The Contribution of Rights and Righteousness to the Creation of a Participative, Respectful and Peaceful Society in Northern Ireland

by

L. Philip Barnes

King’s College London
Note on Contributor

Dr L. Philip Barnes is Senior Lecturer in Religious Education at King’s College London.  He has written 2 books and has had over 45 articles published in international peer reviewed journals such as the British Journal of Educational Studies, Journal of Philosophy of Education, Modern Theology, Religion, Religious Studies, and Studies in Philosophy and Education.   He is currently completing both a book entitled Multiculturalism, Religion and Education: Developing a new model of British religious education, to be published by the University of Wales Press, and a critical pamphlet on British religious education for the Society of Philosophy of Education, to be published at the end of this year.  His academic address is Department of Education and Professional Studies, King’s College London, University of London, Franklin Wilkins Building, Waterloo Road, London SE1 9NN; e-mail: philip.barnes@kcl.ac.uk.  
The Contribution of Rights and Righteousness to the Creation of a Participative, Respectful and Peaceful Society in Northern Ireland

ABSTRACT. The aim of this paper is to articulate a positive account of the contribution both an appeal to (fundamental) rights and the practice of righteousness by individuals and (religious) communities can make to the creation of a participative, respectful and peaceful society in Northern Ireland.  After a review of a range of objections to the discourse of rights and a limited defence of their legitimacy and employment, attention is given to one particular debates in where an appeal to human rights has been made in the cause of social “reform”, that of the educational debate on the inclusion of multi-faith religious education in the Northern Ireland Curriculum.  The leads naturally into a critical discussion of citizenship education in schools. It is concluded that the cause of social progress and the cause of a genuinely participative and democratic society in Northern Ireland are best served by limited appeals to rights and more extended discussions both within and between communities of the range and nature of human “goods,” and the best means of their attainment.

In his recent introduction to an empirical cross-cultural study of the beliefs, values and attitudes of young people in Britain, Bishop Alan Smith, endorsed the earlier findings of Wilkinson and Mulgan, who identified a “deep seated rejection of society’s central institutions”, “an historic political disconnection” and a “potentially explosive alienation” among young people.  Smith then raised the question of the causes of such alienation among young adults, which he answered by summarising the conclusions of a number of social commentators:

Some point to the Thatcherism of the 1980s (“There is no such thing as society”), to increased personal wealth after a long period of peace, to the stress on individual rights (as exemplified by the European Convention on Human Rights, which came into force in Britain on 2 October, 2000) and by the government’s introduction of, for example, Patients’ Charters in the National Health Service.  The emphasis has been consistently on individual rights rather than civic duties.
(Smith 2007, pp. 6-7)

What is noteworthy in this summary is the inclusion of a “stress on individual rights” as one of the chief causes of the alienation of young people from society and its institutions.  That this appropriation of blame is expressed without any hint of exaggeration or irony, and is passed over without further comment indicates the extent to which new Labour’s dream of building “a new human rights culture for the UK” (Home Office 2000, p. 1) is one that is not only not widely shared but one that is increasingly regarded by some commentators as contributing to social malaise.  
Rights and Criticisms

There is an influential body of academic opinion that believes that the emphasis upon individual rights, as endorsed, for example, by the Human Rights Act of 1998 in Britain, is inimical to social cohesion and to the creation and maintenance of social trust between individuals and between communities (see O’Neill 2002).  This particular contemporary criticism of the discourse of rights echoes Jeremy Bentham’s earlier nineteenth century view that rights often clash with utility, that is they protect actions and behaviour that undermine the public good.  Bentham believed that unless there is a law conferring it, there is no right – a right recognises an independently existing moral claim (a position recently endorsed by Baroness Warnock, 1998, pp. 54-74).  To speak of rights otherwise was for him “nonsense on stilts” (Bentham, 1987, p. 53).  On this understanding morality has priority over rights.  It is in terms of pre-existing morality that laws and therefore rights can be criticised.  The situation is now often reversed in that rights activists often advance a claim on the basis that it is a right and should be recognized in law.  Although critical voices are rarely sounded with regard to appeals to rights in social debates in Northern Ireland, criticism of rights is commonplace in contemporary social and political philosophy.  One of the most sceptical voices, and influential, is that of Alasdair MacIntyre, who affirms that there is no such thing as rights, “and belief in them is one with belief in witches and in unicorns” (MacIntyre, 1981, p. 69).  Central to MacIntyre’s rejection of universal rights is the contention that those forms of human behaviour, which presuppose notions of some ground to entitlement, such as the notion of a right, always have a highly specific and socially local character: a right presupposes the existence of a particular type of social institution or practice as a necessary condition of its intelligibility.  Simply put, rights are not universal because the moral commitments that the discourse of rights seeks to express are intimately related to particular traditions of thought and belief, situated as these are within specific communities of practice.  

