
Page 16 Irish Daily Mail, Wednesday, October 9, 2013

LADIES

WEEKEND

LIMERICK

WWW.LADIESWEEKEND.IE
LADIES DAY At thE rAcES

PoSt-RAcE
PArtY NIght

MINI-MArAthoN
woMENS
throUgh LIMErIcKS FAShIoN QUArtEr

OCTOBER 11-13
FAShIoN trAIL

SUPPortED bY

Dr Mark
Dooley
moral matters

mark.dooley@dailymail.ie

Ditch history 
and we forget 
who we are
I 

am mr Cosgrave and I 
have spent the past 15 
years in the Soviet 
Union’. That was how my 
old Latin teacher intro-
duced himself on his first 

day in our school. Having 
been brought up in the 
shadow of the Berlin Wall, 
petrified that Soviet missiles 
would cut short our young 
lives, mr Cosgrave was for us 
a figure of intense curiosity.

Why on earth would an Irishman 
surrender his freedom for life in a 
slave state? What’s more, he spoke 
glowingly of the communist system.   
When disturbed by unruly boys in 
class, he would invariably shout: ‘You 
wouldn’t get away with that in the 
Soviet Union.’

mr Cosgrave was a man of sound 
learning and culture. He spoke per-
fect Russian and yet he taught us 
Latin, the cornerstone of Western 
civilisation and the lingua franca of 
the Catholic Church. He understood 
why the past matters and why no 
society can survive when severed 
from its history.

It was this that persuaded me that 
mr Cosgrave was not a convinced 
communist. I was used to hearing 
Irish socialists praise the notion of 
‘Year 0’, something which Cambodian 
despot Pol Pot had recently inaugu-
rated with devastating consequences. 
The idea was to erase the ‘bourgeois’ 
past and begin again by returning to 
the fields.

The terrifying spectacle of Pol Pot’s 
‘killing fields’ was not replicated 
throughout the Soviet empire. How-
ever, all communist governments were 
determined to divorce their subjects 
from their past. They knew that the 
‘revolution’ could never succeed if 
people continued glancing backward.

We never discovered why mr Cos-
grave spent so long in the Soviet 
Union or why he ended up back in 
Ireland teaching Latin. It didn’t mat-
ter because the interesting thing 
about him was that he seemed to 
care about the past. His time in com-
munist Russia had not persuaded 
him that we must extinguish ‘the 
lamp of memory’.

I tell this story because, last Satur-
day, I found myself at the annual 
gathering of Ireland’s second-level 
history teachers. I accompanied my 
wife who teaches history in our local 
school and is passionate about its 
role in the moral development of chil-
dren. The primary focus of the confer-
ence was the impact on history of the 
new Junior Cycle curriculum which 
comes into effect next year.

The most shocking discovery was 

that the National Council for Curricu-
lum and assessment has decided 
that, from 2014, history will be 
optional for Junior Cycle students.  In 
fact, it is up to individual schools to 
decide if they are to offer the subject. 
This means that, because history is 
already optional at Leaving Cert level, 
a student could conceivably leave 
secondary school without having 
taken a single history class.

If teachers like mr Cosgrave kept 
the lamp of memory burning, it was 
because they recognised that Latin 
and history are much more than 
academic subjects. Without knowl-
edge of the past, children cannot 
acquire any solid sense of identity. 

Personally, I find it tragic that Latin 
was removed from the curriculum.  
That the same should now happen to 
history is outrageous. What hope for a 
society that has forgotten how it got 
to where it is and the sacrifices made 
on its behalf? Unless you think a per-
son’s identity is optional, you will see 
why history must be at the core of any 
credible curriculum. Disconnect citi-
zens from their past and you make 
them strangers to themselves. 

M
 
 
oRaLLY, the conse-
quences of historical 
amnesia could not be 
starker. When we no 
longer consider our-

selves in debt to the dead, when we 
no longer know or care about their 
sacrifices, we live only for the present.  
It is then that we selfishly consume 
scarce resources without any regard 
for future generations. 

What can our children hope to learn 
about who they are if we silence the 
dead? But that is what the NCCa 
now seems intent on doing. 

on Sunday morning, I took my eld-
est son to our local church to say fare-
well to the Salvatorian Fathers who, 
as I recently reported, are departing 
after 31 years of service. It was a cel-
ebration of community, one in which 
the living are always mindful of the 
dead. It was a deeply moving cere-
mony which reminded us that our 
debt to absent generations can never, 
in good conscience, be cancelled. 

at the reception that followed the 
mass, the old and young mingled with 
ease. They did so because ours is a 
common destiny forged from a com-
mon past. We are bound together by 
shared memories and a sense of what 
we stand to lose should we fail to 
transmit those riches to our children.

Ironically, it was an old communist 
who taught me to value such things.  
Thirty years later and little survives 
of the old heritage he helped sustain.

Could it be that, in the guise of ‘edu-
cational reformers’, the true commu-
nists have finally arrived? 
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