
ESPITE THE PEACE 
PROCESS, Northern Ireland 
clearly remains a deeply 
divided society. Unionists 

and nationalists fundamentally disagree 
over the very nature and existence of 
the state. Protestants and Catholics still 
quarrel over the meaning and practice 
of Christianity. Monarchists and 
republicans, as well as liberals and 
conservatives, clash over the structure 
of the constitution and the rights and 
duties of citizens. And so on.
      What is not so self-evident is that, 
although these divisions are enacted 
every day by individuals on the public 
stage, they are actually ideological 
disputes. As Keynes said: “The ideas of 
economists and political philosophers, 
both when they are right and when 
they are wrong, are more powerful than 
is commonly understood. Indeed the 
world is ruled by little else. Practical 
men, who believe themselves to be 
quite exempt from any intellectual 
influence, are usually the slaves of some 
defunct economist”. 
     Or defunct politician, philosopher or 
theologian. There is no escaping from 
ideas because they are what make us 
what we are, a species that can reflect 
on its own existence and look back at 
the past and forward into the future. 
Ulster proves Keynes correct – it is a 
society riven by conflicting ideas for 
which people have been prepared to kill 
each other over the years.
     It must all be very confusing to 
children. They are born in the middle of 
this age-old quarrel and are brought up 
in an environment that is largely on one 
side of the divide. A Catholic child is 
likely to be reared as Catholic, 
nationalist, republican and liberal, 
whereas a Protestant child will probably 
be brought up as Protestant, unionist, 
monarchist and conservative. Children 
are labelled with a whole baggage of 
ideas and allegiances even before they 
have had time to think about them.
     Equally confusing must be the 
apparent elasticity of values in the wider 
world. Children observe all around them 
a widespread failure by many ‘model’ 
adults to live by a basic code of honesty, 
kindness, loyalty and decency. City 
bankers award themselves huge 
bonuses while their bank is making 

losses and laying off staff, politicians 
blithely fiddle their expenses, builders 
and planners offer bribes and 
back-handers, and celebrities and other 
public figures cheat on their partners. 
      How do children see their way 
through all this conflict, confusion, 
self-interest and hypocrisy? At present 
they cannot expect much help from 
schools, which are so preoccupied with 
exam results and treating children as 
statistics in league tables that they have 
largely lost sight of what education is 
about. 
    “A child”, wrote the French essayist 
Montaigne, “is not a vase to be filled, but 
a fire to be lit”. Yet, more than 400 years 
later, we are pouring more and more 
into an increasingly fragile vase which, 
even as it dampens the fires of curiosity 
and enthusiasm, is in danger of cracking 
under the strain.
    There is, however, one subject that 
underpins all political and ethical 
debate and that can help a child to 
navigate this moral morass. Yet in most 
schools it is avoided like the plague as 
too difficult, too abstract and too 
impractical. That subject is Philosophy.
    The benefits of Philosophy are 
numerous and profound. First, it 
improves thinking and communication 
skills. Research from Dundee University 
suggests that learning Philosophy raises 
children’s IQ by up to 6.5 points and 
improves their emotional intelligence. It 
helps us to analyse concepts, 
definitions, arguments and problems, to 
think more clearly and critically, and to 
develop oral and written expression.
      Philosophy also promotes tolerance 
and open-mindedness by increasing 
awareness of different perspectives. The 

French philosopher Descartes argued 
that childhood is where prejudices are 
born, which only Philosophy can 
overcome. It continually encourages the 
questioning of assumptions, a skill 
which is not only vital in work but also 
helps young people freely to seek the 
truth in their own way.
    Indeed, therein lies the key. The 
philosophical tradition, which embraces 
ethics and religions as well as logic, is 
essentially grounded in free inquiry. 
Thus UNESCO entitles one of its 
publications, Philosophy: A School of 
Freedom. It acknowledges a basic truth 
that morality, politics and religion 
should be discussed and argued openly, 
not dictated by authority or dogma.
    Today in more than 50 countries 
Philosophy is studied in schools at all 
levels. The United Kingdom, however, 
has no tradition of its compulsory 
teaching and study is minimal, except in 
Scotland where children as young as 
four are being taught Philosophy in 
several nursery schools.
    In Northern Ireland, Queen’s 
University has just introduced a new 
degree course on Philosophy, Politics 
and Economics. Yet the subject is 
almost totally absent from schools in 
the province. In the Irish Times recently, 
Michael Cronin of Dublin City University 
called for Philosophy to Replace 
Religious Education as a core subject in 
Irish Schools. I am making the same plea 
for Northern Ireland. It would not mean 
the end of religion in school because it 
would be taught from a comparative 
perspective as part of the Philosophy 
curriculum on Beliefs and Ideologies.
    We are frequently being told that in 
terms of education Northern Ireland is 
top of the class. But this is clearly one 
area where it lags far behind even many 
Third World countries where access to 
education is not open to all. The fact is 
that Philosophy classes might help us to 
understand and tolerate one another 
better and even to see beyond the 
ideologies of Orange and Green.
     To return to Montaigne, in his essay 
On Education he wrote: “Since 
philosophy is the art which teaches us 
how to live, and since children need to 
learn it as much as we do at other ages, 
why do we not instruct them in it?” Why 
not, indeed.                                                           
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