The tradition dependent nature of the discourse of rights is a common refrain of many philosophical, if not legal, discussions of the nature and character of rights and the claims advanced on the basis of rights.  In God, Locke and Equality, Jeremy Waldron has recently argued that Locke’s notion of basic human equality and the related notion of natural (human) rights, notions from which our more developed modern discourse of rights is derived are unashamedly religious, and more particularly Christian.  According to Waldron, Locke’s mature writings present an idea of basic human equality that is grounded in Christian theism (cf. Dunn, 1969), and that this idea is “a working premise of his whole political theory,” whose influence can be detected in “his arguments about property, family, slavery, government, politics, and toleration”.  In other words, liberal political convictions and contemporary assertions of human rights are genealogically derived from Christian commitment to the sacredness of human life, a commitment grounded in turn in the belief that men and women are “created in the image and likeness of God” (Gen. 1: 26).  Controversially, Waldron also argues that contemporary liberalism lacks just such a well founded and versatile (metaphysical) foundation for the notion of human equality as well as the resources to supply it.   Liberalism’s imposed secular stance is, he believes, the reason for this deficiency.  A similar argument and conclusion were canvassed some years earlier by Louis Pojman.
Secular egalitarian arguments for equal rights seem, at best, to be based on a posit of faith that all human are of human worth or that it is useful to regard them as such.  They have not offered plausible reasons for their thesis, and, given the empirical considerations, inegalitarianism seems plausible.  I suggest … that secular egalitarians have inherited a notion of inviolability or intrinsic human worth from a religious tradition which they no longer espouse.  The question is whether the kind of democratic ideals that egalitarians espouse can do without a religious tradition.  If it cannot, then egalitarians may be living off the borrowed interest of a religious metaphysic, which in their eyes has gone bankrupt.
(Pojman, 1992, p. 622).


The issue is how to affirm human rights and equality without God or without reliance upon some substantial metaphysical commitment.  In a naturalistic world why should individuals who are so different in terms of aptitude, ability and behaviour be accorded the same rights and privileges?   The story of twentieth century attempts to construct a secular ethic that justifies the kind of egalitarianism that human rights presuppose is not particularly encouraging.  Secular systems of ethics are as controversial and fragmented as the various religious systems of ethics.  The (late) Enlightenment dream of a secular ethic that finds its origin and force in universal reason is unfulfilled (see Graham, 2004, pp. 176-179); and unlikely to be fulfilled.  One of the interesting anomalies is that those who affirm the universal application of rights to every culture and clime are often the same individuals who pour scorn on the notion of a universal religion or a universal morality that extends beyond the realm of universal rights as currently interpreted in the liberal, democratic West.  Awareness of the contested character of secular morality is disconcerting for those committed to a non-religious ethic and who believe that religious claims are necessarily divisive, while hoping that secular claims are not (a point pertinent to much social policy in Northern Ireland, where the secular is privileged over the religious in public institutions).  No doubt it is on the basis of an awareness of such considerations that some aver that rights do not require a foundation, religious or otherwise.  Yet in the absence of some kind of ontological grounding in the “order of things”, human rights become an expression of agreement between contracting partners, but provide no rationale beyond that of emotional or cultural appeal to those who choose not to compact.  Rights as an expression of agreement alone loose much of their moral force.  

