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     Introduction     

   Religion, identity and citizenship in schools: the Irish case 

 The aim of  this book is to examine a striking characteristic of  the Irish State: the 
control of  its education system by religious and private bodies, which entails an 
analysis of  the place of  religion in schools and its contemporary social, political 
and ideological implications in the Republic of  Ireland. The chosen perspective 
is essentially political and ideological, with a study of  education policies as they 
refl ect government choices and of  the standpoints and views of  those involved 
in the educational sphere. This will be complemented with an analysis of  the 
public debate and of  the fl uctuations of  public opinion on the issue. The current 
Irish education system is commonly described as denominational and based 
on religious segregation. As the Catholic Church has remained the owner and 
manager of  the vast majority of  the so-called ‘national’ primary schools in the 
Republic (which are otherwise mostly fi nanced by the State), Catholic schools 
act as state schools to all intents and purposes. The increasing diversity of  the 
school population since the mid 1990s, as a result of  socio-cultural changes 
within the Republic as well as of  immigration, has highlighted the problem-
atic aspect of  the double nature and function of  these schools. It has led some 
to question the legitimacy of  the structural link between the Catholic Church 
and the great majority of  schools, which has even been described as a form of  
cultural imperialism in recent years. 

 From an international perspective, contemporary developments in the 
Republic of  Ireland are all the more interesting as Irish society struggles to 
come to terms with a self-image that may refl ect these. It now has to try and 
reconcile its vision of  itself  as a colonised people (which, until recently, had 
felt the need to assert its cultural specifi city through its schools) and the new 
position of  the Republic of  Ireland as a de-facto post-imperial country, the 
result of  its fi fteen-year economic boom and of  the consequent substantial 
immigration for the fi rst time in its contemporary history. The recession the 
country has been going through since 2008 does not fundamentally alter 
this new situation, even if  there has been a return to a negative migratory 
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ratio. As former immigrants and Irish people leave the State, others choose 
to stay, and, more to the point, the social developments of  the past thirty 
years have far exceeded the strictly demographic changes. The issue of  the 
relationship between religion, culture and schooling is of  international sig-
nifi cance. Ireland’s case also provides an opportunity, especially with regard 
to the political use of  concepts of  interculturalism and pluralism, civic or 
ethnic citizenship, inclusion and exclusion, to refl ect on this issue as it may 
affect any democratic, open society. 

 Contemporary political, social and cultural developments (from Indepen- 
dence and Partition to the economic boom and the recent phenomena of  secu-
larisation and immigration, via the Northern Ireland confl ict and European 
integration) have progressively led the Irish State to put into question the role 
of  cultural transmission that had been assigned as a priority to Irish schools 
in the wake of  Independence. The defi nition of  Irish identity to be transmitted 
had been founded on the Catholic-Gaelic cultural nationalism that had devel-
oped in the nineteenth century in reaction to British domination and to the 
unionist discourse. Despite this gradual evolution, the dominant perception of  
a homogenous majority in Ireland and a form of  religious ethnic nationalism 
have continued to colour current debates on the place of  the Catholic Church 
and of  religious and cultural minorities in Irish society in general and in the 
education system in particular. 

 A number of  authors have charted the signifi cant decrease in the social and 
symbolic power of  the Catholic Church in the Republic of  Ireland over the past 
thirty years.  1   According to John Coakley, this transitional process is leading to 
the gradual replacement of  an exclusive ethnic nationalism by a more inclu-
sive civic nationalism.  2   The school, which may be seen not only as a traditional 
vehicle of  identity and cultural transmission but also, on a wider scale, as a 
microcosm of  most major social and political debates, seems to be a particu-
larly apt place for an examination of  this process and of  some of  its practical 
aspects. To what extent can the fi eld of  education in the Republic of  Ireland be 
seen as refl ecting such a transition? 

