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OLYMPE 

de  
GOUGES 

 
French 

Revolutionary 
 Feminist 

 
 

 
Olympe de Gouges (1748-1793) was a French 
playwright and political activist. She was born 
in southwestern France. 

De Gouges began her prolific career as a 
playwright in Paris in the 1780s. A passionate 
advocate of human rights, she was one of 
France's earliest public opponents of slavery. 
Her plays and pamphlets spanned a wide vari-
ety of issues including divorce and marriage, 
children's rights, unemployment, and social se-
curity. De Gouges welcomed the outbreak of 
the French Revolution, but soon became disen-
chanted when equal rights were not extended 
to women. In response to the 1789 Declaration 
of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, de 
Gouges published her Declaration of the Rights 
of Woman and of the Citizeness, in which she 
challenged the practice of male authority and 
advocated equal rights for women. 

 
EARLY LIFE 

Marie Gouze (as she then was called) was married 
on 24 October 1765 to Louis Yves Aubry, a caterer, 
against her will. The heroine of her semi-autobio-
graphical novel Mémoires is fourteen at her wed-
ding; Marie herself was seventeen. Her novel 
strongly decried the marriage: “I was married to a 
man I did not love and who was neither rich nor 
well-born. I was sacrificed for no reason that could  
make up for the repugnance I felt for this man.”  

 

Marie's substantially larger fortune (maternally 
derived) allowed her new husband to start his own 
business. In 1766, she gave birth to their son, 
Pierre. That November, a destructive flood of the 
river Tarn caused Louis’ death. She never married 
again, calling the institution of marriage “the tomb 
of trust and love”. 

After her husband’s death, Marie changed her 
name to Olympe de Gouges and began a relation-
ship with the wealthy Jacques Biétrix de Rozières, 
a businessman from Lyon. 

 
MOVE TO PARIS 

In 1768, Biétrix funded de Gouges' move to Paris, 
where he provided her with an income, and she 
lived there with her son and her sister. 

De Gouges began her career as a writer in 
Paris, publishing a novel in 1784 and subsequently 
a number of plays. She signed her public letters 
citoyenne, the French feminised version of citizen. 
In pre-revolutionary France, there were no citizens, 
and authors were the subjects of the King, but in 
revolutionary France there were only citoyens. In 
October 1792, the ruling Convention had decreed 
the use of citoyenne to replace Madame and Mad-
emoiselle. 

In 1788, she published Réflexions sur les 
Hommes Nègres, which demanded compassion for 
the plight of slaves in the French colonies. For de 
Gouges there was a direct link between the 

The Youthful Olympe de Gouges 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Children%27s_rights
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_security
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_security
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/French_Revolution
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Declaration_of_the_Rights_of_Man_and_of_the_Citizen
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Declaration_of_the_Rights_of_Man_and_of_the_Citizen
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Patriarchy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Citizen
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autocratic monarchy in France and the institution of 
slavery. She argued that “Men everywhere are 
equal ... Kings, who are, just do not want slaves; 
they know that they have submissive subjects.” 
She came to the public’s attention with the play L'E-
sclavage des Noirs. Her stance against slavery in 
the French colonies made her the target of threats. 
De Gouges was also attacked by those who 
thought that a woman's proper place was not in the 
theatre. De Gouges was defiant: she wrote “I'm de-
termined to be a success, and I’ll do it in spite of my 
enemies.” The slave trade lobby mounted a press 
campaign against her play, which closed after three 
performances; the lobby had paid hecklers to sab-
otage the performances. 

 
REVOLUTIONARY POLITICS 

De Gouges greeted the outbreak of the Revolution 
with hope and joy, but soon became disenchanted 
when égalité (equality) was not extended to 
women. In 1791, influenced and inspired by John 
Locke’s treatises on natural rights, de Gouges be-
came part of the Society of the Friends of Truth, an 
association with the goal of establishing equal po-
litical and legal rights for women. It was in 1791 that 
she wrote the Déclaration des droits de la Femme 
et de la Citoyenne. In that pamphlet she expressed, 
for the first time, her famous statement: “If a woman 
has the right to mount the scaffold, she must pos-
sess equally the right to mount the speaker’s plat-
form.” 

This was followed by her Contrat Social (Social 
Contract, named after the famous work of Jean-
Jacques Rousseau), proposing marriage based 
upon gender equality. 

In 1790 and 1791, in the French colony of Saint-
Domingue (present-day Haiti), free people of colour 
and African slaves revolted in response to the ide-
als expressed in the Declaration of the Rights of 
Man and of the Citizen. In Paris, de Gouges was 
accused by the mayor of Paris of having incited the 
insurrection in Saint-Domingue with her play 
L’Esclavage. When it was staged again in Decem-
ber 1792, a riot erupted in Paris. 

De Gouges opposed the execution of Louis XVI 
(which took place on 21 January 1793), mainly out 
of opposition to capital punishment. This earned 
her the ire of many republicans, even into the next 
generation. In December 1792, when Louis XVI 
was about to be put on trial, she wrote to the Na-
tional Assembly offering to defend him, causing 
outrage among many deputies. In her letter, she ar-
gued that he should be exiled rather than executed. 
After the execution of Louis XVI, she became wary 
of Robespierre’s Montagnard faction and in open 
letters criticized their violence and summary kill-
ings. 

ARREST 
As the Revolution progressed, she became more 
and more vehement in her writings. On 2 June 
1793, the Jacobins imprisoned prominent opposi-
tionists; they were sent to the guillotine in October. 
Finally, her poster Les Trois Urnes, ou le Salut de 
la Patrie (The Three Urns, or the Salvation of the 
Fatherland, led to her arrest). Olympe decreed in 
this publication that: “Now is the time to establish a 
decent government whose energy comes from the 
strength of its laws; now is the time to put a stop to 
assassinations and the suffering they cause, for 
merely holding opposing views. Let everyone ex-
amine their consciences; let them see the incalcu-
lable harm caused by such a long-lasting division 
... and then everyone can pronounce freely on the 
government of their choice. The majority must carry 
the day. It is time for death to rest and for anarchy 
to return to the underworld.” She also called for an 
end to the bloodshed of the Revolution saying: “It 
is time to put a stop to this cruel war that has only 
swallowed up your treasure and harvested the 
most brilliant of your young. Blood, alas, has flowed 
far too freely!” She demanded a plebiscite for a 
choice among three potential forms of government: 
the first, a unitary republic, the second, a federalist 
government, or the third, a constitutional monar-
chy. As a result, she was arrested. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Society_of_the_Friends_of_Truth
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean-Jacques_Rousseau
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean-Jacques_Rousseau
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saint-Domingue
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saint-Domingue
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Haiti
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Louis_XVI_of_France
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Capital_punishment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robespierre
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jacobin_Club
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Referendum
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Republic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Federalism
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IMPRISONMENT & EXECUTION 
She spent three months in jail without an attorney, 
as the presiding judge had denied de Gouges her 
legal right to a lawyer on the grounds that she was 
more than capable of representing herself. 
Through her friends, she still managed to publish 
two texts: Olympe de Gouges au tribunal révolu-
tionnaire (Olympe de Gouges at the Revolutionary 
tribunal), in which she related her interrogations; 
and her last work, Une Patriote Persécutée (A [fe-
male Patriot Persecuted), in which she condemned 
the ‘Terror’. 

On 3 November 1793, the Revolutionary Tribu-
nal sentenced her to death and she was executed 
for seditious behaviour and allegedly attempting to 
reinstate the monarchy. 

Her execution was used as a warning to other 
politically active women. At the 1 November 1793 
meeting of the Paris Commune, its President, Gas-
pard Chaumette, cautioned a group of women 
wearing Phrygian bonnets, reminding them of “the 
impudent Olympe de Gouges, who was the first 
woman to start up women’s political clubs, who 
abandoned the cares of her home to meddle in the 
affairs of the Republic, and whose head fell under 
the avenging blade of the law”.  [Source, Wikipedia] 

 
 

DECLARATION OF THE RIGHTS 
 OF WOMEN AND 
 CITIZENESSES 

Mothers, daughters, sisters, female representa-
tives of the nation ask to be constituted as a na-
tional assembly. Considering that ignorance, ne-
glect, or contempt for the rights of woman are the 
sole causes of public misfortunes and govern-
mental corruption, they have resolved to set forth 
in a solemn declaration the natural, inalienable, 
and sacred rights of woman: so that by being 
constantly present to all the members of the so-
cial body this declaration may always remind 
them of their rights and duties; so that, by being 
liable at every moment to comparison with the 
aim of any and all political institutions, the acts of 
women’s and men’s powers may be the more 
fully respected; and so that, by being founded 
henceforward on simple and incontestable prin-
ciples, the demands of the citizenesses may al-
ways tend toward maintaining the constitution, 
good morals, and the general welfare. 

