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IRISH POTATO FAMINE

1. when I wrote to you on 24 October, I copied my letter to
Peter Holmes at the Department of Education in Northern
Ireland. It seemed to me worth establishing whether there
were any relevant textbooks on the Irish famine used in
schools there. Peter has sent me the enciosed paper, prepared
by Dan McCall of the NI Schools Inspectorate, which describes
the non-prescriptive approach adopted by DENI. Although Peter
suggests that the particular circumstances of Northern Ireland
impose constraints which do not exist in New York, I thought
you should have the paper, as it may help you and your
colleagues to know how the subject is dealt with in that
particular environment.

2. In his covering letter to me, Peter Holmes says that the
note will reinforce my view that, however revisionist modern
historians may be, Britain cannot come out of the story well.
There are, I think, rather a lot of stones which are best

left unturned. On the assumption, however, that the issue may
be taken up elsewhere than in New York, Ted Hallett is
peparing a summary of historians’ views on the Famine which we
shall, of course, let you have in due course.

3. I have just seen Peter Reid’s letter to you of

15 November in which he asks about officially sanctioned
texts. We enter difficult territory if we come near to
establishing a Government view of a contentious episode in
19th century history. Ted Hallett’s piece (which we had put
on hold earlier this year) will provide a quarry of
historical references. Mr McCall’s paper may be of some help
too. But my feeling is that anything which can be identified
as British Gevernment: propaganda may, as Peter Reid goes on
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to confirm, be directly counter-productive. So my
presumption remains that it is best to point to the views of

J respectable historians as a counterpoint to hostile comment,
rather than assert a Government position. But I look forward
to your advice on how best to address the issue.

%‘le

Bharucha, IPL
Whitaker, NAD

p\’\h" o
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\Mr
Mr Clarke, Dublin \____,———”'<7
Mr Innes, BIS New York
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THE GREAT FAMINE
TREATMENT IN NORTHERN IRELAND CURRICULUM AND SCHOOLS

BISTORICAL REFERENCES

1. The Noxthern ;relénd Curriculum (NIC) Programme of Study for history in Key
Stage 3 (normally in year 10) zequires the teaching of “Rural Izeland and the
impact of the Great Famine, for example emigzation and the land question.” 1Ia
XS2 (normally in yeacv 7) schools are zequired to teach Life in Victorian Times;
the Famine {tself {5 not stipulated but is mentioned as an example of what might
be taken up. The pragramme of study doas not set down how the topic might be
taught or wheze :n emphasis might be put.

