
A few years ago the then 
education secretary 
Charles Clarke launched 
the first national 
guidance on religious 
education in schools. It 
states that Christianity 
should have a central 
place in RE but that 
children should be 
taught about other faiths 
and about secular 
beliefs.
   The situation in 
Northern Ireland, 
however, is quite 
different. The Core 
Syllabus, drawn up in 
the light of the 1986 and 
1989 Education Orders 
and under the guidance 
of the 4 largest Christian 
denominations in the 
province, has been in 
place since 1992. 
Recently the study of 
two world faiths other 
than Christianity was 
included at Key Stage 3. 
While this revision is an 
advance on the previous 
syllabus, it does not go 
nearly far enough and 
certainly leaves 
Northern Ireland 
languishing behind other 
parts of Europe.

   There are two major 
lost opportunities which 
the government needs to 
rectify. In the first place, 
the syllabus still fails to 
address the reality of 
religious bigotry which is 
central to our divided 
society. The main 
churches treat this 
problem as if it didn't 
exist by ignoring it 
altogether in the 
education of our children. 
There is no attempt to 
explain to Protestant or 
Catholic pupils the nature 
of the difference between 
them, if any, in historical 
or theological terms. In 
other words, there is 
absolutely nothing in this 
revised core to counter 
the widespread 
assumption on one side 
that the Pope is the 
anti-Christ or on the 
other that Protestants are 
not ‘real’ Christians. In 
the face of 30 years of 
sectarian strife and 
centuries of bigotry on 
both sides, this omission 
is an appalling dereliction 
of duty.
    Secondly, the revised 
core fails to be properly 

inclusive of the increasing 
diversity in the wider 
community. All parties 
here now say they 
embrace pluralism, but 
not apparently the main 
Christian churches 
themselves when it comes 
to educating children. 
They still adhere to an 
almost exclusively 
Christian worldview, 
despite the fact that 
children have a basic right 
to learn about the major 
life stances adopted by all 
the peoples of the world.
   The syllabus also 
ignores Humanism, which 
is hardly respectful to a 
legitimate alternative 
viewpoint, especially 
when 17% of the people 
openly declare that they 
have no religious belief. 
Yet Humanism is now 
being studied by pupils in 
schools in England, Wales, 
Scotland and the Republic 
of Ireland, as well as in 
countries throughout the 
EU. 
Northern Ireland is now a 
glaring exception. This is 
surely a violation of 
fundamental human 
rights, including the right 

RE in Northern Ireland
No Humanism Here



of the child not to be 
indoctrinated. In 
international and EU 
law, it is probably illegal 
and the Education 
Orders which enshrine it 
clearly need to be 
repealed without further 
delay.
    A society noted 
throughout the world 
for its religious 
intolerance continues to 
display it to this day at 
the very heart of its 
Religious ‘Education’ . 
Here is a truly damning 
indictment and concrete 
proof that churches use 
education to control and 
manipulate their 
communities and so 
maintain the bigotry and 
sectarianism for which 
we are world famous.                                                            
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