 
 

Form for a Social Contract between a 
Man and Woman 

We, [citizen] and [citizeness], moved by our own 
will, unite for the length of our lives and for the 
duration of our mutual inclinations under the fol-
lowing conditions: We intend and wish to make 
our wealth communal property, while reserving 
the right to divide it in favour of our children and 
of those for whom we might have a special incli-
nation, mutually recognizing that our goods be-
long directly to our children, from whatever bed 
they come [legitimate or not], and that all of them 
without distinction have the right to bear the 
name of the fathers and mothers who have 
acknowledged them; and we impose on our-
selves the obligation of subscribing to the law 
that punishes any rejection of one's own blood 
[refusing to acknowledge an illegitimate child]. 
We likewise obligate ourselves, in the case of a 
separation, to divide our fortune equally and to 
set aside the portion the law designates for our 
children. In the case of a perfect union, the one 
who dies first will give up half his/her property in 
favour of the children; and if there are no chil-
dren, the survivor will inherit by right, unless the 
dying person has disposed of his/her half of the 
common property in favour of someone he/she 
judges appropriate.  
 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Revolutionary_Tribunal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Revolutionary_Tribunal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pierre_Gaspard_Chaumette
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pierre_Gaspard_Chaumette
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Symbolism_in_the_French_Revolution#Liberty_cap
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LOSING RELIGION, FINDING MYSELF 
 

Joe Armstrong 

 
 

Series continued 
 

“I wanted to get out of the Marist General House 
as soon as possible,” I journaled on 18 July 
1983. 

The international gathering in Rome of stu-
dent priests from the Marist Fathers had visited 
the headquarters of the Marist Brothers (FMS), 
a separate religious congregation of teaching 
brothers founded by Marist Father, Marcellin 
Champagnat, in France in 1817. 

The building was a massive marble monstrosity, 
which I felt was an affront to the vow of poverty. 
Inside, I perused printed comic strip materials of 
Champagnat, aimed at children. It smacked to me 
of a manufactured myth, the cult of the founder. 
Perhaps it paid off too - he would be canonised six-
teen years later, on 18 April 1999. 

I think underlying my distaste and unease was 
an unarticulated sense that Christianity did the 
same for Jesus, and that I, like so many others, had 
fallen for it. There is no infancy narrative nor any 
resurrection ‘sighting’ in the original version of 
Mark, the earliest canonical Gospel. These were 
added later, many years after the ‘events’ they pur-
ported to record. 

My mother and her letters had long induced in 
me exasperation and anger. After the visit to the 
Marist Brothers, my journal records: “Ripping 
mother’s letters”. I don’t remember the contents of 
her letters to me in Rome, but I imagine destroying 
them gave me some sense of liberation from her. 

A priest in the General House didn’t inspire me. 
Once, when asked to do something, he shouted: 
“But I wanted to do my nails today!” Another time 
he said: “Look at the rubbish they’re ordaining. I 
won’t be happy until they’ve all left!” 

This undermined the belief that it was God who 
called someone to the priesthood. 

On 22 July, Father Jean Coste (1926-94), the 
preeminent historian of the Marist Fathers, pre-
sented a seminar to us on the history and spiritual-
ity of the Society of Mary. I asked him if he was 
personally optimistic about the future of the congre-
gation. 

His response was guarded. He was optimistic  
for Marist spirituality but he couldn’t express confi-
dence in the survival of the Marist Fathers per se -  

 
a telling admission by the then leading expert on all 
things Marist. 

Next day, Father Roger Wilhelm, a French As-
sistant General, appeared upset on the bus as we 
returned from a visit to the Vatican Museum. I 
asked him what was wrong, and he shared his sad-
ness over the recent departure, after six years, of 
one of the few German Marist scholastics. 

Upon my return to Dublin that summer, an unex-
pected and deeply traumatic experience of obedi-
ence awaited me. 

-0- 

The Superior at Mount St Mary’s in 1983 was 
and remains a good and conscientious man of un-
assailable integrity. However, to err is human, and 
he made a mistake that affected me. 

In short, on 10 March I had told him I didn’t want 
to be a teacher and that I’d like to study psychology 
with a view to becoming a counsellor. 

“If you take honours psychology and then do a 
two-year diploma, you could join the Irish Psycho-
logical Society and you would be well set up. You 
would make a good counsellor,” he had said. 

But when I got back from Rome, he told me I 
couldn’t do psychology. 

“I made a mistake,” he said. “I thought you had 
a teaching subject. I apologise. Yes, and it was a 
serious enough mistake. I don’t think you’re suited 
for psychology.” 

I couldn’t fathom his shift. What I wanted to work 
at as a priest had been summarily dismissed. 

We had been taught in novitiate that obedience 
was listening to God’s will. We were not to ignore 
our personal judgement, but we were to submit our 
mind and will to “God’s will, the Church, and the call 
of the Superior”. 

But was it “God’s will” when the Superior said I’d 
make a good counsellor or “God’s will” when he 
said I wasn’t suited for psychology? How could 
“God’s will” fluctuate like that? In that moment, the 
vow of obedience seemed to me to be nothing 
more than the whim of a fallible man. 

I had never wanted to teach as a Marist. I’d 
never contemplated joining the Christian Brothers, 
because I couldn’t see the point in taking on the 
sacrifice of celibacy, poverty and obedience to 
teach. Nor was there any shortage of lay teachers. 

I knew Marists whose lives had been blighted by 
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teaching, broken men sent teaching who were not 
suited to it. Now I, too, was being forced into teach-
ing against my will. 

With his characteristic integrity, honesty, self-
knowledge, and humility, the Superior later told me 
that this had been the biggest mistake he had made 
in his time as Superior. Which, in the grand scheme 
of things, shows he did an excellent job. He was 
rightly known as the conscience of the Province, 
and he would later, deservedly, be elevated to Su-
perior General of the Marist Fathers. 

-0- 

Father Bernie Ryan, Superior General of the 
Marist Fathers in the mid-1980s, wrote a personal 
letter to me after my time in Rome in 1983: “You 
are a charming young man, Joe. I pray you will feel 
encouraged to continue the pilgrim path of faith 
within the Marists. You have much to contribute. I’m 
thankful you have chosen to journey with us.” 

I was touched and appreciated the General tak-
ing the time to write 
to me but I did not 
feel encouraged. 

Before Rome, my 
experience of loneli-
ness and desire left 
me unable to under-
stand why anyone 
would choose the vow of celibacy. But I lacked con-
fidence in my ability to initiate and sustain a com-
mitted intimate relationship. Such was my poor 
self-esteem that I didn’t believe any woman would 
ever want to spend her life with me. 

After Rome, I became depressed following the 
Superior’s mistake about my university subjects 
and  future  work as a priest. I doubted God had 
anything to do with the vow of obedience. Rather, I 
felt the “will of God” was only obeying the fallible 
judgment of an honourable man. 

That autumn, I began a BA in English and His-
tory at University College Dublin. Glad to be in a 
secular environment, I wore lay clothes - a small 
lapel cross was the only visible hint I was a student 
priest. 

On 24 October, I visited my mother. I went up-
stairs to my old bedroom and she followed me. I 
didn’t know why but suddenly I was crying. She 
hugged me and I was glad she was alive. 

“What have you got to tell me?”, she asked. 
“Nothing.” 
“Is it the fellahs in the seminary?” 

“No,” I replied. As ever, she misread everything. 
My eyes kept filling. I didn’t know where this un-

expected emotion was coming from or why it was 
manifesting in the presence of my mother, from 
whom I remained alienated. 

“As your father told you, you’re always welcome 

to come home,” she said. 
It was the first time she had ever said it. How-

ever, I knew that returning home to live under her 
domain would be psychologically damaging for me, 
a retrograde, self-destructive trap from which I 
might never escape. 

Back in Milltown, on 29 October I journaled: 
“Feel cheated by God. I could walk out of here and 
it wouldn’t matter a damn.” I felt “misled, deceived 
by God” and by belief itself and by “the lie” of com-
munity life. 

I wondered how confrères, family and friends 
would react if I left. I journaled “I feel a fake.” Even 
more disturbing for me was my sense that “the very 
thing I stand for” was phoney. 

Given that human values seemed inextricably 
tied up with religion, I feared that life without religion 
would be immoral, unethical and rudderless. I 
joined the Marists to do good. I journaled: “I feel if I 
left here, I wouldn’t give a shit about anything or 

anybody.” In my de-
pression, I added: 
“Or is that not the 
case already?” 

“What have you 
got to tell me?,” my 
director asked me at 
the start of a mara-
thon two-and-a-half-

hour spiritual direction. He had chosen the same 
words as my mother. 