2. T am not awaze of any recent publication produced for echools dealing only
with the Great Famine. That said, schools will often produce their own teaching
B unite for such & topic, especially if the teachere iatend to pursue the issue in
some depth. I am aware of several recently produced textbooks which touch on
the oubject. The Blackstaff Press has publiehed in 1996 "Life in Victorian
Ireland” (Deirdre Brown of the UFTM is one of the 2 authors); thie ie aimed at
primary schools. The Famine etory is presented through a combination of
chronological narrative and the use of gouzce materiale. Positions are not
raken, the selected materisl is left, as it. wvere, to "epeak" for itegelf. The
Government'e role is noted in terms of its public works and eoup kitchen
programmee and their effectiveness, or otherwiss.  Cambridge Univereity Pzeos
has aleo published in 1996 "Nationalism and Unicnism" (the authors are a BELB
history support officezr and a local h;story teacher, ‘it® editor is Jonathan
Bardon). It devotes a chapter to tla Famine; ite treatment is largely factual
and narrative and like its primary countezpart, it noteas bzriefly the effective
and ineffective aspects of the Government's regponse. It does not attempt to
encourage pupile to reach a view about the ddequacy or inadequacy ©f that
response. A thixd recent pubchation “Divided Island" (also published in 1996
by Colourpoint Press) ie the work of hxato:y suppozrt officers from 3 of the
education and library boards. Thle publxcatiou ie aLmod specifically at lower
attaining KS3 pupile. Ite txeaxment .0f the Famine is very limited; it does not,
for example, refer to the numbe: who died or emigzated. It mentions the
Govarnment ‘e action on goup kztchens.
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3. It ie clear from the ahove publacationa that the con::overaxal iesue of the
Famine is tzeated in a very chcumspoct mannez. No dtrect attampt is made to
apportion blame or to have the pupxli eome ‘o an cve:all judgement aboue the
merite or demerits of the zasponae wade hy Gavernnant or other agencies. That
this ie the case should not be sutpticing. The teaching of history in Northezn
Ireland over the last 2S5 years of ¢ivil unzest hag iteelf been a controversial
matter. Teaching history in a divided society such ae Rorthera Ireland,
eepeclally coatroversial topice, og,gopiqa;yhidh,havg a bearing on how the 2
communities in Northern Izeland petcoiva themeelves,; ia a challenging and risky
controveraial issues but will deal vath them in a moﬂt careful manner, involwving
econeideration of the baaic factc and the u-o e! scma documantary sources which
provide different pe:apcct&ves on the matter in qyeacion. Pupils will usually
have brought to their notice a ‘range ‘of vigwe but will not be pressed to zeach a
conclueion about the righte ‘and wrongs of g particular situation. To do
otherwise, in the vzew of many teache:s, is. td :;nk antagonls;ng (some) parents
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and children who may feel atrongly that “their® particular community's
perception of its hietory is being challenged in too rigorous a manner. Teachers
who work in areas where paramilitary groupe are strongly Pplaced are eepecially
conscious that they can face competition from a hietory of the streets, a
history which seeks from the past justification for politiecal programmea.today.
The Famine is a topic capable of gererating strong views and teachers will be
wary about going beyond the baelc facts. JIn weet and north Belfast, for
exampla, the anniversa:y of the Famine has been commemorated by a caries of
large and impreseive wall murals. Theee moatly reflect strongly republican and
nationalist eentimente and an anti~British view. Teachers in these areas, given
the pronminonce of theoe murals and their overtly political message, would be
careful indeed in exploring too deeply controvereial aspects of the Famine,
particularly those which touched on the adequacy or otherwise of the Bxitish
Government‘'e response f£rom 1845-50.

4. In considering its position on the contxeversy in Naw York the Foreign
Office will be very aware that much tuzns on the use of the term genocide. Given
>  a @ictionary definition of a; planned and delibe:ate destruction of a people, the
FO could well challenge. the valsdxty of such 4 term; that stated, the FO aleo
should be advised clearly that there 1ie 11ke1y to be little comfort for the
Government if schools in Neu !ork (or eleevhe:e) should investigate the nature
of the then British coveznmen: § responee to the Famine. .
S. For those teachers who go beyond the puhlxehed textbooks in their search for
teaching materialg, it ie highly likely that they will €ind the judgements of
academic historians to be mostly c:it;cal of the adeguacy of the Government's
response to the Famine. For exanple f
a) Professor JC Beckstt (QUB) : an historian from the unionist tradition whose
highly regarded work, "Tho Making of :Modern Ireland 1603-1923", expresees the
view that the "Inefficient characte: ‘of govezrnment action in Ireland (resulted)
mainly from the economic p:xnciplos on which it was based'- that ™ .. no one
could doubt that if a camparable crisis hnd az;sen in England the Government
would have ensured adequate supplxes ot £ood. at whatever cost to the economy".
In addition, he refers to a tellxng conmsnt dalxvered by one of his agents in
Ireland to Sir charles Tt!velyan (thn ;enietunt aecreta:y to the Treasury and
the key govermment officer zqvolvad xn dazecting the British response to the
Famine) that he (rravelyan) il R cannot answer the ery of want by a quotation
from political ecoacmy. N‘L il “h“lL A
b) Profeesor RF Foster :. an bistozinn whoee wozk "Modern Ireland 1600 - 1972°
has been acclaimed in ve:y mnny quazters home and “abroad, whose views on Irish
hietory would be in the revisionist camp and who would be opposed by those
hietorians who take issue with what hae been :egardad in some quarters as his
anti-nationalist etandpoint. toste: [ ] Judgamentc are often critical of the
Government's response. He doas note that tha cr;eis was "beyond the powers
either of the existing otate apparatuo q: the pcevalent conceptions of social
- reoponeibility = in Irelandwgt leaat.” Ho ﬁurthet pointe out that
i *“Fundamentally, howeve:, elief was up to government initiativa and this, in the
long run, was not up to thstchallenge" that the government "machinery ... wae
not capable of bearing the unprecedentedly hugo welght. within both the
govecnment and the T:easu:y. humanxta:ian meuleas came up againet a violent
disapproval of subsidised. merovenent :chemas; there was alco an attitude, often
unconcealed, that Irieh fecklesenees and lack of aconomy (**) were bringing a
retribution that would work out for the best in the end.” (Trevelyan's views on
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this point are best summarised in a letter .of December 2 1646 whaen he wrote,
“The great evil with which we have to contend (is) ..... not the physical evil
of the famine, but the moral evil of the eelfish, perveree and turbulent
character of the people.”); that "many ‘starved through bureaucraey" and that
Trevelyan held views (for example, in’ h;n *“Irish Crisis™ of 1848) that "the
Famine wae the design of & banign Malthusian | Goi”uho sought to relieve
overpopulation by natural diaaeter. . 30 o
C€) EHistorians and writere of histoty from Canada and the USA can be scathing in
their comments. Donald Mac Kay, a Canadian in his "Flight from Famine : The
Coming of the Irish to Canada" (1990) offers a parxticulacly bitter comment,
“Just how much Peel could have done is questionable since the cauee of Ireland's
tragedy lay in centuries of abusive colonialism and a Social system that
suppreesed the rural population ......(the Whig government from 1846) ..... saw
it to provida leee help than Peel had secured for a considerably lesser crisis
the previous year. Common sanse fell prey £0 economic dogma, to the
inadequacies of a dietant government and €0, cile sezvanta accustomed to

