Thinking about Iraq in an RC Comprehensive school
An Exercise in Action Research

I was invited to give a ‘ talk’ to a group of about 140 year 8 students as a topic for assembly in an RC Comprehensive school on what was then the impending war with Iraq. 
I had reservations about accepting this challenge. Firstly, it had been twenty years since I had taught in a comprehensive school. Secondly I left this particular school under a cloud. I was suffering from what was commonly known as ‘burnout’. My withdrawal was after a series of absences, which at the time were inconvenient to as I was the only qualified RE teacher and I was teaching the subject to ordinary level. 
There were no formal goodbyes or expressions of regret at my leaving. Although most of my contemporaries had left, there were two remaining who remembered me. Had the proverbial mud stuck? I had to let this go and concentrate on the job in hand.

Thirdly, if I had been asked to give an assembly on this subject I would have done it but against my better judgement. The group is far too large to deal with the subject. Giving a formal to the students would be largely a waste of time as the issue is too complex to deal with in a manner which would sustain their interest and invite further discussion and thought. I probably would have compromised and illustrated the ‘talk’ with pictures or a video with perhaps some input from me. As a member of staff I would have been able to involve the pupils. But I do not believe I would have questioned the viability of the exercise despite my misgivings. I am not quite sure why. All I know is that to be professional meant meeting the expectations of the great and the good, who appeared to know far more about these things than I did! In the background were the financial pressures of a growing family and the hope of running a department. I should have known better. In those days, most RE departments were run by men! 

Now two decades later, older and considerably wiser. Not being a member of staff, I was able to challenge the proposal. Having attended several of Jack Whitehead’s Monday Action research Groups and read some of his work together with that of other Action Researchers, felt empowered to ask the following questions:

Who was going to be doing the talking?
  It was to be me, with an introduction by the group’s tutor.  I suggested that I would want to ask the children questions, to allow them to do some talking, to have an input which would be difficult in a large assembly hall with this number.
 What did the teacher hope to achieve? 
He was concerned that nothing had been done in the school to help the pupils address the issue of the Iraq war. He said he had very little information and approached the chair of the Clifton Diocesan Justice and Peace Commission asking if they could send someone to give the talk. As a retired teacher I had both the time and expertise. A ‘phone conversation revealed that he wanted the children to have relevant information so that they could make informed choices as to the morality of such a war.

Can it be done effectively with this age group and with such a large number? 

 I suggested that it would be better if I came and did a series of sessions on a number of different days, and speak to smaller groups on each occasion. After consultation with Head teacher it was agreed that initially I came and worked with a group of about 40. I said I thought it was still too many. I also considered that the subject was important and needed airing in the classroom even under less than ideal circumstances...
I had to now consider how it was to be done as a piece of Action Research. So needed to ask 

How can I improve on what would have been my practice 20 years ago?
In my experience moral education in the Roman Catholic School has always been problematic.  There was the expectation that the official moral teaching of the Church will in some way be communicated. Three different models of the Christian moral life are suggested. 

· The teleological, in which the Christian considers his or her end when making moral choices. It is motivated by the promise of a heavenly reward or fear of eternal punishment but moral choices can be made in terms of more immediate ends and may be immoral ,’the ends justify the means’ which has relevance to the present conflict.

· The deontological, choices are made in terms of law or duty, the law being generally the Ten Commandments.

· The relational, a recent development by the theologian Bernard Haring who views the moral life as one in relationship with God, our neighbour, the world and the self.

The educational aspect has to be considered, by this I mean the process through which pupils can be encouraged to reflect on experience, either personal or vicarious and be led to evaluate what they see, hear, imagine, feel and come to an informed opinion as to the rightness or wrongness of an action. Sometimes the official teaching and the opinion differed. But I always considered that the relational model of the Christian life to be paramount. 
In the case of Iraq, the vast majority of Christian leaders including Pope John Paul 11 have condemned this war as morally unjust citing the four conditions for ‘legitimate defence by military force’ to substantiate their claim. In my previous incarnation as an RE teacher, I would have made sure that these conditions were referred to at some point or used them as a basis for discussion, comparing them with the opinions reached in the classroom.  .In any case the four conditions would have been the end to which I would have worked. The last words. I don’t believe it would have occurred to me to make explicit the values underlying the conditions.
 To improve my practice I have to ask the following:

A) What were my values then?

B) What experiences have caused me to develop and change my values?

C) What are my values now? 

D) What values do I seek to elicit in the context of the war?

E)  How am I to do this?

 A) What were my values then?
My ultimate value was the teachings, practices and ecclesiastical structures of the Catholic Church as they were developing and unfolding under the impetus of the Second Vatican Council.

