture and cultural memories (the myths) of native Ireland were 
over a period of two centuries transferred to middle-class, nationalist Ireland, recontextualised and 
adapted to new social and ideological settings.51 

                                                 
49 S. O’Grady in 1901, as quoted in L. W. McBride, Imagining the Nation in Irish Historical Fiction, c.1870-c.1925, in 
J.Brown & D.W.Miller (Eds.) Piety and Power in Ireland 1760-1960, (Indiana, 2000), p.103 . 
50 J.  Coolahan, op.cit., (Dublin, 1981), p.41. 
51 J. Leerssen, op.cit., (In print 2010b). 
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A foundational text in this process was Geoffrey Keating’s Foras Feasa ar Éirinn (A Basis 
for the Knowledge of Ireland). The priest and historian Geoffrey Keating52 (c.1570-1644), also 
known as Seathrún Céitinn, was born sometime around 1570 and educated at the Universities of 
Bordeaux and Rheims.53 Steeped in the traditions of his native land, he returned to Ireland around 
1610. Begun in the 1620s, Keating completed Foras Feasa ar Éirinn around 1634. With the main 
text comprising two books, the first book details a history of Ireland from the creation to the advent 
of Christianity and the second book details the period from the fifth century to the coming of the 
Normans.54 This work includes a varied and prominent element of Irish myth and legend. Keating 
put forward in his writings the concept of an Irish identity in opposition to an English one, with a 
heavy anti-Protestant slant, and instilled “feelings of self-worth … in Irish speakers.”55 Although 
unpublished, Foras Feasa circulated widely in manuscript form and was the one text that gave the 
semi-educated Irish native population a sense of their own history. It remained a popular and 
influential text right into the 20th century. It was translated into English and published in London by 
Dermod O’Connor as early as 1723. Some other later translations were by such notable persons as 
the Fenian John O Mahony in 1857 and the historians David Comyn and P.S. Dinneen in 1902-
1914. Keating can be considered one of the first counter-imperial Irish historians.56 He played a 
pivotal role in saving the island’s ancient lore from oblivion, although his inclusion and mixing of 
the Celtic myths with history has incurred criticism and stimulated much debate ever since. 
Keating’s presentation of Ireland’s past was internalised by the country’s English-speaking 
population in the 18th and 19th centuries as they began to look to Gaelic antiquity as a source of 
inspiration while developing a sense of patriotism. This was partly how the groundwork was laid 
for some knowledge on Gaelic antiquity and myth being relayed from the native tradition to the 
broader community by other intermediary writers during the later centuries.  

 Foras Feasa ar Éirinn is significant because “its combination of myth and history helped 
integrate into a coherent unity the various elements of what it meant to be Irish and Catholic.”57 
Although the line between myth and history is arguably quite blurred in the book, “(its) importance 
… lay not in its historical accuracy, but rather in its capacity to capture the imagination, to feed an 
affective, an ideological rather than a scholarly interest in Irish antiquity.”58 “Myth and legend were 
not something peripheral to Keating’s historical text. Traditional stories were intentionally 
incorporated into his historical framework of invasions and kings as part of the origin legend of the 
Irish people.”59  

Keating’s Foras Feasa provided an important source for writers of later centuries to draw 
upon, especially during the Celtic revival years of the late 19th century. It also played an important 
role in solidly placing Irish mythology in both popular and scholarly literature. Over the centuries 
its function changed “from an intervention in religious controversialism into becoming a nationalist 
classic, and from being intended as a historiographical text into becoming used as a repository for  
legends and literary themes.”60 In Foras Feasa, “(T)he retelling of stories of … heroes (of old) in a 
narrative history helped re-imagine a golden age that allowed the Irish Catholic ‘nation’ root itself 
in a past it could claim as its own.”61 

                                                 
52 For a more thorough investigation on Keating refer to B. Cunningham, The World of Geoffrey Keating. History, Myth 
and Religion in Seventeenth-century Ireland (Dublin, 2000). 
53 B. Ó Buachalla, The Crown of Ireland. (Galway, 2006), p.15. 
54 Ibid. p.16. 
55 D. Kiberd, op.cit., (London, 1996), p.15.  
56 Ibid., p.13.  
57 B. Cunningham, op.cit., (Dublin, 2000), p.110. 
58 J. Leerssen, op.cit., (Cork, 1996a), p.275. 
59 B. Cunningham, op.cit., (Dublin, 2000), p.9. 
60 J. Leerssen, op.cit., (In print 2010b), p.10 
61 A. Smith, as quoted in B. Cunningham, op.cit., (Dublin, 2000),  p.111. 
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During the 1760s the Scot James Macpherson (1736-1796) published in England a number 
of so-called epic poems accredited to an ancient bard named Ossian; he argued that this particular 
Celtic figure and the associated literature belonged to the Scottish as opposed to the Irish past. What 
ensued were debates over the authenticity of these texts and the origin of the ‘author’ Ossian and 
the protagonists in the poems. The responses this event provoked in the Irish literary and pseudo-
academic / historical worlds especially, propelled the national ideal debate to another level of 
awakening and development. The episode provided “a sudden boost to the slow development of 
Celtic ( … Gaelic) philology.”62 Some consequences of Macpherson’s actions were that they 
actually advanced a case for the revision of early (Irish) Gaelic history, helped enhance the 
reputation of Irish-Gaelic antiquity and made the Gaelic past no longer just a Gaelic, but rather a 
national Irish concern.63 Responses by such people as Sylvester O’Halloran (1728-1807), whose 
published letter of 1763 in the Dublin Magazine implied that the “ownership of Ossian/Oisin 
…(was) … explicitly a matter of  (Irish) national honour,”64 resulted in a re-evaluation of the past 
for all concerned and a realisation that a very distinct and valuable past was to be connected to if 
only acknowledged and promoted, both in print and in debate.  

Another important development out of what may be termed the ‘anti-Macpherson response’ 
was the founding of the Royal Irish Academy in 1782. The Academy’s main objective was the 
examination of the ancient state of arts and literature in Ireland; it was to develop into an important 
institution for research into the native tradition and was to compile an archive of native material 
unrivalled to this day.  

Two individuals from the late 18th century who were instrumental in providing source 
material on the Gaelic past for the post-1831 community to draw upon are Charlotte Brooke (1740-
1793) and Theophilus O’Flanagan (1762-1814). Both can be credited with advancing the national 
platform and bringing more attention to the Gaelic past. Charlotte Brooke translated many ancient 
tales from Irish to English. Her seminal Reliques of Irish Poetry (1789) “contained … heroic 
poems, Ossianic verse … translated into English verse with the originals.”65 Her work brought Irish 
literature and names such as Cúchulain, Conor and Eamhain Macha to the attention of a wider 
audience, especially the Anglo-Irish and English readership, and it began a tradition of Anglo-Irish 
verse inspired by the Gaelic past.66 These translations not only broadened the exposure of the 
island’s past to a greater number of her inhabitants, but, as well as providing material for people to 
associate with and build a connection to and sense of pride in, they also became an important source 
of reference and inspiration for the writers and historians (such as Davis, Sullivan and Yeats) who 
were to follow throughout the 19th century.  

Theophilus O’Flanagan was an itinerant schoolteacher in the early years of the 19th century. 
He was active in the literary circles of the time and also published his own work. He assisted 
Charlotte Brooke with her Reliques of Irish Poetry and he wrote one of the first translations into 
English of the ancient Irish tale of Deirdre from one of the original Gaelic manuscripts, entitled 
Deirdri or, The Lamentable Fate of the Sons of Usnach (1808).67 He also published a number of 
other translation pieces from the Irish. An advocate for the study of the Irish language, he was 
instrumental in the founding of the Gaelic Society of Dublin in 1807, whose broad objective it was 

                                                 
62 J. Leerssen, op.cit., (Cork, 1996a), p.360. 
63 Ibid., pp.342-346 
64 Ibid., p.346. 
65 D. Ryan, The Sword of Light. From the Four Masters to Douglas Hyde 1636-1938 (London, 1939), p.52. Full 
reference for Brooke’s work is Reliques of Irish Poetry: consisting of heroic poems, odes, elegies and songs, translated 
into English verse. Dublin: George Bonham, 1789. 
66 For an in depth account see C. O’Halloran, Golden Ages and Barbarous Nations. Antiquarian Debate and Cultural 
Politics in Ireland, c. 1750 – 1800 (Cork, 2004). Also Kelleher, M. & P. O’ Leary (Eds.), The Cambridge History of 
Irish Literature. 2 Vols. (Cambridge, 2006). 
67 Published in the Transactions of the Gaelic Society 1808 (Dublin, 1808). Full reference: O’Flanagan, T. Deirdri or, 
The Lamentable Fate of the Sons of Usnach. Dublin: John Barlow, 1808. 
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to promote understanding of antiquities and literature of Gaelic Ireland. Later on in the century his 
translations were to serve as valuable source material for such writers and scholars as Thomas 
Moore, Samuel Ferguson and Standish O’Grady. O’Flanagan can be considered the link between 
the antiquarian movements of the 18th century and the living Gaelic traditions of later years. He was 
also one of those responsible for providing the general Irish public with access to Gaelic culture and 
literature.68  

Another notable pre-1831 publication that had a strong influence on and provided essential 
sources for the writers of the mid and latter parts of the 19th century (writers such as Davis, Bourke, 
Wiseman, Yeats and Pearse) was Edward O’Reilly’s Transactions of the Iberno-Celtic Society for 
1820 Volume 1, Part 1, published in Dublin in 1820. The Iberno-Celtic Society was formed in 
1818. Its principle objects were: 
a) the preservation of the venerable remains of Irish literature by collecting, transcribing, illustrating 
and publishing the numerous fragments of the laws, history, topography, poetry and music of 
ancient Ireland;  
b) the elucidation of the language, antiquities, manners and customs of the Irish people;  
c) the encouragement of works tending to the advancement of Irish literature.69  

O'Reilly (1770-1829) states that many of these remains of Irish learning are  
 
of great merit, and all deserve to be rescued from oblivion, as they are fully illustrative of  
the history, genius, manners and customs of the Irish people.70 (emphasis added).  

 
Additionally, he lists such works as The Book of Leinster, The Book of Glendalough, The White 
Book, The Book of Lecan, The Book of Ballymote, The Book of MacPartholan, The Book of 
Conquests, and The Annals of the Four Masters. One consequence of such referencing was it drew 
attention to these works and so arguably broadening even further the audience and readership for 
these manuscripts and their contents. Volume 1 begins at Anno Mundi 2935 with the introduction 
of  
 

Amergin, son of Golamh, surnamed Mile Spainneach  (the Spanish Hero) was brother to  
Heber (Eber), Heremon (Eremon) and Ir, from whom the Milesian families of Ireland are  
descended.71  

 
On page xxiv, O'Reilly makes reference to Fionn Mac Cumhaill (killed in AD 283), and also to 
Oisin whom he describes as “the son of Fionn Mac Cubhail, so much celebrated for his poetic 
genius.”72 Continuing the paradigm introduced by Keating one hundred and eighty years earlier, 
O'Reilly presents mythological and historical references without distinction, thus further ingraining 
Ireland’s mythological history within the country’s factual, historical past. This again helped locate 
the mythology genre firmly in scholarly literature and moved it one step nearer its inclusion in the 
school textbook of future generations. 

Also of note is O'Reilly’s use of the collective term the Irish people. By using such a 
collective phrase, he is identifying a specific group and also allocating uniqueness to this group. 
This is because the recognition of the group is taking place at a time when Ireland was still very 
much part of the British Empire. Thus the Irish population, the Empire’s subjects, would generically 
be considered and referred to as subjects of the British crown, as opposed to conversely ‘the Irish 

                                                 
68 J. Leerssen, op.cit., (Cork, 1996a),p.365-366. 
69 E. O'Reilly, Transactions of the Iberno-Celtic Society for 1820 (Dublin, 1820), p.vi. 
70 Ibid., p.vii. 
71 Ibid., p.xiii. 
72 Ibid., p.xxiv. 
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people.’ Here was an Irish writer allocating a clear unique identity to the Irish people, at that time 
still under imperial English governance. 