There is a further reason why appeals to rights have lost much of their original moral force: this is because of the multiplication of rights.  For Locke (natural) rights are absolute and indefeasible, based as they are on the moral law of God and known to “man” through the exercise of his reason.  But the extension of rights in the twentieth century to include civil, economic, social and cultural rights has meant not only that different rights conflict one with another but that the moral force that rights originally expressed has become dissipated. The moral force of a right to life or a right to ownership of property is quite different from the moral force that attaches to “holidays with pay,” and even less to the right to procure and view pornography.  A plausible case can be made for the view that current preoccupation with the extension and multiplication of rights actually contributes to the increasing scepticism in which rights are held.  A consequence of this is that the scepticism that is properly shown to some (claimed) rights, freedoms and privileges becomes attached to fundamental rights as well.  


Enough has been said to illustrate the controversial nature of appeals to human rights.  There are philosophical concerns about their justification and their application.  Even if an adequate foundation can be found for human rights in human nature, it is unlikely that such a basis is capable of extending to incorporate all the rights that international agreements and declarations enumerate; in fact some of the rights enumerated in international declarations are probably best interpreted as expressing aspirations, which enjoy only a limited and partial justification from any credible account of human nature alone.  Politically and pragmatically it would be better to define a list of basic freedoms and entitlements and desist from pursuing other kinds of privilege, freedom and desire through the language of rights.  An essential minimum of basic human rights offers better prospects of justification either by reference to some single normative conception of human nature or by reference to some kind of overlapping consensus among disparate worldviews than an extensive and “untidy” collection of rights that reflect the shifting fashions and aspirations of contemporary liberal Western thought.  In addition, social reform in democratic societies such as Northern Ireland where fundamental rights are already protected by law is probably best pursued without reference to rights and entitlements.  Again there are ironies in current practice, in that those who often speak of the democratic character of the “new” post-Belfast Agreement Northern Ireland are often the same people who bypass debate and dialogue and pursue legal means of instituting their own particular vision of social reform: an appeal to human rights and to legal action often signals the refusal to engage in the kind of deliberative inclusive politics that are constitutive of a successful and fully functioning democracy.  To utilise the language of rights in many contexts simply serves to stultify debate, discourage dialogue and posit forms of social life that are adversarial, litigious and encouraging of self-assertive individual and community behaviour.  The purpose of much of the remainder of this paper will be to illustrate and support these critical observations by reference to an actual debate within Northern Ireland, that of calls to introduce multi-faith religious education to Northern Ireland.  I will persist with the educational theme and add some final critical remarks on the emphasis on rights within the (revised) Northern Ireland Curriculum. 
The case for multi-faith religious education in Northern Ireland
‘Policy “May be Breach of Human Rights Law”

Religious education comes under fire

The current religious education policy in the vast majority of Northern Ireland’s schools is contrary to recent equality and human rights legislation here [in Northern Ireland], it was claimed today.’

Belfast Telegraph, Saturday, 3rd March, 2001

This newspaper report refers to the Northern Ireland’s Inter-Faith Forum’s call for the inclusion of a (compulsory) study of world religions within the Northern Ireland curriculum, which it expressed in a single page document that was widely circulated to educational authorities, institutions and political representatives in the early months of 2001.  The essential argument is that an exclusively Christian religious education programme may be “contrary to recent equality and human rights legislation.”  On one reading this issue is historical, for the new revised Core Syllabus for Religious Education in Northern Ireland does make provision for a study of two world religions for all pupils at Key Stage 3, albeit a limited and introductory study.  But on another reading the issue is still relevant, because the new policy patently falls short of the Inter-Faith Forum’s proposals, which is for the British model of multi-faith religious education to be instituted in schools (by British model is meant a form of religious education in which a range of different religions is taught to all pupils at each of the four key-stage of their education).  Consequently the threat of legal action by the Inter-faith Forum on the basis of equality and human rights legislation remains.

Human rights are the moral currency of the age and therefore it is not surprising that a case for multi-faith religious education should be pursued on this basis.  Yet framing and pursuing educational reform in this way invites a number of questions.  First, does recent specific legislation in Northern Ireland relating to Equality and Human Rights (as is claimed by the Inter-faith Forum) provide a legal means of successfully challenging exclusively Christian content in religious education?  Secondly, by extension, whatever the case with regard to recent legislation in Northern Ireland, could the situation in Northern Ireland be challenged on the basis of European Human Rights legislation, which since 1998 has been incorporated into British law?  Thirdly, and finally, is educational reform best pursued on this basis?   It is the third issue that is most relevant to our discussion, and our focus will fall on it, but only after answers are given to the first two questions.