Firstly, I held that as a religious education teacher I had a duty to communicate the Church’s teaching to the children in the school to the best of my ability. The school was partially funded by the parents through the parishes. As long as people put their hands in their pockets to raise money for a school in which their children could be educated according to their values, my role as a religious educator was clear. I worked within the structures of the parish and the school. It meant working closely with the clergy, my colleagues and the parents, in prayer, liturgy and teaching. With this kind of this interaction within the relationships which were formed, life became integrated, especially as my own offspring were attending the same school. It was probably the happiest time of my life. 
Secondly, it was possible to put a value on meaning. Catholic theology had moved away from the rigidity of the past. We were operating with a fluidity of thought. It became acceptable to unpack theological terminology. We were able to call into question, statements and doctrines in order to bring out their meanings and make them relevant to the children’s lives. During the 1970s there emerged a number of inspiring theologians. The South Americans evolved a Theology of Liberation which sought to make the Gospel values of justice and freedom a reality for the millions of impoverished people of that continent. Their work brought about a refocusing of my values on the social teaching of the Church and the necessity for, what came to be called, a fundamental option for the poor. In Europe Hans Kung, who held the chair of Catholic Theology at Tubingen, developed a methodology in which he called into question many of the basic beliefs and doctrines and subjected them to a critical analysis in the light of the scriptures. I brought this method into the classroom and encouraged the children to ask for meanings of terms and encouraged them to challenge their own understanding. 
It was not always easy. Many adult Catholics regretted the passing of the ancien regime. I was frequently challenged by parents who were worried that their children did not know their Catechism. Some welcomed the developments others including a good proportion of the clergy, resisted. But I survived and in spite of all the difficulties I can say, in retrospect, it was the ‘best of times’.
      B). What experiences have caused me to develop and change my values?
      The late 70’s saw the beginning of the ‘worst of times’. In 1978 Pope John Paul 2 was elected to the See of Rome and the following year a general election brought Margaret Thatcher to Downing Street. Both began a process which caused me to re evaluate my priorities, a process which began with my leaving the teaching profession. 
The new Pope was promising. He was a philosopher and phenomenologist. His first letter as pope I found exciting. In it he picked up theme from Vatican 2 and developed it into a distinctive Christian Personalism. 
In 1981 Hans Kung was summoned to Rome before the Congregation for the Doctrine of  the Faith (CDF) to answer accusations that he had called into question the doctrines of the Church. As a result he could no longer call himself a catholic theologian and consequently had to give up the Chair of Catholic Theology at Tubingen. In practical terms it made very little difference. He continued teaching at Tubingen without the adjective ‘Catholic’ in his title and continued writing. For me it was devastating. It struck at my core values as an RE teacher in a catholic school. My methodology had been condemned by the CDF. Could I go on teaching in this way and still face the parents who expected their children to be educated in the teachings and practices of Catholicism? At that time it troubled me deeply. What made matters worse was that my colleagues couldn’t see my problem. 

I did not find Margaret Thatcher’s policies at all promising. I was deeply suspicious of her populist views which together with her brand of capitalism did not auger well for the common good.  With rising unemployment and cuts in social and education services I found my self asking what am I educating these children for?
Everything went on just the same in the classroom. O level examination results were paramount but what for? They were aimed at the top 20% children. What about the other 60% who then would mostly end up on the dole?  What happened to the Church’s social teaching? The hierarchy in general were silent.

 There is no doubt these unanswered questions contributed to my ensuing health problems. It was with relief that I accepted the offer to withdraw from teaching by reason of ill health.
 A year later I trained as a welfare rights worker. It entailed acquiring a detailed knowledge of the law governing all welfare benefits.  With this ammunition we went around the city to various venues to face rows of decent, desperate men and women who, for the first time in their lives, were not working ; who found it impossible to cover their living costs with the money they received from the then Department of Social Security (DSS) . By looking for any legal loophole we would try to ‘maximise their income’; by taking their case to appeal and representing them before a tribunal, we could get a DSS decision overturned. During this period I lost my three times mainly due to changes in the political colour of funding bodies.
In addition my husband developed non-Hodgekinson’s lymphoma. He was given six month life span which, with chemotherapy, could be lengthened. He started attending the Bristol Cancer Help Centre which operated using holistic therapies to treat cancer. The whole atmosphere exuded a healing ethos. The emphasis was on the treatment of the whole person and on quality of life rather than quantity. Using the therapies to complement orthodox medicine he lived for further seven years. It was these methods that led me to consider the nature of the human person, not as a combination of spirit and matter, body and soul but as an integrated whole. Where were the divisions? Where did one end and the other begin? My sketchy knowledge of particle physics led me to consider ‘particles without mass’? Were these pure energy then? If they were part of matter then they must be part of the structure of our bodies? 

These considerations led me to imagine a rending of the veil between spirit and matter and lead me further into the mystery of what it means to be a human being and the importance of our relationships not only with each other but with the natural world...

 All these experiences led me to consider not just my values but the one value that underpinned all others: the value of the human person. Listening to the stories of hardship, sacrifice and heroism which were the warp and weft of the lives of millions, I saw how poverty puts a stranglehold on the development of the person.
 Absolute poverty causes vitamin deficiencies and malnutrition thus inhibiting physical development. Poor housing and overcrowding stifle relationships and causing encroachment on individual space and freedom. in such conditions all the energies that hold us in being are channelled into survival at a basic animal level instead of being used to enhance life and creativity.