In summary, the 18th century and early 19th century witnessed the emergence of a concept of 
and an attitude in the Irish nation, one of respect and pride. This was in turn complemented by the 
appearance of texts, publications, translations and a ‘new’ literary genre, Irish-Celtic literature (new 
in the sense in that it was now available bilingually to a broader readership – Irish, Anglo-Irish and 
English), which drew heavily on the ancient past but connected it to the present by one of 
association and knowing.73 A major consequence of these developments was the realisation of the 
concept of a national literature. Its products created a bank of material for the writers, historians and 
activists of the 19th century, people such as Moore, Davis, Bourke and O’Grady, to draw upon as 
they in turn set out to link the heroic past to their issues (political, social, educational) in their 
attempt to authenticate their particular missions and help achieve their individual goals.  

A brief overview of the progression and links in the developments in literature and of a concept of 
‘national pride’ from 1640 up to 1831 is as follows: 

 
• 1640 Keating’s Foras Feasa ar Éirinn where the native Irish are given a sense of their own 

history and self-worth. 
• 1723 O’Connor’s English translation of Foras Feasa ar Éirinn 
• 1763 O’Halloran’s rebuke of Macpherson’s claims resulting in national honour and the Gaelic 

past becoming national Irish concerns. 
• 1782 Royal Irish Academy initiates a focus on the examination and promotion of ancient 

Gaelic literature. 
• 1789 Brooke’s Reliques of Irish Poetry provides a broader exposure of Irish literature to 

Anglo-Irish readership. 
• 1807 O’Flanagan and the founding of The Gaelic Society of Dublin 
• 1808 O’Flanagan’s translation of Deirdri or, The Lamentable Fate of the Sons of Usnach 

retrieves 18th century source literature thus making it available for 19th & 20th  century writers. 
• 1818 Iberno-Celtic Society strengthens the focus on the native Irish literature. 
• 1820 O’Reilly’s Transactions of the Iberno-Celtic Society for 1820 Volume 1, Part 1 includes 

the adoption and use of the collective term ‘the Irish people’ 
 
 

Irish Education 1538 - 1831 
 
The work of Akenson (London, 1970), Atkinson (Dublin, 1969), Coolahan (Dublin, 1981) and 
McManus (Cork, 2002)74 has greatly informed the discussion below where I present the initiatives 
and developments in education in Ireland over a three hundred year period, leading up to the 
establishment of the National School System in 1831.  

With Ireland under a conquering power, the educational institutions operating on the island 
were specifically focussed on promoting the ideals, customs and religion of the English ruling class. 
An elementary school system was initiated in 1538 when an Act was passed to promote the English 
order, habit and language. Responsibility within this legislation was given to the Anglican bishops 
for the establishment of the Parochial Schools.75 Although it had little success until the end of the 
16th century, it was to mark the beginning of ecclesiastical involvement and influence in education 
                                                 
73 For concise overview of this literature see J. Leerssen, A Commodious Vicus of Recirculation: Irish Anthologies and 
Literary History. (Amsterdam, 2010a). 
74 D.H. Akenson, op.cit., (London, 1970), N. Atkinson, op.cit., (Dublin, 1969), J.  Coolahan, op.cit., (Dublin, 1981), A. 
McManus, The Irish Hedge School and Its Books, 1695-1831 (Dublin, 2002). Also informative for a general overview 
see T.J. Durcan, History of Irish Education from 1800 (North Wales, 1972). 
75 N. Atkinson, op.cit., (Dublin, 1969), pp.17-18. 
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in Ireland. This involvement and influence was initially Protestant, in the late 19th and 20th centuries 
it became predominantly Catholic.  

The Established (Protestant) Church held the legal responsibility for education in Ireland 
and “fulfilled their legal obligations through a network of parish, diocesan and royal schools.”76  
The Parish Schools, the earliest schools established in Ireland by Act of Parliament,77 had been set 
up in 1537 during the reign of Henry VIII but had proved unsuccessful as by the 1780s there were 
only 361 parish schools operating with a student population of 11,000 out of a national population 
of over four million. Diocesan Schools were introduced 1570 during the reign of Elizabeth I. These 
were grammar schools to cater for the middle classes – as opposed to the Parish Schools that 
catered for the lower classes. These schools were also unsuccessful as illustrated by a survey in the 
1780s that showed there were only 18 schools for 34 dioceses with an enrolment of 324 pupils. 
Finally, the Royal Schools, set up under the Stuart kings James I & Charles I (1603-49) suffered a 
similar fate as they had little influence and very few pupils attended.78 

It was private involvement and enterprise rather than state initiatives that marked the first 
serious attempts at establishing a coherent system of schools in the country. In 1669 a Royal 
Charter was granted to the schools of Erasmus Smith, alderman of the City of London and a 
Cromwellian soldier turned entrepreneur with large estates in Ireland. He was anxious to promote 
Protestantism among his tenants on his Irish estates and offered a free education to all tenant 
children. The Smith schools began with three in 1669 and by the middle of the 19th century this 
number had grown to 144 countrywide.79  The core purpose of the Smith schools was to promote 
Protestantism and therefore, apart from catechising their pupils, only a limited number of subjects 
were offered to those who attended. Additionally, the early 18th century saw the emergence of an 
industrial training school system known as ‘Charity Schools’ set up and maintained by the Anglican 
clergy. Their aim was to provide the lower classes with some skills such as spinning and weaving. 
These schools were seen as the only sure way of exterminating popery and immorality and by 1724 
there were 159 of such schools throughout the country.80   

One of the first Penal Laws81 to be enacted in 1695 was one against Catholic education, 
entitled ‘An Act to Restrain Foreign Education’ which intended to limit contact between the Irish 
and their continental allies and also prohibit any person of the popish religion (Catholicism) “to 
publicly teach school or instruct youth.”82 This act was not intended to exclude Catholics from 
receiving an education but it effectively legalised the prohibition of Catholics receiving an 
education from Catholics. Its main purpose was “to force their (Catholic) children to avail 
themselves of the Protestant education already on offer, an education guaranteed to train them up to 
be loyal Protestant subjects;”83 “all was designed to proselytise, rather than to educate.”84 Later on in 
the 19th century it was specifically this proselytising factor that was to ignite Catholic clerical 
opposition to the educational opportunities offered by the English crown and move them to 
campaign for a Catholic controlled education system for Irish Catholics. 
                                                 
76 A. McManus, op.cit., (Dublin, 2002), p.18. 
77 P.J. Dowling, The Hedge Schools of Ireland. (Cork, 1968), p.26. 
78 A. McManus, op.cit., (Dublin, 2002), p.19. 
79 N. Atkinson, op.cit., (Dublin, 1969), p.21. 
80 Ibid., p.22. 
81 The Penal Laws were the code of laws passed by the Protestant Parliament of Ireland to regulate the status of Irish 
Roman Catholics through most of the 18th century. The purpose of the laws was to disenfranchise the native Catholic 
population from all power, both economic and political. 
82 Laws in Ireland for the Suppression of Popery commonly known as the Penal Laws, p.1. 
http://www.law.umn.edu/irishlaw/education.html 
83 A. McManus, op.cit. (Dublin, 2002), p.16. 
84 J.D.B. Chapter XXI 1831-1835. Christian Brothers’ Educational Record (In House Publication, 1896), p.405. Note: 
In writing in the Christian Brothers’ Educational Record, the Brothers themselves took a position of anonymity or only 
provided their initials as it was considered the proper and humble thing to do. (Private communication with Brother T. 
Connolly, Allen Library Dublin, March 2004). 
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In 1733 a charter was granted to the Incorporated Society in Dublin to promote English 
schools in Ireland. These schools were known as the ‘charter schools’ with the aim of training the 
children “in a Protestant environment … by giving them a practical and religious education.”85 
According to McManus, they were the last serious attempt by the Protestant hierarchy at converting 
the Catholic youth. The policies of the charter schools continued for over a century and caused deep 
resentment among the Catholic community. For example, the transplanting of Catholic children to 
schools quite a distance from their homes so as to eliminate parental influence was particularly 
resented. These schools, although receiving financial support of over a million pounds from the 
English government from 1733 to 1831, had very low attendance rates of Catholic children and 
never achieved their aims of altering the beliefs and attitudes of the Catholics. This was specifically 
due to the overly proselytising activities conducted in the schools that were to the detriment of 
academic content. Consequently,  

 
the pattern of growth of schooling was … largely independent of political or administrative  
innovation [and] most primary schools in rural Ireland in the eighteenth and early nineteenth  
centuries were the result of local initiative: parents in a village or district employed a 
schoolteacher for their children by collectively guaranteeing the teacher’s livelihood.”86  

 
Thus began the growth of an extensive network of pay schools, commonly referred to as ‘hedge 
schools’, throughout the country. 

The hedge schools (c. 1700-1831), informal, local education among rural Catholics the 18th 
and early 19th centuries are an overlooked, educational phenomenon. However, Antonia 
McManus’s timely publication in 2002 is a valuable contribution to this topic because prior to her 
publication few books of reliable content were available or addressed this long-neglected subject.87 
One consequence of the lack of research and publications on these schools is that the term and 
image ‘hedge school’ holds a romantic connotation for most people rather than one of substance. 
This has been determined for example by the portrayal of the hedge schools and its teachers in such 
earlier popular publications as Daniel Corkery’s The Hidden Ireland88 and Brian Friel’s play 
Translations.89 McManus’ book in contrast provides a deeper and more factual understanding of the 
hedge schools during this period and is referred to here in detail.  

The hedge schools “took root at the beginning of the eighteenth century, due to the strictures 
of the Penal Laws, which forced Catholic teachers to work underground.”90 They were to continue 
well into the 19th century; long after the National Schools had been established.91 Additionally, the 
policies of the charter schools as outlined above were further reasons why the hedge schools grew 
in such popularity and demand throughout the 18th century. Many of the hedge school teachers were 
itinerant poets or ex-students of the priesthood92 and they received their ‘wages’ from the parents of 
the pupils; thus leading to the hedge schools often being referred to as ‘pay schools’. The hedge 
schools, which abounded in the rural districts especially,93 provided an alternative to the charter 
schools, and offered an opportunity for children to receive instruction not focused on religion but on 
subjects such as Greek, Latin, Mathematics and English. Irish as a subject was neglected “partly 
through lack of textbooks, and partly through the realism of parents who recognized the social and 

                                                 
85 A. McManus, op.cit., (Dublin, 2002), p.20. 
86 N. Ó Ciosáin, Print and Popular Culture in Ireland, 1750-1850 (London, 1997), p.39. 
87 One earlier publication providing a broad overview of the history and development of the hedge schools is P.J. 
Dowling, op.cit., (Cork, 1968). 
88 D. Corkery, The Hidden Ireland (Dublin, 1967).  
89 B. Friel, Translations. In Brian Friel: Plays 1, (London, 1996). Translations first performed September 1980, Derry. 
90 A. McManus, op.cit., (Dublin, 2002), p.15. 
91 Ibid., pp. 31,68. 
92 J.  Coolahan, op.cit., (Dublin, 1981), p.9. 
93 Anon., Chapter XI – 1825. The Christian Brothers’ Educational Record 1894 (In House Publication, 1894), p.454. 
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economic advantages of equipping their children with a knowledge of English.”94 Pupils who 
attended these schools did so for a basic Catholic education. Many pupils also attended in 
preparation for attending continental Catholic seminaries or for service in continental armies, as the 
hedge school was the only alternative to the strongly influenced Protestant schools sponsored by 
both government and private organizations. 