I told him everything, as I always did: how my 
whole belief system and my faith were on the rocks, 
disillusioned by the priesthood, community life and 
the Church. 

“It would not be good for you to leave now, in 
these circumstances,” he counselled, adding: “I’m 
pleased with your progress over the last year.” 

“What progress?”, I asked, my eyes wet, my 
stomach tense, my mind a sea of mud. 

“Truth,” he replied. 
He expressed concern about my receptivity to 

his counsel and suggested if I could live my life for-
giving and loving, that’s challenge enough for any 
man. Indeed, so why bother adding the encum-
brances of celibacy, obedience and faith in a silent 
God? 

I journaled: “He pretty much told me I’d be daft 
and foolish to leave. This encouraged me no end.” 

The following day, I attended mass as an athe-
ist, unbelieving at the consecration. I could not 
pray. I read the Bible too as an atheist. It was just 
a book, black hieroglyphics on a page. But again, 
faith - or was it fear? - kicked in when I read Luke 
9:62: “No one who puts his hand to the plough and 
looks back is fit for the Kingdom of God.”  

 

I attended mass as an atheist, unbelieving at the con-
secration. I could not pray. I read the Bible too as an 
atheist. It was just a book, black hieroglyphics on a 

page. 
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Alan Tuffery 
 

VALUES AND CIVILISATION 

Humanism has two core values. The first is the 
flourishing of individual human beings to allow 
them to develop their potential as much as possi-
ble. The second is rationality - understanding our 
world and being able to foresee the consequences 
of our actions. However, values are merely aspira-
tional - they make you feel good but they are not 
enough by themselves - they must become goals 
towards which we strive. 

Both of these values are based on our best un-
derstanding of ourselves and our place in the world: 
we are part of the ‘tree of life’ - we share ancestors 
with all other living things. We also know that we 
humans, with our big brains, social organisation 
and advanced communication have moved into a 
‘cultural’ phase of evolution. This phase is much 
faster than previous phases which took hundreds 
of millions or even billions of years. In our modern 
world, an idea can flash round the world in minutes 
- that’s cultural evolution. 

Cultural evolution means that we alone can con-
trol our future and our environment. As J S Huxley 
put it in his essay The Humanist Frame (1961), the 
primacy of human flourishing depends upon the 
recognition that humans are “the sole agents of 
evolution.” This makes humankind the custodians 
of all other living things and of our precious planet 
- ‘the web of life’. 

This idea leads to the valuing of individual 

humans and the goal of encouraging the greatest 
possible flourishing of their talents. Diversity is the 
raw material of evolution and we cannot know what 
skills and attitudes will be critical for solving the 
problems of the future. It follows that good societies 
- civilisation - foster the goals of individual flourish-
ing and rational thinking.  

 

WAR - THE OPPOSITE OF CIVILISATION 
War dramatically diverts us from these goals. Indi-
viduals, if not physically injured or ‘displaced’, are 
affected by the changes to their society. The soci-
ety’s aim becomes the prosecution of the war at the 
expense of other goals including human flourish-
ing. 

Attacks on civilians are used as a deliberate 
strategy. In Gaza, we have seen hundreds of thou-
sands of people ordered to evacuate their homes 
in a matter of hours. (We have also seen the at-
tacks on so-called ‘safe havens’ to which people 
have fled.) At the same time the infrastructure of 
water, power and hospitals, already weakened by 
decades of blockade, is systematically destroyed. 

Reflect on what ‘displacement’ means. If you 
have to leave your home in a few hours, taking with 
you only what you can carry, you will have to leave 
behind most of your culture - your precious memen-
tos, such as photographs and records of your fam-
ily, your society’s traditions and customs. Your pri-
ority now will be brute survival in this new, unknown 
and dangerous world. 
 

ABUSE OF REASON 
These atrocities are deliberate. They are consid-
ered and their consequences foreseeable and fore-
seen. Those who initiate them know that people, 
even if they survive, will have their lives changed 
forever. In Gaza, this is the fate of almost two mil-
lion people. 

This calculated, deliberate destruction of human 
lives and societies is the grossest abuse of our in-
tellectual power to control our world and pursue 
goals for the betterment of all.  

The perversion of rationality infects the so-called 
non-combatant nations - some of which are actively 
supplying Israel with sophisticated weaponry. We 
hear empty words about “reducing the number of 
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civilian casualties” and “increasing the flow of aid”. 
These attempt to distract from the real issues of 
war. The loss of over 25,000 lives is only a small 
part of the total suffering. What is being systemati-
cally destroyed is a social structure, a culture - the 
necessary supports for human flourishing. A few 
more lorry-loads of aid will make little difference to 
the hundreds of thousands trying desperately to 
survive while threatened by trauma, disease and 
starvation. 

War is also destructive of other living things and 
of the environment. Military activity releases carbon 
and other pollutants into the environment. Parts of 
the earth’s surface will be unfit for life for decades, 
centuries or even millennia (see Conflict and Envi-
ronment Observatory). 

This perversion of our highest attributes is Evil. 
To calculatedly act in a way that will harm people 
on a large scale and systematically destroy their 
culture is a denial of a fundamental fact of our ex-
istence - our close kinship with all other humans. It 
slows our path towards the goal of human develop-
ment in harmony with other living things and the en-
vironment in the web of life. There must be a better 
way. As Bertrand Russell wrote over seventy years 
ago: “There is almost always a way, though some-
times a much slower way, of doing things without 
violence. For it is not by hostility that good things 
are achieved” (New Hopes for a Changing World, 
1951).                                                                    

…………………………..………………………….
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HUMANISM 
& 

CHRISTIANITY 
 

Compatibility & Contrast 
  

 

Daltún Ó Ceallaigh 
 

Secular Humanism is the alternative to reli-

gious belief. As regards such belief, there is of 
course quite a range of creeds throughout the 
world. However, let us here consider Secular 
Humanism and Christian Religion, because the 
latter is the predominant manifestation of reli-
gious belief in Ireland.  

In doing this, we henceforth refer simply to 
Christianity and Humanism, in the second case 
because the term is now usually just taken to 
describe the secular rather than any religious 
variety. 

 There has been a certain amount of discussion 
and debate in recent years about the extent to 
which Humanism and Christianity may overlap or 
be somewhat compatible. 

All philosophies of life, both secular and reli-
gious, need to be assessed according to three main 
considerations - ethical code, human nature, and 
ultimate explanations. The last refers to ideas such 
as whether or not there is a god or a natural infinity, 
of which more below. 

 
ETHICAL CODE 

In respect of ethical code, there are particular ac-
ceptances across the whole of humanity, such as 
‘thou shalt not kill’. (Of course there are then quali-
fications as to what may be a just war, and so on, 
but those are for another day’s examination.) Out-
side of the basic absolutes and universals, ethical 
codes can differ quite markedly. In Ireland, we 
know all about this in relation to issues such as 
abortion and same-sex marriage.  

An ecumenical approach to Humanism and 
Christianity is to seek out the congruent in a spirit 
of amicability rather than just identify the different 
with a concern about conflictuality. That can also 
lead to cooperative action in society in order to deal 
with various kinds of injustice and impoverishment. 
Philosophically, the original Christian emphases 
such as ‘love thy neighbour’ and enunciating the 
equality of human beings were distinctive historical 

developments, although quickly abandoned by 
Christian Establishments. Generally speaking, one 
should acknowledge all the positive ethical attrib-
utes of Christianity where they overlap with Hu-
manism, which of course does not require acqui-
escing in its fantastical assertions about a super-
natural. 

While there may be areas of agreement be-
tween Christians and Humanists, there are other 
areas where we will never concur. Although these 
may be dissimilar according to whether one is deal-
ing with fundamentalist Calvinists and tridentine 
Catholics, on the one hand, or liberal Anglicans and 
Vatican II Catholics, on the other, there will remain 
major discrepancies between all Christians and all 
Humanists. 

Even the most flexible Christians will not have 
the same approaches as Humanists towards ques-
tions such as foetal status and homosexual behav-
iour. Their thinking on these and other matters is 
based on a specific conception of natural law. 
Where Humanists come into direct confrontation 
with Christians is when the latter attempt to have 
their views enshrined as State policy. For example, 
this was pointedly evident in the referenda con-
cerning divorce and abortion.  

More widely, injunctions such as ‘love your ene-
mies’ and ‘turn the other cheek’ (of doubtful adher-
ence by Christians themselves) may have suited 
Caesar in dealing with recalcitrant Jews, but have 
understandably not exactly recommended them-
selves to people generally throughout history, par-
ticularly those struggling against oppression and in-
justice. 