Does recent specific legislation in Northern Ireland relating to Equality and Human Rights (as is claimed by the Inter-faith Forum) provide a legal means of successfully challenging exclusively Christian content in religious education?  Interestingly, there is a certain tentativeness about the Inter-Faith’s Forum’s appeal:

We believe that an approach to R.E. which focuses on one religious tradition, however numerically dominant, is … contrary to the spirit of recent legislation in Northern Ireland relating to Equality and Human Rights (especially Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 which requires public authorities to have due regard to the need to promote equality of opportunity and good relations between persons of different religious belief). (my emphasis)

The tentativeness expressed suggests that an exclusively Christian form of religious education in schools, while perhaps not contrary to the letter of the law, may well be contrary to the spirit of the law.  What does the law state?  The pertinent portions of the legislation are faithfully represented in our quotation from the Inter-Faith Forum’s open letter: there is a statutory duty on public authorities to promote both equality of opportunity and good relations between persons of different religious belief.  Within the Northern Ireland context “equality of opportunity” in education is normally interpreted to mean access to education of a form appropriate to the individual within the context of the provisions of the state.  For example, that those with learning difficulties have a right to remedial help, that selection criteria for individual schools are fair and non-discriminatory, that at a managerial level no arbitrary distinctions between different types of schools in terms of funding or provision are appropriate, and so on.  The thrust of the statutory requirement to further good relations between persons of different religious belief is clearly intended to caution against institutional prejudice and for institutions to be mindful of promoting positive values and attitudes toward those who embrace “minority’” values and who are perceived as “different” in particular institutional settings.  The requirement of the legislation is not exacting – “have regard to the desirability of promoting good relations.”  It requires no more than a general approval of positive efforts to foster good community relations within society.  Schools in Northern Ireland of whatever type, (Catholic) Church or state, would have little difficulty in affirming such a commitment; many go beyond having a positive regard for promoting good relations and actually promote and pursue good relations.  In addition, the fact that a particular individual’s or group’s religious convictions is not included in the school curriculum as a subject for study by everyone or by particular constituencies of pupils would not seem to compromise efforts elsewhere by the school to advance good community relations.  Exclusively Christian religious education in itself is unlikely to be regarded as contrary to the spirit of the legislation.


Would an appeal to European Human Rights legislation further the Inter-Faith Forum’s aim of undermining exclusively Christian religious education?  The first thing to note is that European human rights legislation is more concerned with the right to freedom of worship than with tailoring education to the needs of religious minorities.  Nevertheless, Article 2 of the Protocol to the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, as Amended by Protocol Number 11, does provisionally extend some hope of support to the Inter-Faith Forum’s position.  It states:

No person should be denied the right to education.  In the exercise of any functions which it assumes in relation to education and to teaching, the State shall respect the right of parents to ensure such education and teaching in conformity with their own religious and philosophical convictions (Starmer, 1999, p. 753).

On a straightforward reading this might seem to give parents the right to a form of religious education of their choice.  Unfortunately, and possibly for good reason, legal matters are rarely straightforward.  The context in which this article is typically interpreted by the courts is that of the school and the right of parents to send their children to religious schools that reflect family commitments (though the legislation also extends to curriculum matters).  This in turn has to be interpreted in the light of  the European Court of Human Rights ruling that there is no obligation on the different nation states to “establish at their own expense or to subsidise education of any particular type” (The Belgium Linguistic Case Series A. No. 6, Judgement 23.7.68, 33, quoted by Cumper, 1996, p. 236).  In other words, the right of parents to choose schools that reflect their religious convictions is the right to choose within the existing public options.  Furthermore, the duty to “respect” parents’ convictions does not put state/public authorities under a duty to comply with such convictions. There is, in effect, no absolute right for parents to have their children educated in accordance with their religious or philosophical convictions in public institutions; only a right to have such convictions “respected.”  In the Northern Ireland case, legal provision for a parental right of withdrawal, coupled with the non-confessional nature of religious education in state schools, i.e. the schools chiefly attended by all those who do not identify themselves as Roman Catholics, provide support to the notion that parents’ religious and philosophical convictions are “respected.”  Moves to undermine exclusively Christian content from religious education on the basis of European Human Rights legislation would few prospects for success given current interpretations of the law.