 The Catholic clergy had a certain element of influence in most of these schools and many 
could be categorized as parish schools. Nevertheless, “most pay school teachers … were fairly 
independent of church structures”95 and the hedge schoolmaster had autonomy in aspects such as the 
collection of fees and the selection of (most of) the textbooks used. Due to the extensive range and 
diversity of text books used in the hedge schools, as illustrated in the Appendices of McManus’ 
book,96 the hedge schools provided the general Catholic population with educational opportunities 
in times of great suppression and duress. Additionally, this ‘school network’ can be recognized for 
the promotion of literacy among the general population and for the development of the book 
publishing industry within commercial circles in towns throughout the country.97  Not only Catholic 
families availed of a hedge school education for their children; McManus points out that in 1824 at 
a hedge school in Newport, of the ninety-six children in attendance thirty eight were Protestants. 
The numbers in attendance is in contrast to the charter school in the town which had only twelve 
pupils, many of them having left the charter school to attend the hedge school.98 Finally, to illustrate 
the broad spread and popularity of the hedge schools, in an official report released in 1824, of the 
11,000 schools operating with over half a million pupils and 12,000 teachers the largest group was 
the ‘pay schools’, mainly corresponding to hedge schools, numbering approximately 9,000 and 
catering for almost 400,000 children.99  

The Penal Laws against Catholic education were repealed in 1782.100 The first Catholic 
diocesan school at St. Kieran’s College Kilkenny was opened the following year, 1783, and from 
then “Catholic educational endeavours continued to expand rapidly.”101 This culminated in an Act of 
Parliament establishing a Catholic seminary in Maynooth in 1795 whose purpose was “the 
education of students for Roman Catholic priesthood, withdrawing them from continental 
seminaries.”102 Initially the seminary also catered for lay student education but this was rescinded in 
1817 (Maynooth was not to open its doors to lay students again until 1966). Most significantly 
however in the establishment of the Maynooth seminary is that it provided the circumstances for 
Catholic clergy to be educated at home.  

One of the criticisms of the early Maynooth environment held by such clerics as Canon 
Bourke (see below) was its disregard for the native Irish language and its absence as the lingua 
franca and language of instruction there. However, as early as 1802 Paul O’Brien was appointed to 
the professorship of the Irish language at Maynooth. He wrote and published a practical grammar of 
the Irish language in 1809 for use by the clerical students there and continued as professor of Irish 
until his death in 1820. Therefore, Irish was given attention during the early years, albeit the 
language and its importance within the college may have undergone curricular changes in the 
decades that followed and prior to the arrival of Bourke. Furthermore, Maynooth held close links to 
the growing environment of patriotism and the national ideal outside its college walls, mainly due to 
the students backgrounds who entered from rural areas, many of whom were native speakers and 
held strong links to the people. The seminary also cultivated links with Daniel O’Connell and the 
                                                 
94 N. Atkinson, op.cit., (Dublin, 1969), p.48. 
95 N. Ó Ciosáin, op.cit., (London, 1997), p.41. 
96 A. McManus, op.cit., (Dublin, 2002), pp.245-256. 
97 Ibid., p.37. 
98 Ibid., p.21. 
99 J.  Coolahan, op.cit., (Dublin, 1981), pp.9-10. 
100 A. McManus, op.cit., (Dublin, 2002), p.27. 
101 Ibid., p.30. 
102 J. Newman, ‘St. Patrick’s College Maynooth.’ In Irish Heritage Series No. 47, (Dublin, 1984(?)). 



 21  

Young Irelanders and it was later involved in the promotion of national culture with its involvement 
in the Gaelic League through its resident professors Fr. Eugene O’Growney and Fr. Michael 
O’Hickey.103   

The Society for Promoting the Education of the Poor of Ireland, set up on liberal principles 
in 1811 by a multi-denominational group of Protestants, Quakers, Dissenters and Roman Catholics 
and better known as the Kildare Place Society, set out to be religiously neutral.104 This Society did 
not run any schools itself but rather supported schools financially through the distribution of 
government funding it received from London.105 The teaching principles it promoted were non-
denominational during school hours and focussed on the reading of the Bible, without comment. 
After school hours however freedom to focus on whatever religious denomination’s interpretations 
and teachings were permitted.  The Kildare Place Society can be considered “the leading Protestant 
voluntary education society of the nineteenth century (in Ireland).”106 It is important in Irish 
education for the foundations it laid and the platform it provided for primary school development in 
the areas of teacher training with the setting up of its Model School system in 1816 in Dublin. It 
also initiated an efficient inspectoral system. It was strongly supported by the government, 
receiving two and a half million pounds in grants during the period 1811-1828.107  However, 
although the Society received initial support from the Catholic clergy it became apparent that it 
really was another proselytising endeavour. From 1820 onwards the Catholic Church became more 
critical of the Society’ principles and actions. With assistance from such notable people as Daniel 
O’Connell the Catholic hierarchy withdrew its support and began to campaign for an investigative 
committee to look into the education environment in Ireland, specifically for the Catholic 
population.108 Under the direction of Archbishop Murray of Dublin this was to eventually lead to the 
English government admitting the Catholic Church as partners in management and administration 
capacities of primary education in Ireland during the years leading up to Catholic Emancipation in 
1829. 

The early 18th century also witnessed the emergence of private schools. One example was 
the Sheridan School founded by Thomas Sheridan (1687-1738) around 1715. This was a 
preparatory school for entering university and became a well-known private Anglo-Irish school 
attended by some of the more profiled intellectuals of the Anglo-Irish upper class, for example 
Jonathan Swift and Henry Brooke. The poet and satirist Thomas Moore attended a private school 
run by a T.J. Malone and a Latin School - a preparatory school for Trinity College. Such privately 
run educational establishments were able to cater to the specific needs of the more well off.  

The beginning of the 19th century saw increased activity by voluntary religious associations 
in the field of education. For example the London Hibernian Society was formed in 1806 and aimed 
at “the diffusion of religious knowledge in Ireland.”109 Most of their schools – by 1818 there were 
392 with 32,516 pupils – were set up in Connaught which had a high percentage of Catholics. 
Although it was the Society’s policy to appoint many Catholic teachers these schools met with 
strong opposition from the Catholic clergy because of the predominant religious focus in the 
instruction carried out.  In 1810 the Sunday School Society for Ireland was formed based on the 
model already in existence in industrial districts in England with a curriculum solely focused on the 
Bible and scripture instruction. In addition to children, attendance was also open to adults and 
although the numbers were rather impressive – 1,091 schools with 118,525 pupils in 1820110 – the 
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schools again met with strong opposition from the Catholic clergy. It was generally believed that 
they used their schools to directly promote the Protestant faith among the students rather than 
attempt to ingrain elements of academic knowledge. As Coolahan puts it:  

 
(I)n the context of post-Union politics the (English) Government felt that the schools could  
serve politicising and socialising goals, cultivating attitudes of political loyalty and cultural  
assimilation.111   
  

In response to the open conversion activities being carried out by these institutions, on the Catholic 
side a variety of religious groups became active during the late 18th and early 19th centuries to 
provide alternative education for the Catholic population at large. Some examples are the 
Presentation Sisters who opened their first convent in Cork in 1775 and expanded throughout 
southern Ireland over the next few decades. With the assistance of Archbishop Murray of Dublin 
Frances Ball established Loreto Abbey in 1821 and from then the Loreto Sisters opened schools 
around Dublin for middle and upper class children as well as beginning a smaller number of schools 
for poor children. In 1828 Catherine McAuley began the Sisters of Mercy, similar to the 
Presentation Sisters, providing education for the Catholic poor initially around Dublin and later 
throughout the country.112  In the provision of education for Catholic boys, Edmund Rice founded 
the Christian Brothers in 1803 and gradually opened schools around the country providing an 
education with an unambiguous Irish Catholic curriculum and reading lessons that “were used … to 
inculcate moral or religious beliefs.”113 In 1814 the Jesuits opened Clongowes Wood College.  This 
college, operated as a boarding school, was established by the Jesuits specifically to provide 
education for the emerging Catholic middle and upper middle classes of Ireland.  

By the early years of the 19th century much educational activity in Ireland was conducted in a 
disorganised manner with religion and the promotion of religion playing the major role in the 
educational environment.114 To recap the main school developments from 1537-1828 and to 
overview the variety of schools in operation by 1831, a brief list is now provided. Those schools 
presented in italics signify predominantly Catholic schools: 

• Parish Schools (1537)  
• Diocesan Schools (1570)   
• Royal Schools (1603-49)  
• Erasmus Smith Schools (1669)  
• Charity Schools (early 18th C)  
• Sheridan School 1715 {private school} 
• Charter Schools (1733)  
• Hedge Schools (18th – 19th C)  
• Presentation Sisters Schools (1775)  
• Maynooth (1795)  
• Christian Brothers Schools (1803)  
• London Hibernian Society Schools (1806)  
• Sunday School Society for Ireland Schools (1810)  
• Kildare Place Society Schools (1811)  
• Clongowes Wood College (1814) 
• Loreto Sisters Schools (1821)  
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• Sisters of Mercy Schools (1828) 
 
It was in this climate that the English government initiated a number of inquiries to investigate the 
condition of primary education in Ireland. One commission produced 14 reports between 1809 and 
1814 and recommended “the creation of a supervised national system of education for the lower 
classes.”115 Coolahan tells us,  

 
according to some government commissions ... much of the existing schooling was 
haphazard in character, lacked organisation and method, varied greatly in quality and was 
potentially subversive.116  

 
This culminated with the establishment of the National School System in 1831. From then “(T)he 
state would directly endow individual schools, supervise them through a national board, and supply 
them with approved textbooks.”117 
 
 

Irish Nationality on the Curriculum: the National School System 1831 and its Repercussions 
 
In November 1831 the Chief Secretary for Ireland E.G. Stanley, under the Whig Government of 
Earl Grey and influenced by the findings of the inquiries into primary education in Ireland, 
introduced a Bill on Education for Ireland in the House of Commons London. It passed both Houses 
of Parliament, received the royal assent and established the Irish National School system that same 
year. The Bill stated that 
 

on four or five days of the week the schools should be kept open for moral and literary 
education only, and that the remaining one or two days in the week be set apart for giving, 
separately, such religious education to the children as may be approved of by the clergy of 
their respective persuasions.118   

 
This was a remarkable legislative development when one considers that this legislation gave Ireland 
a system of popular education almost four decades before England.119 This Bill held the 
fundamental principle of “the promotion of combined literary and separate religious instruction”120 
with separate blocks of days on which these two facets of the education instruction were to be 
conducted. A Board of Commissioners for National Education was established consisting of seven 
members with a denominational representational balance of three Established Church, two 
Catholics and two Presbyterians,121 a representation considered by many Catholics as unjust 
considering that four-fifths of the population of Ireland were Catholic. A major departure from 
previous educational policy was that it was decided to no longer disperse government funding for 
education through voluntary societies such as the Kildare Place Society. The important powers held 
by this newly established Board of Commissioners were distributing funds and approving schemes, 
setting out rules and regulations, controlling the curriculum, publishing and sanctioning textbooks, 
suspending teachers and removing managers.122 The Board was to use the funding for building 
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schools, paying teachers and inspectors, publishing textbooks, and providing a model school for 
teacher training. Secular textbooks were to be sanctioned by the Board while those used for 
religious instruction were to be sanctioned by the commissioner(s) who belonged to the particular 
denomination concerned.123  

This Bill did not provide a new form of national education; rather it provided a new 
organizational umbrella for overseeing the educational activities already in place. Akenson claims 
that  
 
 (I)n reality, Lord Stanley merely crystallized into administrative form the ideas of an Irish  

educational consensus that had been forming for almost fifty years before his administration  
began.124 

 
Furthermore, as O’Neill (a secretary at the Department of Education 1923 to 1944) put it, the Bill 
attempted “to cooperate as far as possible with the Church authorities in the supervision of a wide-
spread educational system which had been in existence for centuries.”125   

As mentioned above, in 1824 there were at least 11,000 schools in operation throughout the 
country, run by different groups without a centralized element of organization and with great 
variety in quality. What the Irish National School Board attempted to do was bring all these schools 
under the one system and create some form of systemization and operation for it all. It was therefore 
necessary for the schools already in existence to apply for recognition and funding from the Board.  
Of the schools already in existence a great number - over 70% - were under the management of 
local clergy, to a large extent Catholic clergy,126 so for the new National School System to be a 
success, it would be essential for the State and the Church authorities to co-operate whole-heartedly 
with one another.127 The new system necessitated a ‘patron’ to apply for a school or seek 
recognition of an existing school and then become its manager. Ironically, in most cases this was 
the Catholic parish priest. Effectively, what this resulted in was it “restored to the Catholic church a 
great deal of the control over the primary school system which it had been in danger of losing over 
the previous fifty years.”128 This initiated a new found confidence among the Catholic clergy due to 
the influence they now held and the position they promoted regarding educational developments 
throughout the country. Additionally, it marked the beginning of open influence and control 
(granted by the State) that the Catholic clergy were never again really to relinquish.  