 
HUMAN NATURE 

In the matter of human nature, Humanists and 
Christians diverge into very distinct camps. Chris-
tians believe in original sin and an ongoing predis-
position towards sinfulness, and thus instil a feeling 
of guilt throughout life, thereby requiring atonement 
and salvation. Humanists assess such beliefs 
about humans being inherently deviant and base 
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as not only false and wrong-headed, but also harm-
ful insofar as they can, along with preachings about 
hellfire and damnation, inflict psychological dam-
age. (Limbo - modified hell for unbaptised babies - 
was, eventually, not abolished, but effectively de-
commissioned, by Catholics anyway, due to a hu-
manitarian outcry.) Accordingly, these perspectives 
of misery need to be firmly countered. In particular, 
Christians are notably imbued with an obsessional 
negativity about sexual matters and, instead of 
adopting a regime of responsible activity, induce 
unnatural repression and pathological inhibition.  

All in all, the true object of humanity is not re-
pentance, but fulfilment. Humanity does not need 
redemption from wickedness, but rather liberation 
from delusions. It need not feel shame about exist-
ence, but instead exult proudly in life. 

 
ULTIMATE EXPLANATIONS 

Turning to ultimate explanations, Christians are 
definite that there is a personal god, which is basi-
cally not a matter of knowledge but of faith. Human-
ists reject this idea as an anthropomorphic fantasy. 
At present, we cannot be sure what 
lies beyond the observable universe 
or what explains the ‘Big Bang’ or 
what sparked the first cells of life. But 
science is still gathering data and 
forming hypotheses on those sub-
jects.  

One hypothesis is that we live in a 
spatial and temporal infinity, whereby 
cyclically there has always been a 
universe of some kind and always will 
be. An extended proposition from this 
is a cosmos comprised of several 
universes, which themselves cycli-
cally come into and go out of exist-
ence. Without so extending, it has been speculated 
that, in the unobserved parts of our own universe, 
there are different domains with different proper-
ties. In any of these scenarios, there is no creation, 
no boundary, no teleology and no last day. As for 
the argument that the ‘fine tuning’ of all the ele-
ments in our universe, which occurred to produce 
life, could not be accidental, in fact it is more than 
feasible that it was so in the context of a vast cos-
mic expanse in space and time, thus allowing for 
chance to eventuate.  

Religion generally, and no less Christianity, has 
further always depended principally on the God of 
the Gaps idea whereby that which is not under-
stood is attributed to a god or gods. However, the 
alternative is the Science of the Gaps outlook 
whereby, given its track record in eliminating multi-
tudinous lacunae of incomprehensibility, the rea-
sonable expectation is that science will fill the re-
maining ones in due course. The religious also 

often pose the question of what is the meaning or 
purpose of the universe or cosmos. However, one 
might as well ask what is the purpose or meaning 
of the Atlantic Ocean. All just are and the question 
about meaning is meaningless. 

In other words, in respect of the universe in 
which we find ourselves today, we could adopt Par-
menides’ outlook of “what is, is” and just get on with 
living our lives, while continuing to indulge our nat-
ural inquisitiveness about the ultimate questions. 

 
SPINOFF 

But there is a distinctive spinoff for Christians from 
the notion of a divine ultimate. Their god sends a 
son to earth in order to redeem us from sin and per-
form miracles in the course of this, such as casting 
out spirits and changing water into wine. (The lat-
ter, while appealing, unfortunately is not actually re-
alisable.) This avatar is also not only born of a vir-
gin, but resurrects and ascends into a heaven.  

In Christianity, one thus moves from over-
stretched credulity about a tripolar celestial poten-
tate to a seemingly boundless fancifulness regard-

ing its earthly manifestation. And we 
haven’t even reflected on the oft-for-
gotten and neglected imaginary of the 
Holy Spirit (in earlier times, a ‘Ghost’).  

Moreover, there is the thought that 
if a god is the reason for humanity, it 
took a somewhat long time and a 
quite involved procedure, entailing al-
most 13.8 billion years from the ‘Big 
Bang’ alone, for said supernatural 
person to get around to creating us. 
And, as for the redeemer, he only ar-
rived about 298,000 years after homo 
sapiens is thought (according to cau-
tious estimate) to have emerged on 

this earthly scene. 
An additionally distinctive feature of the Chris-

tian mind is that it views humans as the only life 
form on the planet that has a ‘soul’ which is immor-
tal. Other creatures are born, live and die, but we 
uniquely are supposed to go on forever after con-
ception, in some form or another. Why is it thought 
that this is so? It is simply because evolution has 
rendered us cerebrally the only species which is 
fully self-aware to the extent that we know that we 
are mortal, while thus being presented with the 
challenge of reconciling to the final normality. In 
other words, we are time-conscious. As one psy-
chologist observing religion has put it, the re-
sistance to death arises from “the lust for life”. 

 
COMPATIBILITY & CONTRAST 

So where does all that leave us? Humanists should 
respect Christians as far as they positively go in re-
spect of ethical code, and make common purpose 

African Symbol of Peace & Harmony 
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with them in society, where that is possible, in seek-
ing to make general progress and advance tar-
geted improvements.  

But there is no point in sweeping crucial philo-
sophical disparities under the carpet or ignoring 
that we are committed to quite contrasting and con-
flicting overall positions. Most important of all, it 
comes down to the consideration of basic truth, 
which we all search for. Humanists and Christians 
are fundamentally divided in their judgements as to 
what is underpinningly true and what is not. Is there 
a supernatural with a god at its centre, whence de-
rives us and morality, or are there no such dimen-
sions and we have to build our lives on an alterna-
tive foundation? Do we draw conclusions on what 
we would like to be the case or on what we are in-
creasingly discovering to be the reality? Is truth 
what we wish for or what we have to accept, how-
ever reluctantly in some instances? 

And, to be quite blunt about it, many Humanists 
welcome the decline of Christianity (as is happen-
ing in Western Europe anyway) and the prospect of 
it disappearing as an organ of anti-human doctrines 
and dogmatic superstitions, thereby eliminating its 

deleterious and diversionary effects on people.  
Nothing sums up more the perverse side of 

Christianity than the statement by one of the early 
Christian fathers, Irenaeus, that “man” had to “over-
come the enemy” that was “man.” And we are sup-
posed to do this by, among other things, worship-
ping the offspring of an obscure Galilean carpenter 
two thousand years ago, namely a peripatetic and 
probably illiterate preacher, possibly deranged in 
thinking he was a god or a son thereof, or otherwise 
classified as divine by starry eyed disciples. While 
we should nonetheless selectively listen to the Je-
sus of the gospels as a proclaimer of ethics and 
character formation (although not entirely original 
in several of his pronouncements), we must decline 
the invitation to affirm his apotheosis. 

 
HUMANISM OR CHRISTIANITY? 

Humanist outlook and Christian religiosity are, in 
the main, the basic choices facing Irish people to-
day and, fortunately, it seems that the former, if 
only effectively rather than always explicitly, is the 
one increasingly being chosen.  
●………………………………………………………● 
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Fergus Whelan

THE COUNTER-ENLIGHTENMENT STRIKES 
BACK 

Edmund Burke died in 1797, having achieved most 
of what he set out to do. His main achievement was 
to drag England and Ireland into a war with France 
that lasted for 22 years and cost the lives of count-
less millions. He had exposed the miscreant radi-
cals to the hatred, ridicule, and contempt of the 
whole of Britain if not the world. Church and royal 
mobs, inspired by Burke’s hate speech, went on the 
rampage, attacking democrats in many English cit-
ies. In Birmingham, a mob, led and directed by the 
magistrates, rioted for three days. Joseph Priestley 
was their target. His home, science laboratory and 
meeting house were burnt to the ground. Priestley 
believed that, were it not for the fact that Dr Price 
was dead at this point, his school at Hackney would 
have suffered the same fate. Priestley and Paine 
were, in many places, burnt in effigy. They and 
many others were forced to leave England forever, 
fearing either murder by the mob or execution by 
the state. When the Dublin Society of United Irish-
men discussed the attacks on Paine and Priestley, 
it offered honorary membership of the Society to 
both men. When Priestley’s plans to emigrate to the 
USA became known in Dublin, William Drennan 
was tasked with writing a farewell address on 

behalf of the United Irish Society.  
William Pitt suspended habeas corpus, banned 

meetings, books, newspapers and any form of re-
formist political activity. Writers and poets were 
watched by spies, hounded by mobs and intimi-
dated into silence or apostasy. In Scotland, 
Thomas Muir and four others received the savage 
sentence of fourteen years’ transportation to the 
Penal Colonies for daring to hold a public meeting. 
Pitt’s attempt to hang the leading radicals who re-
mained in England failed only because the notori-
ous Treason Trials in London in 1794 collapsed. 
The prosecution failed to convince the jury that a 
man should be hanged for expressing an opinion. 