 The religious dimension of  the dominant conception of  Irish identity, which 
was made explicit in education policy discourses as well as in the contents and 
objectives of  the school curricula in the fi rst decades after Independence, has 
now all but disappeared from offi cial publications defi ning current education 
policy, but it remains very much present in the actual structure of  the educa-
tion system. While a number of  signifi cant developments in education tend to 
confi rm John Coakley’s analysis, this major element of  permanence appears 
in direct contradiction with it. Exploring the discourses and practices of  those 
actively involved in the fi eld of  education (the State, the Churches, the religious 
and non-religious personnel involved in managing the system, teaching and 
parent organisations – while the place of  children among these various inter-
ests will also be considered) in relation to the issue of  religion in schools in the 
Irish State will help highlight some contemporary contradictions and under-
stand the nature of  the resulting tensions. 
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 In Ireland, as in Great Britain, the issue of  discrimination resulting from the 
historical place of  particular religions within the school system is most often 
viewed from a ‘communitarian’ or ‘majority/minority’ perspective, that is to 
say by focusing on the discrimination that might affect religious minorities and 
on the real or supposed effects of  school segregation from this viewpoint. In 
the Republic, it has thus been established that, until recently, the existence of  
non-Catholic minorities was partly ignored, tolerated or considered as more or 
less of  a problem in the educational context. The Protestant minorities, while 
they remained at the margins of  the Irish State’s self-perception, nevertheless 
had their own parallel network of  schools, as is still the case today. But the issue 
of  the social and cultural inclusion of  minority groups in Irish education has 
now become a much wider one, as has been recognised in recent research. 

 Beyond the question of  more or less recognised minorities (including the 
growing number of  people with no religious affi liation in the country), the pre-
sent work will look at the place of  each child, whatever his or her socio-cultural 
origins and the religious convictions of  his or her parents, in the school system 
and in Irish society as a whole. The choice has been made here to envisage the 
issue of  discrimination by focusing fi rst and foremost on children as individ-
ual human beings, without merely reducing them to the cultural and religious 
majority or minority groupings they belong to by virtue of  their birth. Each 
child should be afforded equality of  treatment and status, and each child’s per-
sonal, social and cultural identity is seen here as a work in progress and not a 
set of  prearranged or predetermined labels. This does not amount to ignoring 
their respective origins and experiences or to imagining some kind of  abstract 
uniformity. Rather, each child is seen here as both the product of  a variety of  
infl uences and a person actively involved in his or her own making and not as a 
passive recipient that one might fi ll by ‘educating’ one way or another. 

 The debate on the inclusive/exclusive concept of  Irish identity and on its 
practical implementation in terms of  cultural and religious transmission in 
schools has taken on a new dimension since the mid 1990s with the arrival 
of  new immigrants, but this may be seen as just another step in a long-term 
process. The issue of  exclusion was one that affected various minorities long 
before this new phenomenon. Even when adopting a group perspective, it has 
become obvious to all that there is now a growing number of  children who do 
not fi t the traditional image of  the Catholic Irish, the children of  immigrant 
parents representing only one group  – itself  widely heterogeneous  – among 
others. 

 The traditional vision of  national identity derived from Irish cultural 
nationalism was by defi nition exclusive, to the extent that only Catholic inhab-
itants who were perceived as being of  Gaelic ancestry could be deemed fully 
Irish (apart from those individual Protestant nationalist heroes who became 
honorary members of  the nation). As John Coakley writes, the conception of  
national identity that may be described as ‘civic’ is more inclusive or at least 
open to a higher degree of  inclusion, as it is founded on the concept of  citizen-
ship, which may encompass all inhabitants who participate in a given society 
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as opposed to being applied only to a group based on a set of  pre-established 
criteria of  belonging. From this perspective, the term ‘inclusion’ can refer both 
to the collective dimension of  social/national cohesion and to the individual 
dimension of  citizenship equality. As Kathleen Lynch shows, full inclusion has 
to be underpinned by the notion of  equality: a child may only feel fully included 
in the school group if  he/she is considered as equal to the others, without any 
form of  discrimination.  3   The basic hypothesis here is that a true (search for) 
equality would recognise and respect individual difference, whereas the notion 
of  respect for diversity does not necessarily include the idea of  equality and 
privileges difference over commonality as its basic premise.  4   In this context, 
it must of  course be stated that the religious dimension is but one aspect of  
the issue of  equality and inclusion in schools. The socio-economic dimension 
remains crucial in this respect, as Kathleen Lynch and Anne Lodge have shown 
in the Irish context.  5   