Finally, and crucially, the question may be asked is educational reform of religious education best pursued on the basis of an appeal to equality and human rights legislation.  Much turns here on what is meant by “best pursued.”  One can imagine cases where recourse to law to obtain certain educational “goods”, should be pursued by such means.  If, for example some segment of the population was excluded from education or from particular educational services on the basis of arbitrary decisions or criteria that reflected prejudice, it would surely be appropriate to invoke existing legislation to bring about change or indeed to campaign for new legislation to effect change.  Yet it is difficult to see how exclusively Christian content for pupils in religious education is discriminatory in any sense to which equality and human rights legislation might or should apply.  96% of the population of Northern Ireland claims to be Christian, and only 0.39% belongs to some other religious tradition.  Northern Ireland is becoming more religiously plural, and this should be reflected in religious education, but the nature of this increasing pluralism is chiefly that of religious indifference, commitment to individual and idiosyncratic versions of Christianity, and the pursuit of alternative spiritualities, rather than the pluralism associated with the growth in numbers of adherents of other “world” religions.  In any case the prescribed content for religious education by the Core Syllabus, as the name implies, provides only part of the content of religious education; schools are required to supplement it with their own selection of material, which may include material from religions other than Christianity.  

What considerations should bear on the selection of curriculum content in schools in Northern Ireland?  Presumably, the curriculum should be relevant to the social needs of society and to the educational needs of pupils, where these encompasses spiritual, social, emotional, cognitive, and cultural needs.  The curriculum should introduce pupils to the different dimensions of human creativity and experience, and it should provide them with the skills and aptitudes to make a positive contribute to society as well as secure their own economic futures.  The same considerations will apply to the selection of content in religious education.  What knowledge and understanding of religion is relevant to pupils’ lives and experience?  What skills will they require to evaluate and to choose between the different religious and non-religious options that are culturally available to them?  What contribution can religious education make to social education, in a context where religious division and sectarianism within Christianity has until recently issued in religious conflict?  The point I want to stress by raising these questions is that the curriculum is determined by a variety of considerations and seeks to fulfil a range of different aims.  There are a variety of “goods” that schools attempt to achieve and any curriculum has to maintain a balance between competing aims and goods.  

These considerations offer a different and broader perspective to that of an appeal to human rights from which to consider the issue of world religions in Northern Ireland education.  Different emphases may be placed on the different aims of religious education and there may be different estimates of the relevance of empirical research.  The evidence and the arguments have to be considered, as relevant, appropriate, convincing, or otherwise.  Insight can also be gained from other national contexts and situations.  For example, there is mounting evidence that the British model of multi-faith religious education has not been particularly successful in developing community cohesion and respect between religious communities (see Barnes, 2006, & in press).  The obvious conclusion to draw is that there is no simple right or wrong in this matter.  Yet it is precisely this binary opposition that characterises legal judgements, including legal judgements made on the basis of appeals to human rights.  The language of rights gives a absoluteness to claims (in that, the converse of a right is a wrong) and therefore tends to work against accommodations and compromises of the kind that are essential to a properly functioning civil society in which there are contrasting ideas, commitments and interpretations of what is good for the individual and for society.  In relation to religious education, it may be good to teach about other religions, but it is also good to challenge racism and intolerance, to cover material that is relevant to pupils’ experience and aptitude, to provide some depth of knowledge and understanding of religion, and so on.  Should there be an end to the Christian monopoly of content in religious education?  This is a subject on which there is room for debate and argument, for dialogue with others and for openness to new insights and evidence.  Such debate and dialogue is central to the democratic process and contrasts with attempts to determine the curriculum by a legal decision on the basis of human rights legislation.  Debate and the process of working towards consensus are thwarted by attempts to precipitate educational reform through legal means.  