This situation however gradually developed into a conflict of interests between the State and 
the Church authorities, in particular through clerics such as Archbishop MacHale of Tuam and 
Cardinal Cullen of Dublin. This kind of conflict was not just an isolated incident in Ireland. 
Throughout the 19th century in many countries across Europe the struggle between Church and 
State was dominating due to the State taking more responsibilities in the areas of care for the sick, 
charity relief and education; public functions which prior to the French Revolution were 
predominantly the responsibilities of the Church. At the fore of this struggle was the issue of 
education because this was where the youth were most impressionable and could be indoctrinated in 
the State’s own image or the Church’s beliefs. Additionally, what can be termed the struggle 
between Church and State in Europe can more clearly be defined as the struggle between the 
Catholic Church and the Protestant State in Ireland. The conflict in Ireland apportioned a great deal 
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of attention to education. These contentious viewpoints on the education system resulted in many 
serious debates and the eventual condemnation of the National School System by the Irish hierarchy 
in 1869, due mainly to the lack of Catholic commissioners on the National Education Board.129   
Nevertheless, as an indication of the progress made in the early years of the National School 
system, by 1840, 1,978 national schools had been established by the Board with 2,065 teachers 
employed and 232,560 pupils enrolled for classes.130  

The Catholic Church sought control over its own schools because it considered the State 
controlled schools as continuing the proselytising that had been so prevalent prior to 1831. Many of 
its members also believed that the incorporation of Irish elements within the curriculum was being 
neglected, a view held particularly by the Christian Brothers. Basically, all denominations wanted 
their ideas and influences to the fore and in the end it resulted in the system lacking broad support 
and so breaking down. Coolahan summarises the situation as follows: 

 
It was a fundamental tenet of the national school scheme that it was to be a multi-
denominational or mixed system. (…). However, in a climate of hostility and suspicion 
between the churches and with fears of proselytism rife, Ireland presented a difficult arena 
for the success of multi-denominational schooling and, in fact, the early decades of the 
system saw much conflict and controversy on the issue of mixed education. The result was 
that by the middle of the nineteenth century the system had become increasingly 
denominational though the theory of it being a mixed system continued to apply. In the 
political hope of merging children of different traditions the state tried to establish a 
distinction between secular and religious instruction, a distinction which the various 
churches refused to accept. Further, the state did not want to budge from the principle of ‘no  
state support’ for purely denominational education. Thus, the stage was set for what turned 
out to be a long-running clash between the state and the churches.131 
 

All the main religious denominations voiced strong opposition to this new national initiative. The 
Church of Ireland even went so far as to set up their own school system in 1839 (see below). Most 
influential however was the Catholic position whose clergy were particularly outspoken in their 
opposition. The positions the clergy took and the influence they had, helped frame the primary 
school system that exists to this day. 
 
Some individuals 
Clerics such as John MacHale and Paul Cullen, the Christian Brother Thomas Wiseman, and people 
like Patrick Keenan and Eoin MacNeill contributed to the advancement of education for the Irish 
population. These individuals were influential in the debates dealing with education throughout the 
19th century and they helped shape the evolving education environment.  

As one of the original seven commissioners on the Board for National Education set up in 
1831, Dublin Archbishop Daniel Murray (1768-1852) is considered a key figure in the construction 
of the original national system of education in Ireland and also a major player in educational issues 
during the early decades of the 19th century. He played an instrumental role in getting the pre-
emancipation English government to admit the Catholic Church as partners in management and 
administration capacities of primary education in Ireland due mainly to his contributions in the Irish 
Education Inquiry Commission during 1825.132 This decision to give the Church such a role has 
resounding effects to the present as it is a position and an influence the Church, at least partially, 
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still maintains. Additionally, Murray is also credited with inviting and supporting a number of the 
Catholic religious institutions and Orders to set up schools in Dublin, most notably the Christian 
Brothers in 1812 and the Loreto Sisters in 1821.133  Having such a prominent member of the Irish 
Catholic hierarchy on the Board of Commissioners and with him openly supporting this new 
initiative on national education lent much weight to authenticating the project from a bureaucratic 
perspective. However, it was not long before opposition among his own peers began to become 
direct and vocal, most notably from Archbishop of Tuam John MacHale, the ‘Lion of the Fold of 
Judah,’134 as Daniel O’Connell called him. 

Dr. John MacHale (1791-1881) was the first Catholic Archbishop of Tuam and the first Irish 
born Catholic bishop to have had his entire education and training given him in Ireland since the 
reformation. Born in Co. Mayo, he entered Maynooth in 1807 and spent the next 18 years there, as a 
student, then lecturer and finally as Professor of Dogmatic Theology from July 1820.135  In the same 
year, 1820, he began writing a series of letters to the public under the pseudonym ‘Hierophilos’ in 
which he denounced the educational activities of the Protestant bible societies and where he 
attempted to put “the Catholic case clearly, honestly and without bitterness.”136  The main subject of 
the letters was Catholic education. Although the letters had no immediate impact on the education 
situation they did afford a clear picture of MacHale’s viewpoints on this issue.  Additionally, these 
letters illustrated that there was “a new type of Catholic priest that would no longer be content to 
exist on sufferance and in silence, but would speak out boldly in defence of Catholic rights and 
privileges.”137 This assertiveness was to manifest itself profoundly during the coming decades when 
the debate on National School education was at its height. 

Becoming Archbishop of Tuam in 1834 presented MacHale with a platform from which he 
could openly criticize the National School system and voice his discontent with those Catholic 
clergy who supported the scheme, most notably Archbishop Murray of Dublin.138  In addition to the 
issues of teaching staff, textbooks and the curriculum, the question of funding was a core issue. Due 
to the fact that many clergy found it extremely difficult to finance their schools they felt compelled 
to quietly support the system so as to continue to avail of the funding and thus keep their schools 
operating. MacHale however, with the support of over a third of the Irish hierarchy,139 looked on the 
system with mistrust and dislike. He regarded the whole organisation as an insidious method of 
proselytism, and looked on the powers of the Commissioners to choose or reject religious textbooks 
as an infringement of the authority of the bishops.140 His main criticisms of the schools were that 
they were non-denominational and thus dangerous to the Catholic religion. They were also 
destructive to the national culture, as he believed the schools should also work “to preserve the 
Gaelic Language and Celtic Literature.”141 He was forthright in his criticism of all aspects of the 
system willing to act on any issue he deemed important, as the contents of his 1838 letter to Lord 
John Russell in relation to the books used for the religious instruction illustrates, in which he writes, 
“I shall exercise, without regard to any Board, exclusive and absolute control.”142  

In 1840 MacHale closed all national schools in his diocese and set out to establish his own 
schools. He called for religious orders to set up schools in the diocese to assist in education, 
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offering them every assistance possible such as land and buildings. Among the orders to accept 
were the Christian Brothers and the Mercy Nuns. This action may be considered at least partially 
successful as some years after 1840 MacHale was able to state that thirteen thousand five hundred 
Catholic children were receiving ‘a Catholic education’ in his archdiocese.143 This bold initiative of 
closing the schools operated by the Board illustrated the desire of a large section of the Catholic 
Church in Ireland to take control of the education of its flock and personified the confidence the 
Catholic hierarchy was fast developing, a mere 12 years after the granting of Catholic 
Emancipation.   

During this period MacHale was known as a political prelate144 and considered by many as 
“the best example of a prelate with nationalist and Gaelic sympathies … (as well as) … the leader 
of the nationalists within the hierarchy.”145 Along with Daniel O’Connell for example he strongly 
supported Repeal of the Union. Thomas Davis, editor of The Nation, even went so far as to state 
that a letter by MacHale published in the Nation on 16 May 1843 was considered to “breathe the 
spirit of the most determined nationality.”146 MacHale however was not yet the firebrand 
Republican of later generations of Irish nationalism. As a prince of the Catholic Church he 
accommodated himself to the elitist structures of the British Empire and always seemed to be loyal 
to the English Crown. At no time in his life did he want to separate Ireland entirely from Britain, 
holding throughout his life a great respect for the workings of the British Constitutional system, and 
re-affirming his loyalty to the King in his letters to the English nation.147  
 MacHale’s contribution to the development of national school education from the Catholic 
(and national) point of view, regardless of his political leanings, is profound. He was the leader of 
the opposition block to the National Education Board and he vocalised this opposition directly and 
publicly.148 In 1869 MacHale must have had a certain feeling of vindication as that year saw the 
condemnation of the National School System by the Irish hierarchy149 due in large part to his 
vigorous opposition throughout the four previous decades. He promoted an ‘Irish element’ 
incorporating language and culture as well as religion into education through controlling the 
curriculum and being responsible for the textbooks used. He set up a series of schools within his 
own diocese so as to ensure the curriculum was carried out and he invited other Catholic religious 
orders and institutions to establish schools in his diocese to support his own beliefs and ideas on the 
running of the schools. Indeed, MacHale and his group of fellow thinkers can be considered the link 
between “the historic Gaelic-Catholic nation of the seventeenth century and the Revivalists who 
would emerge towards the end of the nineteenth century.”150 Meeting Abbé Lamennais, the founder 
of Liberal Catholicism, in Rome in 1831 and reading the views presented in his paper the Avenir151 
had a profound effect on MacHale. We can infer this from his views and actions throughout his 
career, especially regarding education policies and issues related to the separation of Church and 
State.152 Another contemporary (and oftentimes adversary) of MacHale’s who felt even stronger that 
the responsibility for education lay solely with the Church and not the State was the successor to 
Murray as initially archbishop and later cardinal of Dublin, Paul Cullen. 
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Cardinal Paul Cullen153 (1803-1878), whose uncle had been executed for his part in the 
rebellion in 1798 and whose father had also been tried as a rebel is, along with MacHale, the other 
leading figure of the Catholic Church in Ireland in the 19th century. Born in Co. Kildare, at the age 
of 17 he went to Rome and remained there for the next thirty years first as a student of theology, 
then Professor in the Propaganda College (1828) and later Rector of the Irish College (1832-1850).  
In 1849 he was appointed Archbishop of Armagh and returned to Ireland the following year. Two 
years later, in 1852, he succeeded Murray as Archbishop of Dublin. In 1866 he was made a 
Cardinal, the first Irish cleric ever to reach such a position in the Catholic hierarchy and 
subsequently named the ruler of the Catholic Church in Ireland, the apostolic delegate. Cullen was 
an exponent of ultramontanism, which stressed the supreme authority of the pope, as opposed to 
MacHale who was a supporter of an Irish version of Gallicanism, which stressed the relative 
independence of ‘national’ episcopates.154 Nonetheless, his nationalist stance is evidenced by his 
apprehension of orangeism and the consequences it held for Ireland’s future, his admiration and 
support for O’Connell and the National Association of Ireland,155 his public support for the 
‘nationally orientated education’ promoted by the Christian Brothers and especially their attention 
to ‘a love of country’ in their curriculum, and the prominence he gave the land question in many of 
his public statements and his firm belief in the necessity of land reform throughout his episcopate.156  