 The issue of  the discrepancy between the vision of  Irish identity and cul-
ture conveyed by the school system and the existence of  children of  diverse 
socio-cultural and religious backgrounds in Ireland arose long before the 
1990s, with the fi rst wide-ranging political debate on education and Irish 
identity in the Republic already taking place in the 1960s and 1970s. At 
that time, it was specifi cally linked to the confl ict in Northern Ireland and 
to the exclusive, and hence potentially confl ictual, character of  Irish iden-
tity that was then dominant in schools, and most marked in school history. 
From the 1970s onwards, the question of  how to cater for children from 
families who did not belong to the main religions with their own school net-
works came up sporadically. Calls for alternatives to the existing structure 
remained isolated, however, and these matters were only brought to the fore 
with the arrival of  immigrants, giving rise for the fi rst time to a national 
debate on Irish identity in schools, on equality of  access to education and 
on the existence of  discrimination. The public debate has essentially focused 
on the treatment of  (perceived) minorities in the school system  – minor-
ities that have been described as ‘ethnic’, religious or non-religious minor-
ities, but also Irish Travellers, recently assimilated to an indigenous ‘ethnic’ 
minority. In this work I will also focus on the national debate on the place of  
religion in the Irish school system for its own sake, as it appears revealing of  
the changing Irish society and highlights issues most contemporary demo-
cratic countries have to face one way or another.  

  Catholic viewpoints and democratic perspectives 

 An overview of  recent writings in Ireland on the relationship between schools 
and religion in Ireland will help provide a general insight into the issues at 
stake. The fact that it is possible to divide them into distinct categories founded 
on different premises is in itself  revealing of  the nature of  the current national 
debate. Indeed, Irish writings on the subject may be divided into two main 
approaches, one emerging from the existing Christian educational structures 
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and trying to preserve their essential characteristics, while the other attempts 
to offer an overall critical analysis. 

 In the fi rst approach, a prolifi c ‘Catholic camp’, with several books on the 
Catholic school and on the teaching of  religion in Ireland in the past decade, 
has tried to take stock of  the social changes, while generally adopting a defen-
sive stance. These writings thus justify the existence and importance of  the 
network of  Catholic schools, with some nuances; they attempt not only to 
redefi ne but also to reassert the specifi c character of  these schools; and they see 
the notion of  inclusion as a natural part of  the message of  Christian tolerance. 

 Most of  these works have been published by the Irish religious publishing 
companies Veritas and Dominican Publications, the former under the direct 
responsibility of  the Irish Bishops’ Conference. For the most part, their authors 
are involved in teaching Religious Education (RE) to future teachers of  RE in 
secondary schools, at the Mater Dei Institute, as is the case of  Kevin Williams, 
author of   Faith and the Nation: Religion, Culture and Schooling in Ireland ,  6   or James 
Norman, author of   Ethos and Education in Ireland ,  7   or at the teacher-training 
colleges of  St Patrick’s College, Drumcondra and Mary Immaculate College, 
others are priests or members of  either the Catholic hierarchy or a religious 
order. By way of  illustration, Kevin Williams mentions in his book what he 
calls the ‘liberal’ discourse, but he does not himself  offer any critical question-
ing on the legitimacy of  the Irish State’s continued acceptance of  its role as a 
promoter of  religion beyond presenting its main legal manifestations as a set of  
facts. Indeed, the main question that Williams would like to answer positively 
in his book is the following:  ‘Can Ireland’s Christian tradition accommodate 
the demands of  diversity?’ (The question appears on the back cover.) The cho-
sen wording of  what sounds very much like a rhetorical question places the 
author’s whole argument squarely in the perspective of  a Christian Ireland, 
and, as a result, it amounts to an unquestioning justifi cation of  the bases of  the 
system. Williams writes as a defender of  the existing system of  which he is a 
part and of  the specifi c religious identity of  Ireland as he perceives it; his object 
is to explore potential strategies of  adaptation of  the education system to the 
increasing socio-cultural diversity in the Republic of  Ireland so as to preserve 
the characteristics that seem essential to him in this Christian perspective, 
rather than to offer a global critical analysis that might lead him to question 
its foundations. Other authors in the same vein generally defend the political 
and cultural status quo in education, even if  many among them are prepared 
to envisage limited changes. 