The war Burke advocated against France began 
in early 1793 and hostilities ended only after Wa-
terloo in 1815. Many were imprisoned for sedition, 
for publicly voicing opposition to the war, and the 
cause of democratic reform went into what looked 
at the time like terminal decline.  

If the English and Scottish friends of the Enlight-
enment suffered a harsh repression, it was as noth-
ing compared to what befell their Irish counterparts. 
The government in Ireland unleashed a pogrom 
against the people. In the words of William Dren-
nan, the Dublin Castle authorities “brought massa-
cre, rape desolation and terror to the people of 



Irish Freethinker  No. 201  Spring 2024 
 

14 
 

Ireland.1 Lord Carhampton rampaged through Con-
nacht in 1795, illegally kidnapping thousands of 
young men for service in the British Navy. In early 
1797, General Lake led the Dragooning of Ulster, 
and his men ravaged the province with ruthtless-
ness and considerable brutality.2 When the rebel-
lion Dublin Castle had done so much to provoke fi-
nally broke out in 1798, the government continued 
with and intensified the savagery. Hangings and 
beheadings, drumhead court martials, mass exe-
cutions of the unarmed, and torture and house and 
church burnings were the preferred methods of re-
storing order. Above the court and market houses 
in Belfast, Lisburn, Wexford and elsewhere, the 
townspeople were confronted with the ghastly 
spectacle of the heads of their leading citizens dis-
played on poles. The friends of the Enlightenment 
paid dearly for their attempts to unite Catholic, 
Protestant and Dissenter in pursuit of religious free-
dom and democratic government.  

 
SOVEREIGNTY AND THE MODERN WORLD 

In the early nineteenth century, it may have ap-
peared that Burkean values had triumphed, and the 
radical Enlightenment had been consigned to the 
dust bin of history. However later 
generations continued the fight for 
reform and social progress. Despite, 
or perhaps because of, the Peterloo 
Massacre of 1819, the vicissitudes 
of the Chartists in the 1840s and the 
women’s suffrage movement of the 
early twentieth century, the sover-
eignty of the people, which the radi-
cal Enlightenment advocated, is 
now apparently accepted as the nat-
ural order. 

Most liberal and social demo-
cratic thought accepts that a people 
have a right to elect their govern-
ment and to change one that is not 
ruling in the interests of its citizens. 
However, the global financial sys-
tem is run in the interest of the super wealthy elite 
few and has no regard to the interest of the greatest 
happiness of the greatest number. Many national 
governments seem either unwilling or unable to 
tackle this problem.  

When the international banking system impru-
dently pumped billions into the rogue banks in the 
Irish Republic, it led to the financial crash of 2008. 
Other countries such as Portugal and Greece were 
similarly affected. It was not the citizens or the dem-
ocratically elected government who chose the pol-
icy to resolve the crisis. It was the anonymous, 

 
1 Fergus Whelan, May Tyrants Tremble: The Life of William 
Drennan, 2020, p 220.  

unelected bureaucrats who decided that the impru-
dent lenders should be insulated from the conse-
quences of their speculation. It was the poorer citi-
zens of these countries that would carry the cost in 
terms of degraded public services, unemployment 
and austerity. 

Recent events in Britain have given us a very 
clear example of where political power is wielded in 
today’s world. The fate of the Liz Truss lettuce-
head premiership suggests that the rulers of mod-
ern Britain can be cashiered for financial idiocy. If 
the British electorate had wished to cashier Truss, 
they would have had to wait for a general election. 
That nebulous entity known as the international fi-
nancial markets could caste her out almost over-
night. No doubt many British citizens will have been 
delighted to have been delivered from the conse-
quences of Truss’s folly. 

 
ENLIGHTENMENT AND MONARCHY 

Molesworth, Toland, Price and Priestley were op-
posed to the absolute monarchy of pre-revolution-
ary France and what they regarded as the absolut-
ist ambitions of James II. However, they hailed Wil-
liam III as their deliverer from tyranny. They held 

that he had been granted the 
throne by the parliament of Eng-
land on condition that he obey the 
laws and protect his people. As 
we have seen, Price and Priest-
ley, while they venerated William 
III, regarded the Glorious Revolu-
tion as unfinished business. 

Molesworth, Toland and Hut-
cheson lived to see the Hanove-
rian Succession with the en-
thronement of George I in 1714. 
Toland worked hard to popularise 
the Hanoverian regime. Moles-
worth, Toland and Hutcheson’s 
Dublin circle and Protestant Dis-
senters generally did not have the 
luxury of choosing between a re-

public or a monarchy. Their choice at that time was 
between what they saw as the limited monarchy of 
the Hanoverians or a return of the hated Stuarts. 
They had an interest in the stability of the House of 
Hanover and they knew it.  

When George III ascended the throne, several 
factors served to dissipate the traditional Protestant 
Dissenter loyalty to the Hanoverian monarch. After 
Culloden, the threat of a Jacobite restoration re-
ceded. George displayed his reactionary impulses 
when he sponsored the harassment and imprison-
ment of John Wilkes, the reforming MP for 

2 Trevor McCavery, Rebel Motivation in North Down in 1798 
- A Bicentenary Prospect, Bartlett et al (eds), 1998, p 220. 

Edmund Burke 
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Middlesex. The King let it be known that any form 
of religious toleration was anathema to him, and he 
intended to uphold the privileges of the Church of 
England.3 It was his decision to go to war with the 
American colonists that confirmed the Protestant 
Dissenter hostility to his regime.  

In the 1780s, William Drennan celebrated 30 
January, the anniversary of the 
execution of Charles I, as the day 
to make tyrants tremble. When 
more moderate republicans, 
such as Thomas Muir and 
Thomas Paine, argued strongly 
against the execution of Louis 
XVI, Drennan felt the execution 
was desirable and necessary to 
save the Revolution. Drennan, 
who was likely named in honour 
of William, was effusive in his 
praise of the Dutchman. He com-
pared the furious and fanatical 
James with the mild and mag-
nanimous William. 

“In the character of William, 
we turn our eyes to sterling merit, naked and una-
dorned, to stern integrity, incorruptible patriotism, 
unshaken fidelity, but no splendid dress or gaudy 
trappings to arrest the attention of the superficial 
observer.” 

Thomas Paine regarded hereditary monarchy 
as an absurdity akin to having a hereditary mathe-
matician. Charles III, the current monarch of Great 
Britain, may seem to vindicate Paine’s point on a 
superficial level. However, Paine was writing about 
monarchs who had responsibility for the direction 
of political, economic, legal and social policy of so-
ciety. Charles III has none of these responsibilities. 
He may be as well qualified as anyone for his main 
duties of shaking hands, wearing braid and bau-
bles, dressing in uniform, riding in a carriage, and 
laying wreaths. 

 
DEMOCRACY IN THE MODERN STATES IN 

IRELAND 
It would be misleading to suggest that the philoso-
phers and political actors we have been consider-
ing were full-fledged democrats in the modern 
sense of that word. For instance, while Paine and 
Drennan were advocates of universal male suf-
frage, they had nothing to say about votes for 
women. Nevertheless, beginning with Locke, most 
advocated the idea that the happiness and wellbe-
ing of “the people” should be the aim of govern-
ment. Politicians today would at least pretend to 
hold to this principle.  

The idea of which sections of society constituted 

 
3 Whelan, p 115. 

“the people” was often vague and narrow. Usually 
confined to elite property-owning males, “the peo-
ple” rarely included the working class and never in-
cluded women. In terms of the modern states in Ire-
land (north and south), that question had been de-
cided by the early twentieth century. Sovereignty in 
both states is derived from “the people” which in-

volves all social classes and is 
based on universal adult suffrage. 
Hutcheson’s revolutionary idea 
that Governments should be cho-
sen by a regular ballot of citizens 
is part of the democratic architec-
ture in both jurisdictions today - as 
is the citizens’ right to change, or 
cashier government. Every citizen 
is equal before the law, at least in 
theory. The power of government 
is limited by law, and it is accepted 
that the duty of government is to 
protect citizens. One might say 
the radical enlightenment has tri-
umphed, if it were not for the fact 
that power has been moving away 

from elected politicians and governments and is 
now often wielded in the board rooms of global cap-
italism. 

 
HUMAN RIGHTS 

The following is taken from the web page of the 
United Nations, but just as easily could have come 
from the pen of Francis Hutcheson three centuries 
ago:  

“Human rights are rights inherent to all human 
beings, regardless of race, sex, nationality, ethnic-
ity, language, religion, or any other status. Human 
rights include the right to life and liberty, freedom 
from slavery and torture, freedom of opinion and 
expression, the right to work and education, and 
many more. Everyone is entitled to these rights, 
without discrimination.” 