Yet, he particularly opposed revolutionary nationalism, perhaps partly due to his family’s 
history, but especially due to experiences during his time in Rome having observed first hand the 
actions of Mazzini and the Risorgimento in 1848. His opposition was also related to his firm belief 
that revolution never achieved the desired results but was impracticable and self-destructive to a 
country and its people,157 observing that while “we (Irish) are weak and poor and unarmed and 
divided, it is sheer madness to talk of revolutions or to pretend to assail such a power as 
England.”158 He therefore held great disdain for the Young Ireland movement, considering them a 
revolutionary society159 and a threat to the development of a constitutionally structured Ireland. He 
also held similar sentiments for Fenianism claiming it to be “a compound of folly and wickedness 
wearing the mask of patriotism … and as the work of a few fanatics … wicked enough to jeopardise 
others in order to promote their own sordid views.”160  

As well as Cullen’s activities in the social and political arenas, he was also very active in the 
educational developments taking place during these turbulent decades, especially at the primary and 
tertiary levels. While still based in Rome and on a visit to Ireland in 1840, he recommended that the 
National Schools be tolerated,161 although his support for the schools was to change after he 
returned to Ireland. This is clearly illustrated in his pastoral letter of May 22 1866 in which he 
exhorts “let your (the congregation) efforts continue un-relaxed until you secure for your children a  
Catholic system of education, free from the dangers of Government control and from the deadly 
poison of irreligion and heresy.”162 He was particularly concerned with the lack of Irish related 
material in the textbooks used in the National Schools, which was a primary reason for his staunch 
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support of the Christian Brother Schools and their school textbooks.163 In the first four decades that 
the national school system was in operation “there was a great reluctance to include material 
relating to Ireland and its past.”164 The Christian Brother textbooks included a focus on the Irish 
Christian Golden Age and nationalist issues which “harmonized perfectly with his own (Cullen’s) 
perspective.”165 Cullen strongly associated Catholicism and nationality and never saw the two as 
separate issues. Links with the Golden Age and the creation of an Irish Catholic nation based on the 
foundation created by the saints and literature of olden times were of enormous importance to him. 
He believed these links could best be achieved through the education system, specifically the 
primary system. Additionally, Cullen’s timing of the delivery of such ‘patriotic sentiments’166 in his 
pastoral letters is important as he often delivered them on the feasts of the great Irish saints, Patrick, 
Brigit and Kevin. The attitudes disseminated by Cullen were broadly influential and they were 
further spread and reinforced by local priests, Christian Brothers, scholars of the Gaelic past and 
politicians in their various activities. These sentiments and actions further helped identify Celticism 
with Catholicism167 at a time when the concept of an Irish nation, separate and unique from 
neighbouring England, was beginning to establish itself across Irish society.  

The often-volatile relations between MacHale and Cullen dominated Church policy on 
education during this period. Their acquaintance dated from MacHale’s visit to Rome in 1831 and 
from then both clerics communicated cordially and seemed to be in agreement over many pertinent 
issues related to Ireland and Catholicism. However, they began to differ in matters of politics, 
education and matters of religion after Cullen’s arrival in Ireland and his becoming Archbishop of 
Dublin and apostolic delegate.168 Perhaps one of their most notable disagreements occurred over the 
Catholic University, formally opened in 1854 after having received broad clerical support at the 
Synod of Thurles in 1850. Cullen had played a prominent role in formulating the proposal for the 
Catholic University while still in Rome and had been instrumental in appointing John Henry 
Newman as rector of the university. MacHale and Cullen disagreed over a number of significant 
issues related to the running of the university.169 For example, while Cullen wanted the university to 
be open to all English speaking Catholics MacHale wanted a purely national institution,170 one to 
cater for Irish students only. Additionally, Cullen insisted that Rome hold the authority over 
acknowledging the Brief of the university whereas MacHale felt the matter should be dealt with by 
the Irish bishops. Interestingly, one of the primary objects of the Synod of Thurles, the first national 
synod since the twelfth century,171 was “to reaffirm the right of the Church to superintend and direct 
the public education of Christian youth.”172  

Regardless of their disagreements, both individuals played dominant roles in their respective 
approaches and manner in the establishment and development of Catholic influenced education in 
Ireland. Both linked the past with the Irish environment they envisaged for the developing nation 
and both were vocal in support of a Gaelic Revival, MacHale in the Irish language and Cullen in the 
literature and the antiquities of Celtic Ireland.173 They were active and dynamic personalities who 
pursued their beliefs and convictions wholeheartedly. Through their energies and efforts they 
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inculcated a belief in their fellow clerics and those who followed them in the public arena, that 
Ireland had a past and it certainly had a future and it was one of Irishness and not Englishness. It 
was attitudes from individuals such as MacHale and Cullen that the concept Irishness began to filter 
through to the educational arena and establish itself within the educational curricula. This 
phenomenon was most especially evident in the Christian Brother methodology and their textbooks 
initially and later was to surface in the Free State national school curriculum.   

Another Catholic cleric of this period who was also vocal and active in his expressions on 
national issues, Irishness and education and who held similar beliefs to MacHale and Cullen was Fr. 
Edward Maginn (1802-1849). Maginn received his early education in Ireland, entered the Irish 
College in Paris in 1818 and was ordained in 1825. As a parish priest from 1829 he worked to 
improve the lot of his parishioners’ suppressed existence under English rule. He was consecrated 
coadjutor bishop of Derry in 1846 but died three years later from typhus fever. Collins describes 
Maginn as “another vehemently nationalist Bishop.”174 He was actively involved in politics, 
supporting O’Connell’s platforms first for Catholic Emancipation and later Repeal and also held 
sympathies for the Young Ireland movement, attempting to heal the breach between them and 
O’Connell.175 He supported but was aware of the defects of the National School system, was highly 
critical of the Queen’s Colleges176 and enthusiastically supported the establishment of the Catholic 
university. Maginn’s use of the word and concept ‘Celt’177 in his writing to describe the Irish is 
noteworthy. For instance, he is quoted as having written of the English “panting, as in olden times 
for the blood of the half-starved Celts.”178 This reference to and use of Celt to describe the Irish 
illustrated the link being forged with the past by the Church and also “showed an evolving sense of 
Ireland’s historic identity,”179 a phenomenon beginning to become more frequent as the century 
progressed.  

Canon Ulick Bourke (1829-1887), a kinsman of John MacHale, is an important link in the 
developing Gaelic tradition of this period. He was born in Mayo receiving his early education 
through Irish in the Franciscan Monastery of Errew near Castlebar where one of his teachers was 
the renowned Irish scholar James Hardiman.180 He continued his studies at St. Jarlath’s College 
Tuam, entered Maynooth in 1849, was ordained in 1858 and then appointed Professor of Irish, 
Logic and the Humanities at St. Jarlath’s the following year, being elevated to President of the 
College from 1865 to 1878. He was transferred from the college in 1878 to become Parish Priest of 
Kilcolman until his death.181 A prolific writer, while a student at Maynooth he compiled the College 
Irish Grammar to aid students, both at Maynooth and the Catholic University, in the study of Irish; 
in Tuam he contributed regularly to The Tuam News on topics of language and nationhood; he also 
contributed a series of articles to The Nation between 1858 and 1863 on the learning of Irish 
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entitled Easy Lessons or Self Instruction in Irish182 which were reprinted in book form and 
underwent multiple editions during his lifetime.183 His also wrote Aryan Origin of the Gaelic Race 
and Language in 1875 where he attempted to “reconcile native Milesian mythography ... with the 
insights of modern science and philology.”184  

Bourke was elected a member of the Royal Irish Academy in 1866 and in 1877 he played a 
prominent role in the formation of the Society for the Preservation of the Irish Language (SPIL), 
only to secede from the Society three years later, along with such people as David Comyn and 
Douglas Hyde,185 to form the Gaelic Union. In retrospect, this development was to influence the 
ongoing Gaelic Revival, as it was to be the forerunner of the Gaelic League founded in 1893 by 
Hyde, in a society where “living Irish culture was becoming the badge of nationality and 
nationalism.”186 Perhaps the major result of Bourke’s involvement with SPIL was that during that 
time the National Board agreed to have the teaching of Irish included on the National School 
curriculum as an approved subject and sanctioned the use of the Society’s textbooks, which Bourke 
was involved in preparing.187 Another significant achievement was in the Society’s publication of 
“cheap editions with interlinear English translations of such Gaelic classics as The Pursuit of 
Diarmuid and Grainne, The Fate of the Children of Lir, [and] part of Keating’s History.188 
Undoubtedly, Bourke’s philosophy and works, with their “close identification of ‘Celticism’, via 
the Irish language, with Catholicism”189 played an important role in advancing the interest in Irish 
philology across a broad spectrum of Irish society. His  

 
attempt to accommodate Milesian myth within the terms of positive scholarship is … no 
mere idiosyncrasy; it bespeaks a tendency … that pre-scientific thought and mythical lore 
concerning the past survived their scholarly disestablishment and maintained their currency 
within Irish historical consciousness and Irish national thought at large.190  

 
This mythological element in particular was gradually beginning to become more obvious and 
regular in the public domain as it was beginning to be incorporated into educational schoolbook 
material.  

Father O’Donovan (1871-1942) is a notable figure in the developing educational arena 
because of the significance and importance of his paper The Celtic Revival of Today published in 
1899.191 The extensive use of the word and concept ‘Celt’ throughout the paper and the multiple 
references to the Celtic mythologies illustrates the link being forged with the heroic past. As this 
paper is written by a cleric and published in an ecclesiastical journal it illustrates how much the 
Catholic Church had moved to acknowledge the Pre-Christian era of Irish history and call for its 
acceptance and utilization in the promotion an Irish Celtic Catholic Ireland. O’Donovan states that 
the revival of the Celt means, “bringing back our heroic past” (emphasis added) and further writes 
that the “(C)eltic revival means … the de-Anglicizing of Ireland,” declaring that the Irish “have 
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become so steeped in the literature of England … that the educated Irishman has become English 
even in his ideas and forms of thought.”192 

The language he uses and the concepts he chooses to introduce are strong indeed. He 
declares that the Celtic revival means the emancipation of the Celt from foreign racial influence and 
also means 
 

the building up of a new art and literature in Ireland, animated by the Celtic spirit, informed 
by everything that is good in Ireland’s past, pagan and Christian – a literature and an art that 
will have no reservation but those which beauty and truth will impose, which will be 
restricted to no creed or class, which will draw its materials from the Sidhe, from Fergus and 
Oisín, as well as from the literature of Christian times.193  

 
He is thus combining both the pre-Christian and Christian spirits for the greater good of the desired 
Irish Catholic nation, as well as highlighting mythological characters and themes on the same level 
as contemporary concepts. 

With the development of more and more Catholic Schools and the need for more textbooks, 
the inclusion of the pre-Christian myths in the texts seems to have met with no opposition from the 
Church.  Conversely, it may have even been promoted judging by the position such clerics as Canon 
Bourke and O’Donovan were taking on the Celtic issue. Of O’Donovan’s eighteen-page article, six 
pages are devoted to extensive coverage of the mythological literature, what he describes as “the 
romantic tales.”194 He also lauds some of the important scholars and writers of the day. Standish 
O’Grady, whose work was later to appear in the Free State schoolbooks (see Chapter 9), he 
describes “wields a pen worthy of the best spirit of Cuchulain and his heroic companions,”195 Hyde 
he compliments for his work and linguistic competence, as well as praising the work of Yeats and 
A.E. Russell.196 He writes about influencing national thought and making the Celt “a living force in 
the world of literature.”197 This paper, published in such a renowned Catholic journal, must certainly 
have played a role in authenticating and giving the green light for the inclusion of such 
mythological stories in the school textbooks. 