 This is the case of  a more nuanced analysis by David Tuohy, a Jesuit priest, 
who departed from a strictly Christian perspective in  Denominational Education 
and Politics  by looking at the wider political and public debate, although he 
devotes a signifi cant part of  the book to Catholic education and church views.  8   
Its international focus is limited to a descriptive overview of  existing practice 
in other European countries, with the implication that Ireland should fi nd its 
own path in this diversity of  practices, rather than to a critical analysis of  these 
situations from an international, rights-based perspective. The author seems 



SCHOOLS AND THE POLITICS OF RELIGION AND DIVERSITY6

6

to distance himself  from the concept of  democracy by presenting it as a strictly 
‘Western’ idea, in direct contradiction with much of  the focus and work of  the 
United Nations (UN).  9   Although Tuohy discusses what he calls ‘the language 
of  rights’, there is no mention of  related literature by law specialists in Ireland 
(see below). There is also no mention of  children’s rights as distinct from par-
ental rights. In his concluding comments, when envisaging the transfer of  a 
proportion of  schools from church to state control, the author assumes that 
the main challenge for the State is necessarily about providing choice for par-
ents, and he insists on the ownership rights of  the Church and on its ‘historic’ 
investment in the system.  10   

 Other Veritas publications may include one or two more critical contribu-
tions, as is the case, for instance, in  From Present to Future: Catholic Education in 
Ireland for the New Century  (2006), co-edited by James Cassin, Secretary of  the 
Irish Bishops’ Education Commission and Eithne Woulfe, of  the Conference of  
Religious in Ireland (CORI).  11   Most of  the contributions in this work derived 
from a conference that gathered the various Catholic interest groups in Ireland. 
As Bishop Leo O’Reilly had indicated in his introduction to the conference, the 
book was clearly destined to help ‘plan and develop policies guaranteeing the 
future of  our schools’,  12   but it included an article that jarred somewhat with 
the general tenor. In what was in fact a reprinting of  a 1991 article, Joseph 
Dunne (a specialist of  the philosophy of  childhood and education at St Patrick’s 
College) perfectly summed up the two main perspectives described here in his 
fi rst sentence:  ‘One might address educational issues from a Catholic view-
point, or again one might address them from the perspective of  a democratic 
state in a modern, pluralist society.’  13   

 Dunne, although he announced that he was going to take into account 
both viewpoints and examine the tensions between them, offered a global crit-
ical refl ection, in an academic mode, which could not be reduced to a specifi c 
cultural or religious angle. It is his conclusion, fi nally justifying the mainten-
ance of  the denominational system, albeit with a number of  reservations, that 
largely explains the inclusion of  his article into the conference proceedings. In 
that ambivalent conclusion (he also envisaged the possibility of  the Catholic 
Church completely withdrawing from schools in a ‘three-option scenario’), 
Joseph Dunne nonetheless expressed a view which was somewhat divergent 
within the academic domain – broadly qualifi ed as ‘democratic’ – by compari-
son with the majority of  writings on the topic in the past few years. In this 
respect, the fact that the article dates back to 1991 should also be kept in mind. 