Relative poverty was defined eloquently by Peter Townsend,
‘Individuals can be said to be in poverty when they lack the resources to obtain the types of diet, participate in the activities  and have the living conditions and amenities which are customary, or at least widely encouraged or approved, in the societies to which they belong’  
Poverty in the UK 1979

It is not simply about lack of money but about social exclusion and a sense of failure and lack of worth. I remember leaving the probation office in St Agnes, an impoverished area in inner city Bristol, having spent a couple of hours listening to accounts of daily battles to survive in an affluent society. Outside the whole area spoke of neglect. Not only the neglect of local authorities, but that of the members of local communities, too tired and dispirited  to remove rubbish from small, brown patches of gardens where women sat on the steps talking while the children played. In the middle was a large advertisement displaying a desirable modern residence in a suburban setting, extolling the properties and beauty of English bricks!  I affronted at the insensitivity of an agency who could erect such a hoarding in the middle of this area of social deprivation.

We are accustomed to seeing the words ‘development ‘and ‘economic’ in the same context but we cannot call this authentic development. ‘…….it must be well rounded; it must foster the development of each person and of the whole man.’
 I had read this document many times and mentally applauded its contents. At that time it became an existential reality which has been the corner stone of my values ever since.
C What are my values now?
In paragraph A I stated that ‘my ultimate values were the teachings, practices and ecclesiastical structures of the Catholic Church’. I still value the teachings, particularly Catholic Social Teaching, together with the moral and doctrinal teachings as they are developing for the value and dignity of the human person is at their heart...
In his excellent work Catholicism, the American theologian Richard Mc Brien says:

To be a Catholic, is before all else, to be human (author’s italics). Catholicism is an understanding, affirmation and expression of human existence before it is a corporate conviction about the pope, or the seven sacraments, or even about Jesus Christ and the redemption. The first theological questions we ask ourselves are “Who am I?”  And “Who are we?” Every other theological question comes back to these.’  Page 6

 I have retained a loyalty to those practices I find life enhancing and these I value, particularly prayer and the liturgy when it is done with integrity. With great difficulty I have emotionally detached myself from the structures. What matters to me is justice. There are many injustices built into the ecclesiastical  institutions which make it difficult for me to maintain my allegiance however when I  remember that those who perpetuate the injustices are themselves victims of the structures, I find I can call myself ‘a catholic’ providing I am working for change. I still have a deep love for the Church and to love means loving the deformities as well as the beauty.
D) What values do I seek to elicit from the children in the context of the Iraq war?
There is no doubt that the children will have absorbed ideas, images and language from the media commentaries and some may have decided ‘for’ or ‘against’ the war. I suspect that most will only have a very hazy idea of why? And many may not know what to believe or think. 
My aim therefore will be initiate a process of thought about the effect of the war both this and the previous Gulf war on the various groups of people who are directly involved and to give them an opportunity to consider the arguments, taking the value of the lives of people as a basis for their judgement.

F) How am I to do this?
Give a brief introduction:   Include suggestions on how we are going to proceed.

The school made available a laptop with internet access and a projector.
The whole session to be recorded on a cassette tape...
Ask questions:

A. Who is against the war?

B. Who is for the war?

C. Who doesn’t know what to think?

D. Who couldn’t care less?

Ask for reasons:  (possible answers)


A     i) bombing; killing, 


       ii) killing soldiers


      iii) increasing threat of terrorist attacks on the west


      iv) price of oil will go up


       v) cost of war


B     i) weapons of mass destruction


       ii) chemical/biological weapons


      iii) Saddam Hussein’s human rights record

a) Torture

b) Genocide

c) Flouting UN resolutions to disarm.

C     i) Do you know where Iraq is?



Map on OHP

       ii)  Is it a poor or rich country?

                    Oil, Sanctions, Gulf War……

       iii) Is it a democracy?  / What is a democracy? 



Dictatorship, torture, genocide, elections

       iv) Is there a state religion?     



Secular state, majority Moslem, some Christian

        v) Where did Saddam get his weapons?



US/UK; Iran/Iraq war
Show pictures of people living in Iraq today to illustrate the above

     Using some of the images in www.iraqjournal.org/index.html/photos
D    Ask: Is the war going to hurt you?   How?




Terrorist attack on this country:
  Smart bombs

                                                                                      Biological warfare

                                                                                      Chemical
If we are going to decide whether to go to war, who or what have we to think about?

Divide class into buzz groups to talk about ways in which 
      war might be avoided ..  
    Lifting Sanctions

    Weapons Inspectors

   Get rid of Saddam

If we go to war do you think it is/will be a just war?   Ask for criteria and give if necessary.

Did I achieve what I set out to do?
According to email feedback from class teacher children continued talking about the issues after I had left the classrooms I suppose I did. 

The projection of picture images worked well.
The cassette recording was only partially successful, probably due to the fact I tend to wander around the classroom. I began by repeating each the child’s answers for the benefit of other children. I gave up doing this as they gained confidence and spoke more clearly. It also saved time.

Negatives:   Insufficient time:
-due to half the class having to attend a meeting about a school trip.  The time was cut by ten minutes to 40 minutes.

I omitted ‘just war theory’ and some of the picture images

� Progress of Peoples    An Encyclical letter by Pope Paul V!  1967 para 14