Many of the philosophers of Francis Hutche-
son’s era did not join him in his condemnations of 
slavery. His Irish contemporary, George Berkeley, 
was a slave owner, as were many renowned public 
figures who regarded themselves as enlightened. 
Thomas Jefferson, who saw himself as a disciple 
of Hutcheson, owned slaves and vigorously de-
fended the system. More than one 120 years would 
pass from Hutcheson’s time, before its formal abo-
lition in the second half of the nineteenth century. 
Sweat shops and child labour continue throughout 
the globe today and people trafficking and slavery 
are an ongoing feature of modern life. Yet the for-
mal abolition of slavery must count as one of the 
great, if belated, triumphs of the radical 

Francis Hutcheson 
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enlightenment.  
Another achievement of the radical enlighten-

ment was the outlawing of torture. However, as late 
as 1971, the British government sanctioned the tor-
ture in Northern Ireland of the so-called Hooded 
Men. When the European Court of Human Rights 
failed to call this out, it opened the door for the 
United States to routinely torture prisoners at Abu 
Ghraib, Guantanamo Bay and other secret deten-
tion centres. Torture is still with us and unfortu-
nately some countries, which claim they are de-
mocracies, are among the worst offenders 

 

SEPARATION OF CHURCH AND STATE 
It could be argued that the separation of Church 
and State was the great lasting achievement of the 
French Revolution. No such clear separation was 
either sought or achieved by the Irish republicans 
who ruled the Irish Free State which emerged in 
1922. The liberators turned a blind eye, while illib-
eral Roman Catholic Christianity continued with a 
prison and slave labour system for single mothers. 
Babies born in these prisons were neglected, kid-
napped, and sold on the black market. The right to 
divorce and family planning were denied. Celibate 
Roman Catholic clerics could decide what books 
people could read or what films or theatre they 
could watch.   

The newly independent state did not believe in 
the greatest happiness for the greatest number.  
Professor Joe Lee asserts that “the founders of the 
Free State waged a coherent campaign against the 
weaker elements in the community” and that “the 
poor, the aged and the unemployed all felt the lash 
of the liberator.”4  

 

UNIVERSAL SECULAR EDUCATION 
The philosophers of the Enlightenment usually ar-
gued that good education should be universally 
available to all citizens and education should not be 
controlled by the clergy. The two jurisdictions on 
this island have existed for one hundred years. All 
children have a right to education. However, reli-
gious control of education has meant that children 
from both communities are segregated from an 
early age. They are taught different histories and 
have little opportunity to compete in cross commu-
nity sports or social activities. It ill behoves those 
who support this system to decry religious sectari-
anism and extremism if it manifests itself as the 
child victims of the system emerge into adulthood. 

There was rigorous control of education by the 
Christian churches in the Irish Free State since its 
foundation. However, for the past forty years the 
exponential growth of the Educate Together 

movement has begun to undermine this hegem-
ony. There is apparently a good deal of support in 
principle for integrated education in Northern Ire-
land today, but not very much progress. The growth 
of the Gaelscoil movement in Northern Ireland is 
very welcome to those who value the Irish lan-
guage, but it may have the unintended conse-
quence of increasing rather than reducing educa-
tional segregation.  

 

CONCLUSION 

The philosophers we have considered here were 
advocates of human freedom in all its manifesta-
tion. So how much progress has been made in the 
Ireland of today? Freedom of religion is now a hall-
mark of all democracies. Much progress has been 
made in vanquishing the influence of illiberal reli-
gion in areas such as reproductive rights and equal 
marriage in both states in Ireland. The movement 
towards secular universal integrated education 
seems to be more advanced in the Irish Republic 
than in Northern Ireland where perhaps it is most 
needed. 

Hutcheson’s immortal formulation “the greatest 
happiness for the greatest number” is as relevant 
today as it ever was. Where democracy based on 
universal adult suffrage has emerged, if has been 
able to constrain monarchs who are now just ex-
pensive and over indulged figureheads rather than 
oppressive tyrants. Democratic governments are in 
theory answerable to the citizens that elect them. 
However, in the aftermath of the financial crash, the 
governments in the Irish Republic, Portugal and 
Greece found that they had to answer to the troika 
of the European Central Bank, the International 
Monetary Fund, and the European Commission. 
Whose interests were being protected in this pro-
cess? It is hard to believe that the greatest happi-
ness of the greatest number was at the core of the 
troika’s concerns.  

The cashiering of Liz Truss, however welcome 
to sensible people, was not an exercise in popular 
sovereignty. It was engineered by an international 
financial elite who were worried that her idiocy 
would hurt them in their very deep pockets.  

All progressive opinion on this island supports 
human rights, religious freedom, democracy and 
universal education. It is clear that many hold dif-
ferent opinions and identities; some who are British 
might or might not feel a loyalty to the current lim-
ited monarchy. Some nationalists hold that the only 
acceptable form of government is a republican one. 
Champions of the Enlightenment should work on 

what unites rather than what divides us.                  
 

 
4 Tim Pat Coogan, Ireland in the Twentieth Century, 2003, p 
173. 
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BELIEVERS AND NONBELIEVERS

 

Religious people often ask if one is a believer or a 
nonbeliever. In other words, do you believe in reli-
gion or do you not. 

The fact of the matter of course is that everyone 
is both a believer and a nonbeliever. The religious 
person believes in a godly creed and does not be-
lieve in a humanocentric philosophy. In that re-
spect, said individual is both a believer and a non-
believer. 

A secular humanist believes in a humanocentric 
philosophy and does not believe in a godly creed. 
Therefore, such humanist is also both a believer 
and a nonbeliever. 

The believer-nonbeliever dichotomy, as usually 
employed, is rather like the Catholic tendency to 

refer to Protestants as non-Catholics. Such Catho-
lics would, however, probably be taken aback if re-
ferred to as non-Protestants. 

By seeking to classify Humanists just as nonbe-
lievers, the religious are effectively implying that 
godly belief is positively correct and that, in not ac-
cepting it, one is beyond the pale; one is not inside 
the circle of rightness, but outside of it. The supe-
rior-inferior or enlightened-unenlightened bifurca-
tion is fairly obvious. it does not occur to the reli-
gious that the reverse could be considered to be 
true. Not that one actually wishes to put it that way, 
but one should be honest as a Humanist and not 
hesitate to affirm that one regards religion as an 
outdated apprehension of existential reality.   An L 

 

 

2022 CENSUS AND THE ARELIGIOUS 

 
 

The 2022 Census profile on Religion shows 

that the number of people with no religion in-
creased across all age cohorts and across all 
counties. The data shows that 736,210 people 
identify as having no religion, an increase of 
63% from 2016 and 187% from 2011, meaning 
that the non-religious now make up 14% of the 
population. 

AGE BREAKDOWN HIGHLIGHTS 

The number of people with no religion 
increased across all age cohorts. 

The number of children aged 0 to 9 
years with no religion increased by 
nearly 60% to over 82,000. 

16% of pre-school children (age 0-4) 
have no religion. 

In the 5-9 age category, this drops to 
11%, most likely showing the influence 
of churches on our education system. 

People aged 25 to 29 years were less likely to 
be Roman Catholic (53%) than other age groups. 
This was also the age cohort with the highest pro-
portion of people with no religion (26%). 

There were over 100,000 more people aged 45 
or over with no religion, an 88% increase since 
2016. 

DISTRIBUTION OF THE NON-RELIGIOUS 

The number of people with no religion increased in 
every county. 

Longford has more than doubled the number of 
non-religious, up from 1,812 people in 2016 to 
3,638 in 2022, but it still remains as a county with 
the second lowest percentage of people with no re-

ligion at 8%. 

Monaghan has the overall lowest 
percentage with 7% having no religion. 

Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown has the 
overall highest percentage, with 24% of 
people with no religion. 

Over 41% of UK citizens living in Ire-
land had no religion. 

34% of citizens of other European 
countries who live in Ireland had no re-
ligion. 

This data shows that Irish society 
has changed considerably, and the State must re-
flect this in removing discrimination of the non-reli-
gious in areas like education, school patronage, 
healthcare, and the provision of pastoral support in 
hospitals, prisons and the defence forces. 

 
> Source - Humanist Association of Ireland <
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The following is an edited extract from an inter-
view with Daniel Dennett published in The Free-
thinker [UK], 18 December 2023. 

Danie Dennett is Professor of Philosophy and 
Director of the Centre for Cognitive Studies at Tufts 
University, Massachusetts. One of the world’s best-
known philosophers, his work ranges from the na-
ture of consciousness and free will to the evolution-
ary origins of religion. He is also known as one of 
the ‘Four Horsemen of New Atheism’, alongside 
Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris, and Christopher 
Hitchens. 