The Catholic clergy were in direct contact with the general population and as such witnessed 
the changes in the society and also played their part in influencing the opinions and actions of their 
flock. In such a position, their influence was immense both in the mundane matters of every day life 
and also in the decision making processes that were being conducted by the bureaucratic foreign 
machine in power in Ireland, as the examples provided above amply illustrate. The Catholic clergy 
“never lost sight of themselves as the guardians of Ireland’s past.”198 They certainly did not want to 
be excluded from having an influential role in the country’s future and thus were actively preparing 
the groundwork to play this key role. One example of this was their activities involving the 
development and characteristics of the education system that was taking shape as Ireland moved 
towards a more autonomous situation. 

Brother Thomas John Wiseman (1795-1866), a Christian Brother and one of the most active 
Brothers during the middle decades of the 19th century in the North Monastery, Cork, is credited by 
Coldrey and O’Hanlon199 as having played a pivotal role in the writing, development and spread of 
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the Christian Brother textbooks. Born in Macroom and educated initially as a civil engineer, he 
joined the Christian Brothers, was transferred to the Cork community in early 1828 and took his 
vows in 1829 at the age of 34. He was to remain in the North Monastery Cork until 1857 where 
during that time “he earned renown as a teacher, a scholar, a community man and a religious.”200 In 
January of 1857 he was transferred to Youghal, Co. Cork to open and lead a new community of 
Christian Brothers as its founding superior and there he remained until his death on 10th November 
1866.201 Under the then Superior-General, Brother M.P. Riordan, in 1839 the Christian Brothers 
decided to create “a complete set of books of their own, of high tone, and both religious and 
national,”202 and this project was to be undertaken in the North Monastery. Wiseman was engaged 
in this project through the 1840s and well into the 1850s.203 He was the principal compiler of these 
texts, being the author of all the more controversial material in the readers,204 although Wiseman 
was just one member of the group charged with this responsibility of producing the final text 
product. This was a group of men “imbued with an assertive nationalism which naturally permeated 
their writings205  … (and who) … reflected and exemplified a new mood of confident Catholicism, 
assertive Irishness and anti-English sentiment.”206  

Coldrey describes Wiseman as “a militant nationalist,”207 while in O’Hanlon’s paper he is 
described as “an ardent patriot (who) filled his pupils with his own love for Ireland.”208 He held 
patriotic nationalist sentiments and these must have permeated his writings in the texts, for example 
his Historical Class-Book published in 1859.209 Furthermore, Wiseman “is credited with no less than 
sixty per cent of the printed material in all the school books on secular subjects published by the 
Christian Brothers of his time.”210 From the literature available it can be concluded that his influence 
was major in the content that was eventually inserted into all these textbooks, especially in relation 
to Irish history.  

The Christian Brother’s textbook writing and publishing project in Cork was initiated in 
response to what they perceived as a fatal threat to Ireland’s future, its Catholic religion and its 
historical heritage. The Commissioners of National Education, influenced by English Government 
policies, had already produced a series of texts for the National Schools “which were of good 
quality but which, in order not to offend any religious grouping, deliberately omitted any mention 
of Catholicism or of Irish culture, geography, history and mythology.”211  

It was into this vacuum that the Christian Brother writing team in the North Monastery 
stepped, and with the backing of such prominent Catholic clerics as Archbishop Cullen of Dublin, 
what they produced in their four Reader Series basically set the standard for National school 
textbook style, organization and content well into the 20th century. Coolahan tells us that 
 
 (T)hese [books] were in strong contrast to the books of the commissioners. The Brothers’  

reading books included many lessons dealing with Irish subject matter such as ancient Irish  

                                                 
200 W.A. O’Hanlon, op.cit., (1980), p.125. 
201 Ibid., p.157. 
202 Anon. Chapter L. History of the Institute of Religious Brothers of the Christian Schools, Ireland. The Christian 
Brothers’ Educational Record (In House Publication, no date), p.27. 
203 W.A. O’Hanlon, op.cit., (1980), p.154. 
204 B. Coldrey, op.cit., (Dublin, 1988), pp.50 & 54. 
205 Ibid., p.57. 
206 Ibid., p.53. 
207 Ibid., p.55. 
208 W.A. O’Hanlon, op.cit., (1980), p.143. 
209 B. Coldrey, op.cit., (Dublin, 1988), p.120. 
210 W.A. O’Hanlon, The Writings of Brother Thomas John Wiseman and of His Contemporaries. The Christian 
Brothers’ Educational Record 1981 (In House Publication 1981) p.56.  A prolific writer, Wiseman wrote textbooks on 
science, geography, English grammar, mathematics, geology, Irish history and poetry, as explained on pp. 9-56. 
211 B. Coldrey, op.cit., (Dublin, 1988), p.56. 



 34  

history, Irish music, the Irish landscape and some Irish personages.212 
 
In the secular milieu of primary education development in the 19th century, Sir Patrick Keenan 
(1829-1894) played an active and important role. A Catholic, he rose up the ranks of the 
bureaucratic ladder beginning as a monitor in the Marlborough Street Model School in 1841 to 
eventually become the appointed Resident Commissioner of National Education in Ireland in 1871, 
a position he was to hold until his death twenty-three years later.213 This was a remarkable 
achievement for a person whose only formal education had been that of a pupil and monitor in one 
of the newly established National Schools.214 A man with a “definite and almost unique philosophy 
of education,”215 the “insight which he brought to bear upon contemporary Irish educational 
problems was successively that of the sociologist, the comparative educationist, [and] the 
philosopher.”216 This was due to his background and his ability to communicate with all the major 
parties, educational, political and religious, involved in the educational arena of the day. Described 
by O’Dubhthaigh as “an agent of major reform but not a reformer as such,”217 Keenan was 
instrumental in bringing about important curricular reform in relation to the teaching of the Irish 
language in the National Schools. Based largely on his reports of 1856, 1857 and 1858 on the Irish 
language question and his support for the initiatives of the Society for the Preservation of the Irish 
Language, “the (National Education Board) Commissioners agreed in 1879 to sanction Irish as an 
extra subject for which results fees could be paid.” 218 In 1883 official recognition was granted to 
Irish as an optional medium of instruction in the schools of various Gaeltachtaí (Irish speaking 
areas)219 and in 1904 a bilingual programme was introduced220 which “recognised Irish as a normal 
school subject, and permitted it to be used as a teaching medium in Irish-speaking and bilingual 
schools.”221  

Keenan’s other important contribution to education was in his setting up and putting into 
operation a programme of teacher training for primary school teachers. His philosophy of, belief in 
and support of the monitorial system of training teachers, of which he himself was a graduate, 
eventually lead to the establishment of denominational training colleges during the 1880s. For 
example, St. Patrick’s College Drumcondra and Our Lady of Mercy College Baggot Street both 
opened in 1883.222 Keenan’s philosophy and methodology on school management and teaching, 
presented in a series of lectures in 1856, is acknowledged to have been the major influence on the 
book A Handbook of School Management and Methods of Teaching published in 1863 by 
P.W.Joyce, which ran to eighteen editions and became the standard manual on teaching 
methodology during the latter part of the 19th century.223 He was awarded a knighthood in 1881 for 
his educational work.  

Eoin MacNeill (1867-1945), a towering figure in Irish political and intellectual history, is 
also important for his contribution to the concept of Irishness within the Irish education 
environment. He held prominent positions during the time leading up to the formation of the Irish 
Free State in 1922 and was the first Cabinet Minister for Education from August 1922 to November 
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1925, first in the Provisional Government and then in the 1st and 2nd Executive Councils. As an 
activist he was for example prominent in the founding of the Gaelic League in 1893 with Douglas 
Hyde and he was editor of its newspaper the Gaelic Journal. Additionally, he was supportive of 
Pearse during the years leading up to the founding of Saint Enda’s in 1908 (see Chapter 3).224 
MacNeill also wrote some papers on the language question. For instance, he wrote ‘Why and how 
the Irish language is to be preserved’ in the Irish Ecclesiastical Record in 1891 in which he stressed 
“the indissoluble link between Catholicism and Gaelicism; the special claims of the Irish language 
upon the clergy; and the potential of the clergy to save the language.”225  

This statement in effect indirectly acknowledged the influential position the church had by 
then established for itself in the educational sphere. MacNeill is considered a major Celtic scholar; 
he was appointed Professor of Early and Medieval Irish History at University College Dublin in 
1908. In addition, he can be considered to be part of the long line of protagonists who strived to 
create a separate Irish nation for the island. He was also willing to resort to more direct means of 
achieving this identity as is evident from his participation in the forming and leading of the Irish 
Volunteers, established in November 1913 under his presidency.226 Commander-in-chief of the Irish 
Volunteers during the failed Easter Rising of 1916, he was arrested and sentenced to life 
imprisonment, but later released in the general amnesty of 1917. He was elected MP for the 
National University of Ireland in 1918, supported the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921 and was appointed 
Minister of Education in the 3rd Dáil of the Provisional Government (9th September - 6th December 
1922). Writing his ideas on education in The Irish Review that October he stated, “(A) national 
purpose in education should aim at enriching and developing the whole national life through the 
enrichment and development of the individual life.”227  

He continued in the education portfolio in the 1st Executive Council (6th December 1922 – 
9th August 1923) and finally in the 2nd Executive Council (19th September 1923 – 23rd May 1927). 
In 1924 MacNeill represented the Free State Government on the three-man Boundary Commission. 
He resigned his post in the Cabinet and so also as Minister of Education on 24 November 1925 
when a report stating that only minor border changes were going to be recommended was published 
in November 1925 in the London Morning Post. In December 1925 the Government agreed on the 
border basically as it stood.228 This angered many nationalists and made MacNeill the subject of 
much criticism.  

Concerning education, as the first native Cabinet Minister of Education MacNeill abolished 
payment of teachers according to examination results and he introduced open courses in literature.229 
Additionally, because he was responsible for the convening of the Second National Programme 
Conference in 1925, MacNeill can be considered one of the supporters, if not one of the architects, 
of the National School curriculum that was to remain in use for almost fifty years in the Free State. 
Mac Neill’s role in the education debate will be further developed in Chapter 4 below. 
 
Religious Institutions and Denominationalism in Educational Politics 
The Roman Catholic Church, the Roman Catholic Irish Christian Brothers, The Church of Ireland 
(The Established Church) and the Presbyterian Church were the main protagonists attempting to 
impose their own agendas on the educational system that was then developing during the 19th 
century. These were the religious institutions that were active in the educational debates, curriculum 
development and decision-making during the 19th century.  
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A Catholic system of education was fully established by 1807.230 The Church’s outright 
opposition to the Kildare Place Schools, with support from such prominent politicians as Daniel 
O’Connell, led to a Royal Commission declaring in 1824 that the Kildare Place system of education 
“had failed because the religious and moral instruction was not compatible with the principles and 
discipline of the Catholic Church.”231 This was followed two years later by a unanimous declaration 
from the Catholic hierarchy that although they accepted the principle of a national school system, 
they insisted for example on Catholic teachers for schools where the majority of pupils were 
Catholic and also on having the authority to select and approve the textbooks to be used. This 
declaration was an indication of the growing assertiveness of the Catholic Church in the English 
dominated system. In the words of Inglis, it indicated clearly “that the Catholic Church had 
emerged as a power bloc in Irish society, and was willing to define and defend its sphere of power 
over and against all others.”232   

Although the system initiated in 1831 was deemed non-denominational, in reality it turned 
out to be denominational because individual managers of the schools were not strictly controlled. 
Moreover, due to the fact that the majority of pupils were Catholic, the manager was usually the 
local parish priest. According to Akenson, “the system that was founded as a non-denominational 
one in 1831 was, by 1851, a denominational one in practice, if not in law.”233 These developments 
effectively heralded the end of the hold of the Established Church on Irish education and began a 
conflict between the Protestant State and the Catholic Church on the control of schooling that 
“pursued a tortuous and labyrinthine path.”234 It was to reach a point by the middle of the century 
where “(S)tate supervision of education had given way to a situation in which the Church was about 
to take control of Irish education.”235 

Despite individual clerics holding different opinions on numerous issues of church policy 
and how the country was developing from a Catholic perspective, the church as a body presented a 
unified position on their concerns and objectives for the education of their flock.  The hierarchy was 
however, for a period of time, divided in their support of the National School System with those in 
favour led initially by Murray of Dublin while those opposed were led by MacHale of Tuam. The 
issue eventually had to be brought before the Holy See in Rome. Finally in December 1840, under 
the guidance of Fr. Cornelius van Everbroeck S.J., professor of Church History in the Roman 
College of the Jesuits and a consultor of the Holy Office and of Propaganda, it was decided that it 
should be “left … to the prudent discretion of each bishop to allow or not allow the National 
Schools in his diocese.”236 This effectively gave autonomous control to each bishop, effectively 
pursued by such bishops as John Mac Hale of Tuam.  

