
HODMEZOVASARHELY: Hands clasped, chil-
dren line church pews as nuns lead morning
prayer in Hungary. “Jesus loves me... Jesus is
happiness,” they sing, clapping along to the
hymns. It is not a scene from Sunday mass, but
from a primary school where students are kick-
ing off the day with prayer as part of the gov-
ernment’s efforts to re-Christianise education. 

The decade-old campaign has been pio-
neered by Hungary’s nationalist firebrand prime
minister as part of his “conservative revolution”
in the eastern European nation that Pope Francis
will visit on Sunday. The result: More crosses in
classrooms and daily schedules punctuated by
prayer and catechism.

It has also led to more government funds
being funneled into Christian schools - often at-
tended by wealthier students - at the expense of
public schools where poorer children are en-
rolled. For Andrea Magyar, headmistress at Fer-
enc Liszt, the change has been a welcome one.
Her school of 400 in the southeastern town of
Hodmezovasarhely has been under the direction
of Dominican nuns since September 2020.

She says relations are “less bureaucratic and
warmer” with the diocese compared to the cen-
tralized education authority, and insists the cur-
riculum itself “has not changed”. The religious
elements - crosses and catechisms - are not
obligatory, she says, and a new crop of young
teachers have helped revive the school. So have
government subsidies, which have allowed her to
freshen the paint work and plan other renovations,

she told AFP in early September, speaking under
an old oak tree in the school’s sunny courtyard.

‘Christian civilization’
The so-called re-Christianisation of Hun-

gary’s schools has been spearheaded by contro-
versial leader Viktor Orban, who rose to power
on a tide of populist support in 2010. A self-
styled defender of “Christian civilisation”, he
bucked trends secularizing education elsewhere
in Europe, vowing to reverse course on a com-
munist-era suppression of religion in Hungary.
Instead, his government has overseen an in-
creasing number of educational establishments
coming under the authority of the Church. He
may be keen to showcase this shift on Sunday
when he meets the Pope in Budapest.

His former chief-of-staff Janos Lazar said in
2016 that “education should be the business of
Church institutions” in the service of two essen-
tial aims: “that children learn to be good Chris-
tians and good Hungarians”. By 2018, 18 percent
of schools in Hungary were Catholic, up from 9.4
percent in 2010 when Orban took office. But the
uptick in Church-run schools may not reflect a
more pious society, said Kriszta Ercse, a sociol-
ogist at the Civil Platform for Public Education.

In the last national census in 2011 only 39
percent of Hungarians identified as Catholics
and 11 percent as Protestants. Among adherents,
only 15 percent attended religious services. A
new census has been delayed by the pandemic
but experts estimate these figures haven’t

changed substantially. Instead, Ercse says par-
ents are attracted to church schools because
they outperform public ones - in part due to the
more generous state funding they receive, ac-
cording to Ercse.

That’s why Ildiko sends her children aged
seven and 14 to Ferenc Liszt primary school in
Hodmezovasarhely - for free like public schools
in the country. She praises the school’s “excellent
atmosphere and committed teachers” since it

was taken over by the Church, and says she is
“very satisfied” with the changes. 

But it’s not all positive. Eager to keep up ac-
ademic performance, some religious schools ac-
tively seek out students from wealthy families at
the expense of poorer children and those from
the Roma minority. Ercse calls this a “drastic
form of selection” and warns it could lead to
“ghettoisation”. “The government is leaving
public schools to rot,” she says. — AFP 
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HODMEZOVASARHELY: Dominican nuns hold education lessons and prayer for the school children of Liszt Ferenc primary
school of their convent in the St Stephan church of Hodmezovasarhely town. — AFP 

Crosses and catechisms: Hungary’s 
push to ‘Christianize’ education

Decade-old campaign pioneered by firebrand PM

LONDON: The leader of Northern Ireland’s biggest party
yesterday suspended cooperation with Dublin and warned
he might collapse the province’s devolved government in
protest at a UK-EU protocol governing post-Brexit trade.
Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) leader Jeffrey Donaldson
demanded “significant and substantial changes” to the
Northern Ireland Protocol, under which London agreed to
checks on goods crossing the Irish Sea as part of its drawn-
out divorce from the European Union.

Donaldson took over the faction-ridden DUP in June and
is due to meet with EU Commission vice-president Maros
Sefcovic, who has insisted the EU will not renegotiate the
protocol. But the DUP leader said it was “a matter of political
reality, that our political institutions will not survive a failure
to resolve the problems that the protocol has created”.

“Let me be clear: If the choice is ultimately between re-
maining in office or implementing the protocol in its present
form, then the only option for any unionist minister would
be to cease to hold such office,” he said, warning the DUP
might trigger new elections in Northern Ireland. Donaldson
said the DUP was pulling out of a cross-border dialogue

council with the government of EU member Ireland -
“Strand Two” of a 1998 peace deal that ended three
decades of violence over British rule in Northern Ireland.
“In such circumstances unionists cannot be expected to op-
erate Strand Two as though nothing had changed,” he said.

‘Political limbo’ 
The Northern Ireland Protocol came into effect on Jan-

uary 1, when the United Kingdom left the European single
market and customs union. It involves checks on goods ar-
riving in Northern Ireland from mainland Great Britain -
England, Scotland and Wales - to stop items entering the
EU by the backdoor via Ireland. It is also designed to avoid
customs checks on a hard border with Ireland - another key
part of the 1998 peace deal. But pro-British unionists say
the port checks have hit business and trade, and altered
Northern Ireland’s status within the wider UK, putting a
border in the Irish Sea.

Earlier this year, opposition erupted into some of the
worst unrest in the province in recent years. The UK gov-
ernment in London, which wants to renegotiate the proto-
col, on Monday said it would extend a grace period
indefinitely on implementing checks. Brussels said it would
not oppose the move or implement sanctions for breaking
the deal while talks were going on to find a solution. Don-
aldson, however, said that left Northern Ireland in an unsus-
tainable “political limbo” and the protocol should be
replaced with “alternative arrangements to provide political
stability and economic opportunity”. — AFP 

Astronauts smell smoke,
burning on Russia’s ISS module
MOSCOW: A smoke alarm sounded yesterday in Russia’s segment of
the International Space Station (ISS) and astronauts smelled “burning”
on board, Russia’s space agency and NASA said. The incident, which
the Russian space agency Roscosmos said happened at 01:55 GMT
ahead of a scheduled spacewalk, is the latest in a string of problems to
spur safety concerns over conditions on the Russian segment. “A smoke
detector was triggered in the Zvezda service module of the Russian
segment of the International Space Station during automatic battery
charging, and an alarm went off,” Roscosmos said in a statement.

French astronaut Thomas Pesquet said “the smell of burning plastic or
electronic equipment” wafted to the US segment of the station, Russian
state news agency RIA Novosti reported, citing a NASA broadcast. The
Russian crew turned on a filter and after the air was cleaned up the as-
tronauts went back to sleep, Roscosmos said. The space agency said that
a planned spacewalk would go ahead as scheduled. Russia’s Oleg Novit-
sky and Pyotr Dubrov are scheduled to leave the station to continue work
on the Nauka science module that docked in July. “All systems are oper-
ating normally,” Roscosmos said. The Russian segment of the ISS has ex-
perienced several problems recently and a space official warned last
month that out of date software could lead to “irreparable failures”. The
Zvezda service module, part of the Russian segment, has experienced
several air leaks, including earlier this year and in 2019.  — AFP 

Brexit protocol could 
collapse govt, N Ireland
unionist leader says 