> treating the Irish less as a people than as epecimana to be observed in an
adninietrative laboratory.".

L A 4'-,4,:.\7?'2 (e §.¢,; S
6. It ie the caee that'eifagggz can’ bs advanced to demonutrata positive
examples of the Government' s :espcnse.’ Acknowledgament is also needed, if a
full and fair undarstanding of this complex and unfortunate period is to be
attained, that the constraintse arising, from Irish oocial, geographical and
logistical circumstances, as well as :ne polit;cal and economic principles of
the day, contributed substantially to tha undezm;n;ng of relief efforts. All
these notwithetanding, any cena;derat;on of the ?amane cannot epcape £xom the
hareh and tragic reality of, the eut;nated 1 n;llion dead from starvation and
disease and the flight from a, atricken country of sone 1 million more to Canada,
the USA and to Britain.

I e

Conclugion

i) The complicated and challenging situation in which many history teachers
find themselvee in NI, reflected (for example) in the methods and circumepection
they amploy in teaching hietory in a‘deeply. divided soclety and the approaches
taken in recent publicationa vhich toucn on tbe Famine, offer little that the FO
could ugefully taoke up . in. xta efforte to councez developnenta in New York. local
NI eircumstances are too diffezent, thh teneiona too. zeal.

- \)..
ii) The charge of genocide may well bo refuted by.zeference to %he higtorical
and historiographical :eco:d. Fu:thermpza, &t ia tﬁa caso that Ireland in the
18408 cannot be conside:ed onlv from the petepoctxve of the late 20th century
and that the Government's, affo:ts had poa;tive outcomes.' When, howevez, the
Pamine as a whole is considered, the £O ie’ llkely to' f£ind but cold comfort in
the general conclusions of academic historians and wxriters of popular history.
i The eum of their verdiets is not favourable. '

XONI CENT/1/26/21



0U-@5-1996 11:16

AM-1996  12:29 9171 270 3331 F.uo

¥ @oos

coming forward in New York, the ¥O should'be aware that the story of the Great
Fanine in Ireland ie onme from whith very few groups active at the time, other
than the Quakers, emerge with any credit.

D McCall ™
DENI Bistory Inepectorzate

30 October 1996
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