His many books include Consciousness Ex-
plained(1992), Darwin’s Dangerous Idea: Evolution 
and the Meanings of Life (1995), Freedom Evolves 
(2003), Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural 
Phenomenon (2006), Intuition Pumps and Other 
Tools for Thinking (2013), andFrom Bacteria to 
Bach and Back: The Evolution of Minds (2017).  

His new memoir I’ve Been Thinking, was pub-
lished by Penguin: Allen Lane in October 2023. 

As a philosopher who has made contribu-
tions to science, what do you think philosophy 
can offer science? Especially as there are some 
scientists who are dismissive of philosophy.  

I think some scientists are dismissive towards 
philosophy because they are scared of it. But a lot 
of really good scientists take philosophy seriously 
and they recognise that you cannot do philosophy-
free science. The question is whether you examine 

your underlying assumptions. The good scientists 
typically do so and discover that these are not easy 
questions. The scientists who do not take philoso-
phy seriously generally do pretty well, but they are 
missing a whole dimension of their life’s work if they 
do not realise the role that philosophy plays in filling 
out a larger picture of what reality is and what life is 
all about. 

In your memoir, you say that it is important 
to know the history of philosophy because it is 
the history of very - and still - tempting mis-
takes. Do you mean, in other words, that philos-
ophy can help us to avoid falling into traps? 

Exactly. I love to point out philosophical mis-
takes made by those scientists who think philoso-
phy is a throwaway. In the areas of science that I 
am interested in - the nature of consciousness, the 
nature of reality, the nature of explanation - they of-
ten fall into the old traps that philosophers have 
learned about by falling into those traps them-
selves. There is no learning without making mis-
takes, but then you have to learn from your mis-
takes. 

What do you think is the biggest and most 
influential philosophical mistake that has ever 
been made? 

I think I would give the prize to Descartes, and 
not so much for his [mind-body] dualism as for his 
rationalism, his idea that he could get his clear and 
distinct ideas so clear and distinct that it would be 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Consciousness-Explained-Penguin-Science-Dennett-ebook/dp/B004LLIHIG/ref=sr_1_2?crid=GFYACK07JYML&keywords=dennett+consciousness&qid=1701186007&sprefix=dennett+conscious%2Caps%2C289&sr=8-2
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Consciousness-Explained-Penguin-Science-Dennett-ebook/dp/B004LLIHIG/ref=sr_1_2?crid=GFYACK07JYML&keywords=dennett+consciousness&qid=1701186007&sprefix=dennett+conscious%2Caps%2C289&sr=8-2
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Darwins-Dangerous-Idea-Evolution-Meanings/dp/014016734X/ref=sr_1_1?crid=2L02XYR2YSX2D&keywords=dennett+darwin&qid=1701186053&sprefix=dennett+darwin%2Caps%2C179&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Darwins-Dangerous-Idea-Evolution-Meanings/dp/014016734X/ref=sr_1_1?crid=2L02XYR2YSX2D&keywords=dennett+darwin&qid=1701186053&sprefix=dennett+darwin%2Caps%2C179&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Breaking-Spell-Religion-Phenomenon-Paperback/dp/B0161TM2JK/ref=sr_1_2?crid=2V2IKLRE4WD8D&keywords=dennett+spell&qid=1701186104&sprefix=dennett+spell%2Caps%2C347&sr=8-2
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Breaking-Spell-Religion-Phenomenon-Paperback/dp/B0161TM2JK/ref=sr_1_2?crid=2V2IKLRE4WD8D&keywords=dennett+spell&qid=1701186104&sprefix=dennett+spell%2Caps%2C347&sr=8-2
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Intuition-Pumps-Other-Tools-Thinking-ebook/dp/B00BQ4NIFI/ref=sr_1_1?crid=2LHROOVERAOMK&keywords=dennett+intuition&qid=1701186126&sprefix=dennett+intuition%2Caps%2C101&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Intuition-Pumps-Other-Tools-Thinking-ebook/dp/B00BQ4NIFI/ref=sr_1_1?crid=2LHROOVERAOMK&keywords=dennett+intuition&qid=1701186126&sprefix=dennett+intuition%2Caps%2C101&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Bacteria-Bach-Back-Evolution-Minds-ebook/dp/B01N9O32S5/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1WVOTMS0D5NU1&keywords=dennett+bach&qid=1701186157&sprefix=dennett+bach%2Caps%2C104&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Bacteria-Bach-Back-Evolution-Minds-ebook/dp/B01N9O32S5/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1WVOTMS0D5NU1&keywords=dennett+bach&qid=1701186157&sprefix=dennett+bach%2Caps%2C104&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Ive-Been-Thinking-Adventures-Philosophy/dp/0241519276/ref=tmm_hrd_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=1701186222&sr=8-1
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/descartes/
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like arithmetic or geometry and that he could then 
do all of science just from first principles in his head 
and get it right. 

The amazing thing is that Descartes produced, 
in a prodigious effort, an astonishingly detailed phil-
osophical system in his book Le Monde [first pub-
lished in full in 1677] - and it is almost all wrong, as 
we know today! But it was a brilliant rational extrap-
olation from his first principles. It is a mistake with-
out which Newton is hard to imagine. Newton’s 
Principia (1687) was largely his attempt to undo 
Descartes’ mistakes. He jumped on Descartes and 
saw further. I think Descartes failed to appreciate 
how science is a group activity and how the respon-
sibility for getting it right is distributed. 

In your memoir, you lay out your philosoph-
ical ideas quite concisely, and you compare 
them to Descartes’ system in their coherence - 
albeit believing that yours are right, unlike his! 
How would you describe the core of your view?  

As I said in my book Darwin’s Dangerous Idea, 
if I had to give a prize for the single best idea any-
body ever had, I would give it to Darwin, because 
evolution by natural selection ties everything to-
gether. It ties life and physics and cosmology; it ties 
time and causation and intentionality. All of these 
things get tied together when you understand how 
evolution works. And if you do not take evolution 
seriously and really get into the details, you end up 
with a factually impoverished perspective on con-
sciousness, on the mind, on epistemology, on the 
nature of explanation, on physics. It is the great uni-
fying idea.  

How does consciousness come about in a 
Darwinian universe? 

First of all, you have to recognize that con-
sciousness is not a single pearl of wonderfulness. 
It is a huge amalgam of different talents and powers 
which are differently shared among life forms. 
Trees are responsive to many types of information. 
Are they conscious? It is difficult to tell. What about 
bacteria, frogs, flies, bees? But the idea that there 
is just one thing where the light is on or that con-
sciousness sunders the universe into two catego-
ries - that is just wrong. And evolution shows why it 
is wrong. 

In the same way, there are lots of penumbral or 
edge cases of life. Motor proteins are not alive. Ri-
bosomes are not alive. But life could not exist with-
out them. Once you understand Darwinian gradu-
alism and get away from Cartesian essentialism, 
then you can begin to see how the pieces fit to-
gether without absolutes. There is no absolute dis-
tinction between conscious things and non-con-
scious things, just as there is no absolute distinc-
tion between living things and non-living things. We 

have gradualism in both cases. 

We just have to realise that the Cartesian dream 
of ‘Euclidifying’, as I have put it, all of science - 
making it all deductive and rational - with necessary 
and sufficient conditions and bright lines every-
where - does not work for anything else apart from 
geometry.  

Why are non-naturalistic accounts of con-
sciousness - ‘mysterian’ accounts as you call 
them - still so appealing? 

I have been acquainted with the field for over 
half a century, but I am still often astonished by the 
depth of the passion with which people resist a nat-
uralistic view of consciousness. They think it is sort 
of a moral issue, if we are just very, very fancy ma-
chines made out of machines, then life has no 
meaning! That is a very ill-composed argument, but 
it scares people. People do not even want you to 
look at the idea. These essentially dualistic ideas 
have a sort of religious aura to them - it is the idea 
of a soul. 

I love the headline of my interview with the late, 
great Italian philosopher of science and journalist 
Giulio Giorello: “Sì, abbiamo un’anima. Ma è fatta 
di tanti piccoli robot” (Yes, we have a soul, but it’s 
made of lots of tiny robots). And that’s it! If that 
makes you almost nauseated, then you have a 
mindset that resists sensible, scientific, naturalistic 
theories of consciousness.  

Do you think that the naturalistic view of con-
sciousness propounded by you and others has 
‘won’ the war of ideas?  

No, we have not won, but the tide is well turned, 
I think. But then we have these backlashes. 

The one that is currently raging is over whether 
Giulio Tononi’s integrated information theory (IIT) 
of consciousness is pseudo-science. I recently 
signed an open letter alongside a number of re-
searchers, including a lot of the world’s very best 
on the neuroscience of consciousness, deploring 
the press’s treatment of IIT as a ‘leading’ theory of 
consciousness. We said IIT was pseudo-science. 
That caused a lot of dismay, but I was happy to sign 
the letter. The philosopher Felipe de Brigard, an-
other signatory, has written a wonderful piece that 
explains the context of the whole debate. 

