
Education for Humanity 

HE Right to Education for 
Humanity is the title of an 
article by Brice Dickson and 

Conor McCormick of Queen’s Uni-
versity School of Law, which ap-
pears in the Northern Ireland Legal 
Quarterly. It is a good title. As they 
suggest, children should receive an 
education that equips them to be 
world citizens rather than adherents 
(‘captives’ is apt) of any particular 
creed, view of history or community 
tradition. That is particularly appo-
site here, where children are born 
into a Catholic or Protestant tradi-
tion with no choice in the matter. 
 
They indicate that progress in this 
area has been stunted by the undue 
deference given by international 
documents, churches and govern-
ments to the diktat of parents in 
relation to how their children 
should be educated. Education for 
humanity aims to equip children to 
be people who can play a full and 
active role in ANY society. 

The UN Declaration of Human 
Rights, 1948, while it stated that 
“everyone has the right to freedom 
of thought, conscience and reli-
gion”, nevertheless gave in to cer-
tain states in declaring contradicto-
rily that parents “have a prior right 
to choose the kind of education 
that shall be given to their chil-
dren”. This allowed the religious 
prejudices of parents to be domi-
nant in their children’s education. It 
is sad to see that this was rein-
forced in later UN documents and 
in the European Convention on 
Human Rights (ECHR) in 1950. 

It was not, however, the case in the 
UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (1989), which makes no 
reference to parental rights but 
instead states that “every child has 
a right to freedom of thought, con-
science and religion” and a right to 
think and believe what they want 
and to seek and receive all kinds of 
information, as long as it is within 
the law. 

The educational rights of the child is 
a tricky area. Clearly, the child does 
not have a right to be taught what-
ever he or she wants at any age. 
Dickson and McCormick say in the 
article that a mature child should be 
able to make an informed decision 
on the issue but avoid specifying at 
what age this occurs. In England 
and Wales a pupil post-16 may opt 
out of Assembly and RE without 
having to gain the consent of their 
parents to this choice. Of course, we 
don’t want the state indoctrinating 
children with particular ideologies. 
Pluralism is therefore, as they sug-
gest, the best approach. The child  

should be exposed to the doctrines, 
practices and achievements of many 
groups. In so far as values are the 
aim, tolerance and respect are 
paramount. 

Dickson and McCormick say that all 
children in state-funded schools 
should be taught ABOUT religion, 
but that in no school should children 
be instructed to adopt any particular 
religious beliefs. They refer to the 
Toledo Guiding Principles (2007), 
which imply support for a pluralist 
approach, and seek outcomes such as 
tolerance, respect, human rights and 
peace. 

In the Northern Ireland context, the 
authors begin by saying that the 
conflict was not primarily a reli-
gious one, more an ethno-political 
one, yet the thrust of their article is 
that it has greatly contributed to the 
Problem. It is surely is a mixture of 
religion, nationalism and ethnicity – 

a lethal combination. They do state 
in their conclusion that by making 
children “more aware of the role 
played by religious differences in the 
perpetuation of conflicts, states are 
more likely to be able to reduce the 
intensity of the conflicts and pro-
mote compromise between opposing 
views”. This surely implies that reli-
gion HAS played an important role. 

The writers describe the situation of 
schools in NI, and the strong influ-
ence of religious organisations in 
them. It is, as they rightly say, a 
large sectional religious influence, 
and they agree that there should be 
greater diversity in the governance 
of all schools. “We would prefer a 
situation where no religious organi-
sation is entitled to nominate any 
individuals as governors of a school 
board and where no members of the 
Education Authority are appointed 
because of their support for either 
Catholicism or Protestantism”. Ex-
actly. 

They also point to the domination 
of the RE curriculum by Christiani-
ty and add that, although schools 
are permitted to go beyond it, most 
teachers feel that there is already 
more than enough in the syllabus. It 
is a  narrow and incomplete ap-
proach to religion. 

Dickson and McCormick also right-
ly call for the government to revisit 
the foundational arguments in 
favour of planned integrated educa-
tion over any other form. They are 
also sceptical of ‘shared education’, 
quoting Humanist Paddy McEvoy 
that it is ‘segregation with a smiley 
mask on’. Indeed, there is little with 
which most Humanists would dis-
agree in this timely and excellent 
article.                         EDITOR    q 
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