I have concluded elsewhere on a the basis of a discussion of the arguments and evidence that there is a reasonable case for the inclusion of some teaching about world religions within Northern Ireland’s schools, but this case falls short of endorsing a British model of multi-faith religious education where a range of religions are taught at each key stage, as would appear to be the position and aspiration of the inter-Faith Forum (see Barnes, 2002).  My findings are broader and more extensive than this, but it is not necessary to repeat them in this context.  My conclusions express my weighing of the evidence and my apportioning of emphasis on the different aims of education.  Others will disagree, but it is better for education and for the future of democratic society that such disagreements can be debated, with the hope that consensus will emerge, than foreclosed by an undemocratic judicial decision.  What is true for debates in education is equally true for debates in social policy more widely: social reform is best pursued democratically, through dialogue, debate and argument and not through the courts.
A Critical Note on Citizenship Education
I will persist with the educational theme, for clearly the subject of education is of relevance to the creation of a stable, respectful and peaceful society in Northern Ireland.   Furthermore, my reservations about appeals to rights in pursuit of the reform of social policy naturally extend to include the elevation of their importance in the revised Northern Ireland Curriculum. 

The Curriculum Council for Examinations and Assessment in Northern Ireland and the Department of Education for Northern Ireland have been quick to follow curriculum reform elsewhere in other parts of the United Kingdom and introduce citizenship education; though ironically the political apathy to which citizenship education is believed to be the antidote is much less marked in Northern Ireland than elsewhere.  The nature of rights and their importance is a prominent feature of citizenship education, but as I hope to show, an emphasis upon rights will do little to further social responsibility among the young or cultivate respect in them for those with whom they differ.  It is not even that an emphasis on rights needs a complementary emphasis upon duties, as some maintain, for frequently the duty that is correlated to a right is one to be met by some other party (typically the nation State), and this in turn only accentuates the individualistic and atomistic nature of human rights appeals and discourse: rights can become an expression of the individual’s wants expressed over and against the needs of the community in its pursuit of the common good.  The difficulty with exalting the role of rights in education in the service of the creation of a stable and peaceful society is two-fold.  In the first instance, a society where rights are observed and respected, may not necessarily be a good society in which to live, for a good society requires moral commitments that go far beyond the minimum commitments to society required by obedience to human rights.  Secondly, and following on for this, social morality, of which “respect for the rights of others” is one expression, is intimately related to personal morality and the wider set of moral commitments and beliefs held by the individual: it is a mistake to image that one can inculcate social responsibility without attending to the challenge of enabling and assisting pupils to develop a personal morality that can sustain and affirm responsible personal and social commitments.


There is a clear distinction between what is right or good for individuals and for society and the legal and moral rights that individuals should enjoy.  For example, in Britain there is a right to suicide, by which is meant that those who attempt suicide will not be prosecuted by the law (as they once were until the 1961 Suicide Act decriminalised suicide).  Yet most accept that suicide is not a good thing; some will say that it is straightforwardly wrong.  A society that was identical in all other respects to our own but with fewer suicides would be a better society.  A society in which everyone was extended courtesy and respect by others would be a better society than one in which this does not occur, yet the kind of courtesy and respect that most people would like to receive cannot be legally required.  A society where parents did not divorce until the children of the union had reached emotional maturity would probably be a better society than our present society; given that statistics show the devastating effects on children of being brought up in a single parent household.  Not all immoral acts and instances of bad behaviour are regarded as criminal offences.  We choose to enshrine some “goods” in legislation, say unfair dismissal from work or a right to education, and allow individuals to choose other goods for themselves, say the enjoyment of pornography or the right to smoke in one’s own home.  We criminalize some activities in (British) society, say prostitution (which some other societies legalise and regulate), but allow married individuals to pursue extra-marital sexual attachments if they so choose.  The simple point is that the existence of a right may not necessarily mean that the right ought (morally) to be exercised.  The existence of a right does not guarantee the morality of its exercise.  To have a right to divorce does not mean that divorce is a good thing or that it is always morally right to divorce.  The realm of rights is not identical with the realm of morality and moral goodness (though there is overlap).  The rights you enjoy as a citizen should not all be exercised and some certainly may be exercised in pursuits of dubious moral worth that undermine both respect for others and the social fabric of society.  If this is the case then citizenship education with its orientation to rights is necessarily inadequate as a vehicle for creating a stable, peaceful and harmonious society for all.  A good society is not one in which one community constantly exercises its civil liberty to protest against other communities, or appeals to rights to thwart the actions and activities of some other community.  A good society where individuals and communities are valued and respected is a society that requires the practice of a much “thicker” conception of morality and behaviour than that required by the observance of human rights (see Walzer, 2006).  If education is to contribute to the creation of a stable and just society, where communities live peacefully with each other, it is required to develop personal and social virtues than extend far beyond the realm of social morality required by the observance of human rights.  In other words, if education is serious about its commitment to the development of toleration and respect for persons it must extend its moral and social aspirations beyond the (narrow) realm of rights and their observance.  To recast the social aims of education chiefly in terms of “respect” for human rights alone, is effectively to undermine much of the potential education offers to the creation of a stable, respectful and humane society.  