Although predominantly a policy of toleration for the National Schools existed over the next 
two decades, with only MacHale taking the direct action of closing all those schools in his diocese 
and opening his own, hostility began to become obvious with the refusal of Cullen to take the seat 
on the Board of Commissioners vacated by the death of Murray in 1852.237  This affair had been 
preceded by the Synod of Thurles two years earlier in 1850. Convoked by Cullen, it was the first 
such synod in Ireland since the twelfth century. The main item of deliberation at Thurles was 
education, most notably the Queen’s Colleges and the agreement to set up a Catholic University. 
The Synod marked the return of the Catholic Church to a dominant position in Irish society and 
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clearly illustrated the importance to which it held its role and position in the evolving educational 
climate of the times.  

The Catholic Church realised early how important the education issue was to it maintaining 
and strengthening its influence across Irish society. Its strategy of focusing the public’s mind on the 
Celtic Christian Golden Age is important238 as it had repercussions across society and especially in 
the sphere of education. For instance, the Church’s promotion of the Irish language in schools is 
evident from statements issued at the Third Council of Tuam in 1858.239 This Council was presided 
over by MacHale and was attended by all the priests of the diocese. On the Irish language it issued a 
statement declaring:  

 
(it would be) a reproach to our age, if we forgot altogether the tongue in which our holy 
apostles and their successors evangelised our forefathers, and which was the vehicle by 
which the word of faith came down to us untainted and unimpaired. … (and that) the fate of 
this ancient, and to us for many reasons venerable idiom, depends on the clergy.240  

 
Other main points included in this statement were that:  
 

the youth of the country was losing knowledge of the language; the language was banished 
from parochial schools, a situation about which they expressed anger; the destiny of the 
language was in the hands of the priests and hierarchy; and that it was the duty of the clergy 
to cultivate the language in those districts where it was spoken, by the establishment of 
classes in each school.241 

 
Remarkably, this position on the native language and these statements were made seventeen years 
before the establishment of SPIL and thirty-four years before the founding of the Gaelic League.242  

Fr. O’Growney’s essay titled ‘The National Language’ in the Irish Ecclesiastical Record of 
1890 stressed the close link between language and nationality and also the link between the 
language and Catholicism.243 The close connection accorded by many clerics to the Irish language, 
nationality and Irish Catholicism placed the Church in the vanguard of all elements of the National 
School development. O’Growney states in his essay that “if the language is to be saved, immediate 
steps must be resolutely taken by those who have control of educational establishments of all 
kinds,”244 referring to the Church and implying the influential position it had worked so hard to 
place itself in and had now attained. Additionally, the support the hierarchy accorded to other 
Catholic religious institutions, for example Cullen’s support and promotion of the Christian Brother 
schools, was another pivotal factor in completing the overall control the Church was to claim on 
education in Ireland by the end of the 19th century.  

The most renowned Catholic Order active in Irish education throughout the 19th century and 
well into the 20th century was undoubtedly the Irish Christian Brothers. Founded by Edmund Rice 
in 1802, over the coming decades they were to develop an elaborate network of schools, especially 
primary schools, all over the country. By 1821, after years of extensive negotiations with Rome, the 
Christian Brothers were recognised as a Pontifical Institute (Religious Order) free from routine 
Episcopal control and were thus ready to seriously embark on  
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the Christian education of poor boys in the context of frustrating the efforts of Protestant  
proselytising societies, which were working with renewed vigour during the years  
coinciding with (their) early development.245  

 
The Brothers quickly acquired an excellent reputation as educationalists in the field of primary 
education. This was particularly due to “the social status of the brothers themselves, (who were) 
much better educated and circumstanced than most people who undertook the education of the 
poor.”246 It was also due to the production and publication of their own textbooks, which they 
embarked upon to address the pertinent needs of their Irish Catholic pupils. The decision to produce 
their own textbooks was also to promote their own philosophy and methodology of education and to 
have control over textbook content. The Brothers were very successful in achieving their goals 
despite having a relatively small community – 45 in 1831, 105 in 1845, and almost 1,000 by the end 
of the 19th century.247   

Another major facet in their development was the acknowledgement and support they 
received from important members of the Catholic hierarchy, most notably Cullen in the diocese of 
Dublin. Addressing the Dublin diocesan clergy in 1864 Cullen remarked, “(I)t is most desirable that 
you should give every encouragement to the schools that are under the care of the Christian 
Brothers.”248 Moreover, in 1869 when speaking before the Primary Education Commissioners he 
paid a handsome tribute to their work.249  

In addition to the curricular focus on religious instruction, according to Collins, the Brothers 
also contributed to education in three crucial areas:  

• the teaching of Irish history and geography,  
• the teaching of the Irish language, and  
• participation in the wider ‘Irish-Ireland’ movement.250  

 
Furthermore, “given Cullen’s interest in the Irish Christian Golden Age and his nationalist 
sympathies, the type of history that the Brothers taught can be seen to have harmonised perfectly 
with his own perspective.”251 As the National Schools came under more and more criticism from the 
Catholic hierarchy, the Christian Brother schools came to represent the ideal of a Catholic 
education. Particularly after 1838 the Brothers’ schools became more central and important to the 
Catholic hierarchy in promoting their ideals of Catholic education and Irishness. From then their  
schools began to operate independently of the National School Board252 and, free from its 
constraints, their teaching methodology and materials in particular developed in its own unique 
manner. Nowhere was this more evident than in the textbooks they produced and published for all 
their schools, textbooks that contrasted severely in content and tone with those of the National 
Board.253 Coolahan elaborates: 
 
 … untrammelled by the policy and regulations of the Commissioners of National Education,  

the Christian Brothers had no hesitation in including content related to Ireland and to Irish  
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history for pupils in their alternative school system.254 
 

The Christian Brothers also assisted the Irish-Ireland movement and the ongoing revival of 
traditional culture and lore that was gaining momentum towards the end of the 19th and the early 
20th centuries. One of their many influential initiatives was the holding of the Juverna Bazaar in 
1903 and another was the publication of the monthly periodical Our Boys from September 1914 
onwards.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Illustration 1. Our Boys Title Header.255 
 

 
To mark the centenary of the foundation of the Order and to raise funds for the construction of a 
new training college and headquarters, the Juverna Bazaar was held over a week in Dublin during 
May 1903. It consisted for example of entertainments such as music, choruses and plays supporting 
the cause of Ireland’s cultural regeneration. The name ‘Juverna’ was one of Ireland’s ancient names 
and identified the project with the aspirations of Irish-Ireland.256 The political activist Arthur 
Griffith encouraged attendance at some of the events stating, “… the Christian Brothers alone 
amongst the teaching Orders in Ireland have done and are doing something for real national 
education.”257 The entrance to the Bazaar was adorned with a prominent poster of the heroic figure 
of an Irish warrior with drawn sword and each stall had its name written in large Irish characters 
and was linked to some historic Irish location.258 Additionally, Irish was the lingua franca of the 
event. These examples illustrate the link being activated and utilised to the heroic past by a religious 
institution and the direct association of the concept with that of patriotism and Irish nationalism.  

The second example of evoking the heroic past and placing it firmly in the education 
environment of the youth is manifest in the publication, from September 1914, of the Brothers’ 
monthly periodical Our Boys. Earlier that year the Christian Brother P.J. Hennessy had called for 
such a publication, while some years previous an anonymous contributor to the United Irishman 
had also written that there was no Irish writer publishing such material. He argued that “boys are 
‘potential heroes, and are essentially hero-worshippers’ and identify with the man of action,”259 and 
stating that there was no Irish writer publishing such material, identified the need for such material 
to be written.  
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The ideas permeating through this publication in relation to hero-worship and finding their 
manifestation in the Cuchulainn sagas among others were a direct consequence of the 1841 book on 
hero-worship published by Carlyle.260 (see Chapter 3). One of the aims of the Journal was “to fire 
their (boys) enthusiasm for what is noble and good, to inflame their love of country.”261 Many of the 
issues contained Irish historic as well as mythological material, thus giving prominence and 
importance to the myths and placing them on par with the country’s historical interpretation and 
delivery. For example, the first issue began a series entitled ‘The Story of Cuchulainn. The Boy-
Hero of Ancient Ireland’ and it ran monthly until the following March.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Illustration 2.  Our Boys, The Story of Cuchulainn.262 
  

 
The series encapsulated stories on Cuchulainn, Deirdre and Queen Maeve and contained Celtic-
heroic drawings with each issue, giving the story front- page prominence in the February 1915 issue 
with an evocative drawing of Cuchulainn holding a spear and carrying a shield adoring the cover. 
Additionally, the Journal’s front-page design incorporated a Celtic motif of the script ‘Our Boys’ 
and framing a group of three boys reading the journal (Illustration 1). The incorporation of character 
and theme illustrations and Celtic motifs in the mythological tales included was an element of story 
delivery that was to be taken up and continued in the National School textbooks of the Free State a 
decade later. 

Through the focus on promoting an Irish-Ireland within and beyond the educational arena, 
mythology had arrived in the mainstream of Irish education in no small part due to its inclusion in 
the Brothers’ educational material. The mythological tales and heroes were to remain an aspect of 
educational literature, playing an important role in shaping the Celtic-Irish image and also the 
identity of the pupils who were to follow in Ireland’s national schools right through the 20th century.  

Other Catholic Religious Orders were active in providing education facilities for both boys 
and girls throughout the country during the nineteenth century. For example, the Patrician Brothers, 
De La Salle Brothers and Marist Brothers, and the Sisters of Mercy and Loreto Sisters. However, all 
of these Orders remained within the National Board system, initially at least. Therefore, they used 
the textbooks supplied by the Board, availed of the financial grants and accepted the constraints 
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imposed by the Board.263 As a result, they did not have the corresponding nationalist impact the 
Christian Brothers had on the education environment, particularly concerning textbook content, 
production and use. 