 The second approach or category of  writings on this general topic in Ireland 
is made up of  articles, book chapters and books, most of  which have been 
written by academics. Apart from the training centres for future RE teachers 
like the Mater Dei Institute, most of  the Irish third-level establishments are 
not under the patronage or control of  the Christian Churches, the univer-
sity of  Maynooth and St Patrick’s College, Maynooth, or Maynooth College, 
a private Catholic institution, having gone their separate ways in 1997. The 
teacher-training centres are somewhere in between, retaining denominational 
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status but with institutional links with Irish universities. Some of  the authors 
who could be described as belonging to the ‘democratic’ academic tradition 
work in these teacher-training centres. The writings in this second category 
deal with educational policies, structures and contents, or with the philoso-
phy of  childhood and education. Recent works in the fi eld of  sociology, such 
as  Diversity at School  or  Primary Voices: Equality, Diversity and Childhood in Irish 
Primary Schools , have focused specifi cally on issues of  diversity, equality and 
discrimination in primary schools.  14   There has also been an emerging litera-
ture from law experts, looking at the constitutional and legal backgrounds and 
critically examining the Irish situation from the perspective of  international 
human-rights standards.  15   Their general critical approach is founded on a 
belief  in the importance of  equal rights in a democratic society. 

 Research by these authors has an international scope, and the present work 
may be seen as part of  the same overall framework. In a more or less direct way, 
many of  the writers working on education policy or the sociology of  educa-
tion in the Republic of  Ireland put into question a segregated, largely denom-
inational system that allows for various forms of  discrimination and exclusion, 
an approach that goes against the dominant political discourse in the State. 
Perhaps partly as a result of  their chosen angles, even if  they do point to a num-
ber of  its weaknesses, they have not gone so far as to offer an overall critical ana-
lysis of  the denominational characteristics of  the Irish education system. The 
only works that have addressed this issue directly, Alison Mawhinney’s  Freedom 
of  Religion and Schools:  The Case of  Ireland, A  Failure to Protect International 
Human Rights Standards  and Eoin Daly’s  Religion, Law and the Irish State  (espe-
cially  Chapters 4  and  5 , with a cogent analysis of  inequality and school choice 
within the patronage model), were written by law specialists.  16   

 In a book examining the major ideological shifts in the fi eld of  education in 
the Republic in the twentieth century, Denis O’Sullivan expresses surprise at 
the absence of  a unifi ed discourse that would take the argument on the weak-
nesses and drawbacks of  the Irish education system to its logical conclusion.  17   
The present work is an attempt at bringing together the various, often isolated 
but mostly convergent, strands of  existing critical thinking and exploring the 
implications of  international theoretical and comparative refl ections for the 
Irish situation. The aim is to take the overall argument, if  not to its end, at least 
one step further, so as to be able to offer some logical conclusions as far as edu-
cation policy is concerned. The contributions of  researchers in different fi elds 
can be viewed in a more global perspective. The present work is also an oppor-
tunity to highlight the refl ections of  Irish authors who have not managed to 
make themselves heard against the backdrop of  the dominant political and 
religious discourse on education policy in the Irish context. Conversely, some 
elements of  the Irish situation can be shown to have international resonance. 

 In 2002, Kathleen Lynch and Anne Lodge noted that the potential links 
between children’s rights (which have become the focus of  more work in the 
fi elds of  law, sociology and philosophy of  childhood in the past twenty years) 
and the great educational debates had as yet been little explored.  18   Most Irish 
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authors broach the issue of  school and religion by looking at the representa-
tion of  religious diversity in schools and found their arguments on issues of  
discrimination between religious groups or communities in society and on the 
question of  the parents’ citizenship rights and equality. A few authors (such as 
Desmond M. Clarke, Mawhinney and Daly in the fi elds of  law and philosophy 
and Dympna Devine as a sociologist of  education  19  ) have started to focus on 
these links, but it is still perhaps this problematic of  children’s rights and how 
they relate to education policies that remains least developed in Ireland as well 
as at an international level, and it is one of  the main aspects I would like to 
explore in relation to the religious issue. In an argument founded on citizen-
ship equality and respect for human rights in a democratic state and an open 
society, it seems essential to also fully take into account respect for children’s 
human rights in the educational context, even if  it means indirectly opening 
the Pandora’s box of  the potential tension between the rights of  parents and 
those of  their children in matters of  religious beliefs. 

