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I was awestruck 
that my boy of 
four knew ‘no 
man is an island’

O
ne thing you don’t 
expect to get from a 
four-year-old is a 
philosophy lesson. 
And yet, where else 
but from the mouth 

of a child does real wisdom 
flow? Where but in innocence 
is truth to be found? I have 
met with great minds, people 
who have pushed humanity 
along the path of progress. 
From my present perspec-
tive, however, none could 
hold a candle to the simple 
yet extraordinary insights of 
a child. In one small sentence, 
they can capture the essence 
of beauty, goodness and 
reality.

I was standing in the kitchen mind-
ing my own business when, out of the 
blue, our youngest put me on the 
spot. ‘What,’ he asked, ‘does “you” 
mean?’ Before I could even contem-
plate an answer, he said: ‘You means 
me!’

He must have gathered I was 
rendered speechless because his next 
question was much more straightfor-
ward: ‘What’s wrong, Dad?’

How to tell a four-year-old that he 
has just cracked one of the great phil-
osophical conundrums? How to tell 
him that, in three small words, he has 
distilled the essence of so many great 
works on the question of identity?

‘You means me’: How beautiful, 
clear and concise. That a young boy 
could even conceive of such an idea is 
nothing less than a minor miracle. 
Yet we have all experienced moments 
when children say and do things that 
leave us suspended in mid-air. 

A child had caused his father to 
wonder about an enduring truth. 
When you point to me, you say ‘you’. 
When I point to you, I also say ‘you’. 
However, you are never a ‘you’ for 
yourself, but always a ‘me’. 

I know that sounds complicated, 
but it simply means that I never refer 
to myself as ‘you’. I always refer to 
myself as ‘me’, unless of course I am 
talking to myself. 

My son spotted the fact that, from 
your perspective, I am always referred 
to as ‘you’. 

There is more. You and I know who 
we are only because we understand 
the meaning of those little words 
‘you’ and ‘me’. I know who I am 
simply because I am not you. In other 
words, I know that I am Mark Dooley 
because I am not Matthew Dooley.

My identity as Mark is shaped by 
the fact that I am different from Mat-
thew. Without Matthew I could not 
be distinguished as the person I am. 
This means that our differences form 
the basis of our individual identities.

You and I are different yet we are 
somewhat the same. While we may 

lead distinct lives, we still need each 
other for affirmation and recognition. 
In John Donne’s beautiful words: ‘No 
man is an island entire of itself.’

Without you I could not be me. Each 
of us needs the other to come to a 
realisation of our own self-worth. 
Without your praise, encouragement, 
love and approval, I could never 
establish a sense of who I am in the 
world.

I need you just as you need me. 
Even now, as you read this column, 
you are fulfilling me in my vocation as 
a writer. Without your affirmation, or 
even your disapproval, I would expe-
rience a loss of self-identity.

Such is the case with all human life, 
but never more so than when it comes 
to love. If we all crave love, it is 
because we desire the unconditional 
affirmation of another. Our identities 
are never more secure than when we 
are endorsed by someone we adore. 

Love is a process of constant self-
giving. I surrender myself to you 
knowing that you surrender likewise. 
We are distinct, yet through love we 
surmount our separateness. 

We could say that, through love, 
‘you means me’. You are you and I am 
still me, yet I am only me because of 
you. Without you, without your end-
less affection and affirmation, I simply 
would not be who I am. 

To starve a child of love is not only 
to deprive him of security and 
certainty. It is to strip away that 
child’s sense of self. It is to rob him of 
the constant confirmation he needs 
to flourish as a person in an unfamil-
iar world. 

 

E
 
 
ach time you kiss your little 
darlings, you give them a gift 
of yourself. In saying ‘I love 
you’, you offer them the rec-
ognition they need to grow 

as self-assured people. And when 
they say ‘I love you’ in return, when 
they offer the gift of themselves, you 
will know that a beautiful identity is 
in the making.

‘I love you’: The words around which 
the whole of the moral life revolves. 
Much more than a simple declaration 
of fidelity, they are the source of last-
ing identity in a world where we can-
not find our way home. To have lived 
life without ever having heard them 
is, indeed, to have lived as an island.

I smiled with amazement, told him 
he was spot on and, before I could say 
any more, he was gone. My little son 
ran away to play, self-assured and 
happy to be alive. I listened to his dis-
tant laughter, heard him imitate Mr 
Nosey and scold his brother for hav-
ing disturbed his peace.

And then it welled up within me, 
that feeling of complete adoration 
that envelops you like the wings of an 
angel. I ran, held his tiny face in my 
hands, and exclaimed with sheer joy: 
‘You means me!’
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Early intervention in children with disabilities is crucial in their development and
subsequent integration into what we like to call ‘normal society’. With continued
cutbacks many children are receiving no intervention at all and the longer they
wait the more difficult it is for them to develop the skills we all take for granted

such as walking, talking or even holding a crayon.

Trans-fat junk food to be 
targeted under EU plans
Producers of cookies, cakes, and 
frozen pizzas could all have to 
change their recipes under pro-
posed new EU laws aimed at tack-
ling trans-fats.

Measures to curb the amount of 
the harmful fat, which is linked to 
a higher risk of heart disease and 
cancer, in food is being consid-
ered at a European level.

Maximum levels of trans-fatty 
acids, or trans-fats which are 
formed during food production 
to give food a longer shelf life, 
could be set under the changes.

Studies suggest naturally occur-
ring trans-fats are not as bad for 
heart health as manufactured 
trans-fats. Health concerns are 
mainly focused on trans-fats that 
are formed during the industrial 
production process. Such trans-
fats can be made by adding 
hydrogen to vegetable oil 

through a process called 
hydrogenation.

Commercial baked goods such 
as cookies, cakes and doughnuts 
often contain these trans-fats.

Trans-fats have already been 
substantially reduced in foods 
but can still be found in popular 
products such as frozen pizzas 
and margarines.

Research published by the Brit-
ish Medical Journal has found 
that industrially produced trans-
fats are linked to much greater 
risk of death and disease – a 34 
per cent increase in mortality 
and a 28 per cent increase in cor-
onary heart disease.

Obesity expert Professor Donal 
O’Shea said he would favour a 
more aggressive approach to 
eliminate trans-fats.

Professor O’Shea said yester-
day: ‘The current figure for can-
cer in Ireland are to doulble by 
2040. And we know the kind of 
things that are driving it and one 
of them is trans-fats – they have a 
clear link with cancer and heart 
disease.’

Fine Gael MEP Mairéad McGuin-
ness received confirmation from 
EU Health Commissioner Vytenis 
Andriukaitis that legislation is 
being considered to set maxi-
mum levels of trans-fats in food.

Yesterday Ms McGuinness, who 
is vice-president of the European 
Parliament, said she also wanted 
mandatory food labelling intro-
duced so consumers know what 
foods contain these ‘undesirable’ 
fats. ‘These industrially produced 
trans-fats offer no dietary bene-
fits whatsoever and in fact cause 
real health concerns,’ she said.

By Leah McDonald