A focus within education upon social responsibility and citizenship without attention to issues of personal morality and “private” virtue is unlikely to yield the desired improvements in public morality and political participation.   A plausible empirical case can be made for the view that those who are socially responsible are precisely the same people who adhere to high standards of personal morality.  Personal behaviour and social responsibility are related, for morality is of a piece.  Furthermore, it is the personal aspects of morality that provide the foundation for social morality: it is the commitments, values, beliefs and positive affective emotions that are cultivated and educated in the immediate and wider family, and subsequently reinforced in social situations and institutions that for the most part determine the character and practice of social responsibility.  To ask schools to attend to social responsibility and to overlook its foundation in personal morality is to misconceive the nature of morality; and consequently to risk disappointment when the focus in schools on social “morality” alone fails to translate into increasing levels of social responsibility.  The moral life is one that both encompasses and aspires to a wider and deeper righteousness than those actions consistent with the observance of (human) rights; and moral education in schools, if it is to contribute to the creation of a respectful, inclusive society must attend to the development of this wider and deeper righteousness, for it is this that inspires and motivates social responsibility of the form that human rights is a minimal and inadequate expression.
Conclusion

Nothing that I have said detracts from the importance of human rights, where rights express fundamental moral convictions that should be shared across the nations.  An obvious example of a right in this sense is the right to freedom of worship, and implicit in this is the further right to change and revise one’s religious commitment - these are rights still denied in some countries.   But in a jurisdiction where fundamental human rights are guaranteed, as in Northern Ireland, social reform is probably best pursued through deliberation, debate and dialogue, and not through appeals to human rights (where the right to which an appeal is made is not fundamental or where some degree of artificial or ideological manipulation is required to give a fundamental right some application).  Moral convictions and commitments have priority over rights and in most cases debates are more fruitfully conducted and couched in the language of morality and the language of the good, rather than in the language of rights – accommodations between competing goods can be effected though dialogue and debate, whereas the bare assertion that something is right, with the corollary on occasions that anything different is wrong, precipitates strife and oppositional politics.  Furthermore, recourse to rights through the courts on matters that do not clearly breach fundamental privileges and freedoms are probably best viewed as anti-democratic and contrary to the spirit of inclusion and equality.   A judicial decision brings an end to dialogue and discussion, and renders further deliberation pointless.  It follows from what has been said that a focus upon morality and fundamental moral values and convictions in education is preferable to a focus upon rights, and is also more likely to advance the cause of creating a participative, respectful and peaceful society in Northern Ireland.

Let me conclude by engaging in a provocative thought experiment.  Consider the difference between a commission in Northern Ireland on human rights and a commission concerned with social cohesion.  The protection and furtherance of human rights constitute the task of the former organisation; the protection and furtherance of human rights have a role to lay in the latter institution but that role is subsumed under the task of furthering the common good and effecting reconciliation between individuals and communities in society.  The thrust of my paper is that the latter institution is preferable to the former; moreover, that the latter institution is what is most relevant to the needs of society in Northern Ireland.
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