 In his book, Denis O’Sullivan draws both a parallel and a distinction between 
two groups in the fi eld of  research on Irish education policies, those he calls 
‘cultural strangers’ (such as Canadian authors Donald H. Akenson and E. Brian 
Titley) and the Irish proponents of  a ‘cultural counter-current’ whom he calls 
‘cultural contrarians’, because they chose to set themselves against the domi-
nant cultural discourse in the Republic of  Ireland.  20   It seems to me that it is 
possible, and perhaps it is also time, to go beyond this dichotomy between ‘stran-
gers’ (and quasi-strangers as it were, for the ‘cultural contrarians’) and ‘cultural 
natives’ in critical analyses of  Irish education structures and policies. O’Sullivan 
himself  mostly refers in this context to 1970s and 1980s publications. Irish aca-
demics who work on education policies today have an international academic 
culture; many strive to look at ‘the local within the global’, and they recognise, 
as Jim Deegan puts it, the necessity of  comparative and ‘paradigmatically cos-
mopolitan’ research.  21   There is obviously still a certain dominant cultural dis-
course to be found in the media and main political circles, and this book also 
aims at highlighting some of  its characteristics, but many Irish researchers 
have emancipated themselves enough from it to be able to develop their own 
critical discourse. That is why there is no question now of  ‘foreign’ research-
ers posing as sermonisers in any way, as authors like Titley and Akenson were 
sometimes reproached with doing,  22   and it has become much more a matter 
of  common, associative research contributing to the necessarily international 
debate on Irish realities and policies in the fi eld of  education. It remains true 
however that the fact of  working within the system – and often being person-
ally involved in it – may inhibit one’s critical approach at times, and not being 
subject to this may still be one of  the advantages of  an outsider’s view. 

 Denis O’Sullivan explains the hitherto very limited, or even counter- 
productive, impact of  writings going against the dominant political-cultural 
discourse by the fact that they have not managed to go beyond academia, 
whereas practitioners of  education and religious actors in the fi eld con-
tinued to support and convey the dominant ‘indigenous’ discourse.  23   Here 
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again the situation can be said to have evolved signifi cantly in the past few 
years, at least as far as the teachers themselves are concerned. Beyond the 
academic world, the main Irish teaching organisations, and especially the 
Irish National Teachers’ Organisation (INTO), which represents the vast 
majority of  primary-school teachers, have opened themselves to interna-
tional infl uences and largely taken on board the defence of  human rights, 
support for the development of  intercultural education and the notions of  
equality and inclusion as they are understood and discussed internationally. 
Many Irish educational actors have now appropriated a critical discourse 
on the existing education system, and the debate is now taking place within 
the system. 

 After setting out the historical background to the place of  religion and to the 
patronage system in Irish schools today, I will focus on how the political, social 
and cultural developments since the 1960s have led to a calling into question 
of  the traditional, dominant discourse on the country’s Catholic-Christian 
identity and to rising political tensions, between a communitarian trend 
that allows for the persistence and legitimisation of  the privileged position of  
Christianity in the education system and a discourse founded on a renewal of  
the republican ideal. The two following chapters will be devoted to a study of  
the main trends in education policy in the past fi fteen years as they appear 
in the Department of  Education’s offi cial publications and in the school cur-
ricula, and of  the way these trends may refl ect the tensions outlined earlier. 
 Chapter 5  examines the main structural characteristics of  the Irish education 
system and the extent to which the Catholic Church has remained the struc-
turing institution in the fi eld, with a parallel presentation of  the Irish polit-
ical and educational debate since 2000 on the need for structural reform in 
the face of  religious and cultural diversity. The last two chapters focus on the 
modes of  legitimisation of  ongoing discriminatory practices related to religion 
in the Irish education system.   
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