As mentioned earlier, the other main religious denominations were also critical of the 
National Schools and its operational methods. The Church of Ireland (Anglican Church) felt that 
“(P)rotestantism was endangered and ascendancy weakened by the new system of education.”264 
Eventually in 1839 it set up its own school system, the Church Education Society, for the specific 
promotion of Scriptural education and to oppose the National Board’s schools265 as it felt it held a 
special position in society and did not want to relinquish or share control of education, especially 
with the Catholics. These schools were open to children of all faiths and were numerous throughout 
the country. However, with the existence of an alternative Church of Ireland school system what 
this resulted in was that most of the National Schools, apart from the province of Ulster, were 
attended by Catholics only.266 The Church Education Society schools continued until Church 
Disestablishment in 1869 and from then onwards, due to financial burdens, they gradually became 
incorporated within the National School system.267  

In 1843 a group of Anglicans under the leadership of W. Sewell and J. Todd founded the 
College of Saint Columba to provide the Irish Protestant population with an institution comparable 
to the public schools in England and equal Clongowes Wood College, the Catholic school the 
Jesuits had founded in 1814.268 The school intended to take its students from among the sons of 
Anglican landlords and clergy. It was not however to be a college orientated towards England and 
English culture. Sewell declared that it was to be a college for Ireland, to be identified with Irish 
culture and tradition.269 Additionally, the Irish language was included on the curriculum, with 
O’Donovan’s grammar text a core feature.270 The inclusion of Irish was considered a revolutionary 
feature in a major Anglican institution.271 Concerning the inclusion of Irish in its curriculum, it 
stated in its prospectus of 1850: 
   

At all events it is manifest that nothing has a greater tendency to promote kind and 
conciliatory feelings between the peasantry and their superiors, whether clergymen or 
landlords, than the use of the  Irish language. It establishes at once a common bond, and 
facilitates a friendly intercourse; breaking down the painful barrier which has long separated 
natives of the same soil, and subjects of the same gracious Sovereign.272 

 
Saint Columba’s College273 is an example of the success of private enterprise and intervention in the 
development of education in Ireland during the 19th century, which acted to cater for the needs of a 
specific group within the community. It can also be considered a success because it acted apart from 
the mainstream of government education policy and survived, receiving a Royal Charter in 1913.274 
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Presbyterian opposition, especially in Ulster, occurred immediately after the establishment 
of the Irish National School system in 1831. Under the leadership of Dr. Cooke, from 1832-1840 
the Synod of Ulster carried out a campaign of negotiation and intimidation that eventually lead to 
changes in the regulations that they considered acceptable.275 Among the changes were: 
a) the removal of having one day specifically devoted to religious instruction - reading of the 
Scriptures could now be carried out any day as long as four hours were devoted to secular 
instruction,276  
b) the right of non-vested schools (schools built without the aid of the Commissioners) to be 
entitled to funding, and  
c) to have the right to exclude clergymen of other religious faiths from giving religious instruction 
in the schools.277  

The outcome of all this was an increasing denominationalising of the national school 
environment, where, throughout the country, each religious group was left in control of its own 
education policies and actions. This was quite the opposite to what the government had initially 
intended.  
 
Lay Institutions 
As mentioned above The Kildare Place Society, set up in 1811 by a multi-denominational group, is 
considered the leading Protestant voluntary education society of the nineteenth century in Ireland.278 
Its importance in Irish education is related to the foundations it laid in the areas of teacher training 
for both men and women with the setting up of its Model School system in 1816 in Dublin. It is also 
credited with beginning the school inspectoral system, a system that is still an integral part of 
National School education in Ireland. By the end of 1831 the Society had trained 1900 men and 500 
women279 and when the National Board began teacher training at three Model Schools in 
Marlborough Street Dublin, it based them on the Kildare Place method of training.280 In addition to 
being financially supported by the government (receiving two and a half million pounds during the 
period 1811-1828), it also got support from the Catholic clergy, albeit only for its first nine years. 
By then the clergy realised it was another proselytising endeavour and as a result of the campaign it 
mounted against it, it had government support and financial aid withdrawn by the end of the decade. 
The government had also come to the conclusion, based on investigations and reports conducted 
from 1824-1827, that there was an urgent need for a state-supported school system. This finally led 
in 1831, through the agency of Lord Stanley, to the establishing of the Irish National School 
System. By 1840 the Schools overseen by the Society had merged into the Church Education 
Society.281  
 
 

Political Debates and Legislation 
 
Resulting from the findings and suggestions of the Reports of the Commissioners of Irish Education 
Inquiry (1824-1827) and from the Report from the Select Committee on Education in Ireland 
(1828), the Irish Education Bill was proposed and passed by the Whig Government in November 
1831. This effectively initiated the National School System throughout Ireland. These were indeed 
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momentous years in the resurgence of the Irish Catholic population as only two years previous the 
Catholic Emancipation Act (1829) had been passed. This Act began the dismantling of the 
remaining Penal Laws and the beginning of the native people once more feeling a pride in being 
Irish (and) Catholic.282 

Throughout the next ninety years there were to be numerous Commissions set up to 
investigate and many Reports written on the education situation in Ireland at primary level, for 
example the Wyse Committee of 1838 (on foundation schools and education in Ireland), the Kildare 
Commission of 1857-’58 (on endowments, funds and conditions of all endowed schools), the Powis 
Commission of 1870 (on the nature, extent and practical working of the system of National 
Education), the Belmore Report of 1898 (on manual and practical instruction), the Dale Report of 
1904 (on premises, equipment, staffing and instruction), the Dill Report of 1914 (on the system of 
inspection), and the Killanin Commission of 1919 (on teacher conditions and distribution of 
funding).283 Additionally, in 1892 an Education Act was passed that made attendance at school 
compulsory between the ages of six and fourteen. It allowed children to have part-time employment 
from eleven to fourteen, though the Act had little impact in reality as many County Councils failed 
to apply the regulation.284 In 1904 bilingual programmes were permitted in the Gaeltacht (Irish-
speaking) regions. 

The most important of these commissions was the Powis Commission of 1870. The 
recommendations made by the commission entailed fundamental readjustments in the national 
school system,285 and determined the main lines of official education policy for the remainder of the 
century.286  

Some of the main recommendations of the commission are as follows:  
a) a payment by results scheme in which fees were to be paid to teachers on the results of an annual 
inspection carried out by inspectors on children who had made a fixed number of attendances;287  
b) all teachers should have a contract of employment with a notice of dismissal clause;  
c) all teachers should have a formal pre-service training of twelve months duration;  
d) State aid should be extended to training institutions of religious societies under certain 
conditions;  
e) the existing district Model Schools should be gradually discontinued;  
f) in localities where only one school existed religious instruction should be at fixed hours and be 
confined to pupils of particular denominations;  
g) the National Board should discontinue the publication of textbooks but retain the right of 
sanctioning such books.288  

Of particular relevance for the Irish Catholic hierarchy was that the Commission officially 
acknowledged and endorsed the denominational environment (a condition already in existence as 
explained above). The Commission did this by, for example, urging the discontinuance of the 
Model Schools and providing state aid for denominational teacher training. Consequently, by the 
middle of the 1880s such renowned training colleges as St. Patrick’s College Drumcondra, Our 
Lady of Mercy College Carysford and the Church of Ireland Training College Rathmines had been 
established.  
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In summary, an overview of the Political Debates, Reports and Legislation that took place 
between 1831-1924 is provided to give a clearer understanding of the bountiful bureaucratic activity 
in the educational arena during this time period:  

• 1831 National School System set up   
• 1838 Wyse Committee (on foundation schools and education in Ireland)  
• 1853 textbooks objectionable to Catholics removed from curriculum   
• 1857-’58 Kildare Commission (on endowments, funds and conditions of all endowed schools)  
• 1860 Catholics gain fuller representation on Board of Education   
• 1868 Irish National Teachers’ Association formed (later Organisation) – to become the INTO 
• 1870 Powis Commission (on the practical working of the National Education system) 

approves the principle of denominational education  
• 1871 training of Catholic as well as non-Catholic teachers starts  
• 1892 Education Act, compulsory attendance between the ages of six and fourteen and 

allowing part-time employment from eleven to fourteen  
• 1898 Belmore Report (on manual and practical instruction)  
• 1904 bilingual programmes permitted in Gaeltacht regions 
• 1904 Dale Report (on premises, equipment, staffing and instruction)  
• 1914 Dill Report (on the system of inspection)  
• 1919 Killanin Commission (on teacher conditions and distribution of funding) 
• 1921-’22 Report of National Programme Conference (an INTO initiative) 
• 1924 the Department of Education established 

 
Apart from the proposals on administrative and structural reform submitted by the various 
committees, motivated by a rising tide of cultural nationalism in the years leading up to the 
establishment of the Irish Free State a broad consensus was being formed that the national schools 
ought to be the prime agents in the revival of the Irish language and native tradition, elements which 
were considered “the hallmark of nationhood and the basis for independent statehood.”289  This was 
a theory strongly promoted by such people as Patrick Pearse (see below). Coolahan goes on to 
elaborate: 

 
The awakening of interest in the Irish language, literature, history, mythology, games, music 
and dancing, which manifested itself towards the end of the nineteenth century and which 
spread widely in the early years of the new century, was bound to lead to demands for their 
prominent inclusion in school courses. The rediscovery of the Gaelic heritage gave rise to 
feelings of excitement and enthusiasm and for many nationalists the main purpose of 
education in a free Ireland was the re-establishment of Gaelic civilisation. The concepts of 
nation, national culture and the role of the school as contained in nationalist ideology had 
formed a dynamic element in the movement for independence from Britain… and it was an 
accepted element of nationalist belief that, in laying the foundations for a new state, the 
schools would be geared to promote the revival and extension of the Irish language and 
Gaelic culture.290 
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Conclusion 
 
From Keating’s mid-17th century Foras Feasa ar Éirinn onwards a sense of Gaelic-rooted Irish 
identity slowly spread into a modernizing Ireland, boosted by the publications of the other Irish and 
Anglo-Irish literati who followed for the next hundred and seventy years. This sense of identity was 
made available to the nationalist independent-seeking protagonists of the 19th century to tune into 
and get inspiration and enlightenment from as they charged towards the crisis years of 1916 to 
1920. 
 Additionally, the long history of activity in the field of education from the 16th century 
onwards, although haphazard in nature, established a platform for a more systemic model of 
education from the 1830s onwards. According to Akenson, 
 
 Ireland in the first third of the nineteenth century possessed a body of educational opinion  

that could be easily crystallized into an educational structure that would be readily accepted  
by the majority of the nation’s power brokers.291 
 

Firstly, there was the setting up of the National Schools in 1831 followed by the progression to a 
situation where the delivery of education fell along denominational lines that also included 
networks of schools run by religious orders who were predominantly Catholic. This culminated in a 
situation where a solid platform was in place from 1924 when the newly established Department of 
Education in the Free State began to initiate its policies in relation to the Gaelicisation of the 
school-going youth of the newly established State. 

The educational debates and conflicts that emerged throughout the 19th century, for example 
the promotion of the view that the youth of Ireland should be steeped in an Irish view of their own 
history and the efforts to formulate the fostering of Irish national pride as a pedagogical goal, 
meshed with what was simultaneously occurring in the growth of Irish nationalism in other areas 
such as the political and cultural arenas. Consequently, in the early years of the Free State when the 
Ministry of Education and the Irish National Teachers’ Organisation made certain decisions as to 
how they wanted to shape the school curriculum and its educational policy in relation to the 
inclusion of a national component, these decisions were influenced by the broad ideological 
groundswell that had been hammered out in the debates, conflicts and developments that had 
unfolded over the 19th century. 
 Furthermore, during the 19th century especially, the road towards the creation of the State’s 
own education system was populated by many strong-willed, influential people, both clerical and 
secular. Through their initiatives, writings and standpoints a situation was reached by 1920 where 
the newly formed State was ready to take over the existing education system and use it in pursuit of 
its own objectives, that of nurturing a school-going population in acknowledging and respecting 
their unique Irish background that was simultaneously Gaelic, Catholic and totally separate from the 
British Empire. In this chapter I have predominantly looked at those people from the clerical world 
who were active in the debate for an independent, nationalist Ireland. In the next chapter I will 
introduce how the education debate became entwined in the political debates and literary 
developments unfolding and look especially at the role of Patrick Pearse. It is in the attitudes, 
activities and writings of Pearse that the circle is completed where we reach a point where 
education, politics and mythology become common bedfellows in the mission to make Ireland 
nationalist, independent and free to decide its own destiny.  
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