One of the interesting things to me, though, is 
that some scientists resist IIT for what I think are 
the wrong reasons. They say that it leads to 
panpsychism [the view that mentality is fundamen-
tal and ubiquitous in the natural world] because it 
says that even machines can be a little bit con-
scious. But I say that machines can be a little bit 
conscious! That is not panpsychism, it is just saying 
that consciousness is not that magical pearl. Bac-
teria are conscious. Stones are not conscious, not 

https://cdn.preterhuman.net/texts/thought_and_writing/philosophy/Descartes%20-%20The%20World%20and%20Other%20Writings.pdf
https://ia601604.us.archive.org/1/items/newtonspmathema00newtrich/newtonspmathema00newtrich.pdf
https://psyarxiv.com/zsr78
https://felipedebrigard.substack.com/p/a-pseudo-rose-by-any-another-name
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even a little bit, so panpsychism is false. It is not 
even false, it is an empty slogan. But the idea that 
a very simple reactive thing could have one of the 
key ingredients of consciousness is not false. It is 
true.  

It seems that antipathy towards naturalistic 
theories of consciousness is linked to antipa-
thy towards Darwinism. What do you make of 
the spate of claims in recent years that Darwin-
ism, or the modern evolutionary synthesis of 
which Darwinism is the core, is past its sell-by 
date? 

This is a pendulum swing which has had many, 
many iterations since Darwin. I think everybody in 
biology realises that natural selection is key. But 
many people would like to be revolutionaries. They 
do not want to just add to the es-
tablishment. They want to make 
some bold stroke that overturns 
something that has been ac-
cepted. 

I understand the desire to be 
the rebel, to be the pioneer who 
brings down the establishment. 
So, we have had wave after 
wave of people declaring one 
aspect of Darwinism or another 
to be overthrown, and, in fact, 
one aspect of Darwin after an-
other has been replaced by bet-
ter versions, but still with natural 
selection at their cores. Adapta-
tionism still reigns. 

Even famous biologists like 
Stephen Jay Gould and Richard 
Lewontin mounted their own ill-
considered attack on main-
stream Darwinism and pleased 
many Darwin dreaders in doing so. But that has all 
faded, and rightly so. More recently, we have had 
the rise of epigenetics, and the parts of epigenetics 
that make good sense and are well attested have 
been readily adapted and accepted as extensions 
of familiar ideas in evolutionary theory. There is 
nothing revolutionary there. 

The Darwinian skeleton is still there, unbroken. 
It just keeps getting new wrinkles added as they are 
discovered. 

The claims that the evolutionary establish-
ment needs to be overthrown remind me of - in 
fact, they are quite closely related to - the en-
during hatred of some people for Richard Daw-
kins’s 1976 book ‘The Selfish Gene’. 

Yes, some people do. But I think that it is one of 
the best books I have ever read and that it holds up 
very well. The chapter on memes is one of the most 

hated parts of it, but the idea of memes is gathering 
adherents now, even if a lot of people do not want 
to use the word ‘meme’. The idea of cultural evolu-
tion as consisting of the natural selection of cultural 
items that have their own evolutionary fitness, in-
dependent of the fitness of their vectors or users - 
that has finally got a really good foothold, I think. 
And it is growing.  

How do you differentiate between philoso-
phy and science? In your afterword to the 1999 
edition of Dawkins’ 1982 book ‘The Extended 
Phenotype’, for example, you say that that work 
is both scientific and philosophical. And in your 
own career, of course, you have mixed science 
and philosophy quite freely. 

I think the dividing line is administrative at best. 
Philosophers who do not know 
any science have both hands 
tied behind their backs. They 
are ill-equipped because there 
is just too much counter-intui-
tive knowledge that we have 
gathered in science. That is 
one of the big differences be-
tween philosophy and science. 
In science, a counter-intuitive 
result is a wonderful thing. It is 
a gem, a treasure. If you get a 
counter-intuitive result and it 
holds up, you have made a 
major discovery. 

In philosophy, if something 
is counter-intuitive, that counts 
against it, because too many 
philosophers think that what 
they are doing is exposing the 
counter-intuitivity of various 
views. They think that if some-

thing is counter-intuitive, it cannot be right. Well, 
hang on to your hats, because a lot of counter-intu-
itive things turn out to be true! 

What you can imagine depends on what you 
know. If you do not know the science (or what 
passes as the science of the day, because some of 
that will turn out to be wrong) your philosophy will 
be impoverished. It is the interaction between the 
bold and the utterly conservative and established 
scientific claims that produces progress. That is 
where the action is. Intuition is not a good guide 
here. 

We all take for granted now that the earth goes 
around the sun. That was deeply counter-intuitive 
at one point. A geocentric universe and a flat world 
were intuitive once upon a time. 

Darwinism, the idea that such complexity as 
living, conscious organisms can arise from 

Charles Darwin  

 

https://www.encyclopedia.com/earth-and-environment/ecology-and-environmentalism/environmental-studies/modern-synthesis
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Selfish-Gene-Anniversary-Landmark-Science/dp/0198788606/ref=tmm_pap_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=1700667974&sr=8-1
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/evolution-cultural/
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/evolution-cultural/
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Extended-Phenotype-Oxford-Landmark-Science/dp/0192880519/ref=sr_1_2?crid=3NTORJ4HZS3BX&keywords=extended+phenotype&qid=1700669003&sprefix=extended+phen%2Caps%2C383&sr=8-2
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blind forces, is counter-intuitive, too. 

Yes. My favourite quote about Darwinism comes 
from one of his 19th-century critics who described 
it as a ‘strange inversion of reasoning’. Yes, it is a 
strange inversion of reasoning, but it is the best one 
ever. 

It strikes me that some of the essential dif-
ferences between your view and the views of 
others hark back in some way to Plato and Ar-
istotle - the focus on pure reason and the imma-
terial and the absolute versus the focus on an 
empirical examination of the material world. 

Yes, that is true. It is interesting that when I was 
an undergraduate, I paid much more attention to 
Plato than to Aristotle. Again, I think that was prob-
ably because I thought Plato was more interest-
ingly wrong. It was easier to see what he was 
wrong about. Philosophers love to find flaws in 
other philosophers’ work! 

Since you mention degrees of freedom, 
whence free will? You are known as a compati-
bilist, so how do you understand free will in a 
naturalistic, Darwinian universe? 

I think there is a short answer, which is that the 
people who think free will cannot exist in a causally 
deterministic world are confusing causation and 
control. These are two different things. The past 
does not control you. It causes you, but it does not 
control you. There is no feedback between you and 
the past. If you fire a gun, once the bullet leaves the 
muzzle, it is no longer in your control. Once your 
parents have launched you, you are no longer in 
their control. 

Yes, many of your attitudes, habits, and disposi-
tions are ones you owe to your upbringing and your 
genes, but you are no longer under the control of 
them. You are a self-controller. There is all the dif-
ference in the world between a thing that is a self-
controller and a thing that is not. A boulder rolling 
down a mountainside is caused deterministically to 
end up where it ends up, but it is not being con-
trolled by anything, while a skier skiing down the 
slalom trail is also determined in where she ends 
up, but she is in control. That is a huge and obvious 
difference.  

What we want is to be self-controllers. That is 
what free will is: the autonomy of self-control. If you 
can be a competent self-controller, you have all the 
free will that is worth wanting, and that is perfectly 
compatible with determinism. The distinction be-
tween things that are in control and things that are 
out of control never mentions determinism. In fact, 
deterministic worlds make control easier. If you 
have to worry about unpredictable quantum inter-
ference with your path, you have a bigger control 
problem. 

Alongside Richard Dawkins, Christopher 
Hitchens, and Sam Harris, you were one of the 
‘Four Horsemen of New Atheism’. In your mem-
oir, you say that you were impelled to write your 
book on religion, ‘Breaking the Spell’, because 
you were worried about the influence of reli-
gious fundamentalism in America - and you say 
that your worries have been borne out today. In 
your view, then, we are seeing a resurgence of 
dangerous fundamentalism 

We are, yes, and we are seeing it across the 
world and across religions. I think that we have to 
recognise that a major part of the cause of this is 
the anxiety, not to say the terror, of the believers 
who see their world evaporating in front of their 
eyes. I warned about that in Breaking the Spell, and 
I said: “Look, we have to be calm. We have to be 
patient. We have to recognise that people are faced 
with a terrifying prospect of their religious traditions 
evaporating, being abandoned by their children, 
being swept aside.” No wonder that many of them 
are anxious, even to the point of violence. 

In Breaking the Spell, I designed a little thought 
experiment to help those of us who are freethink-
ers, who are atheists, appreciate what that is like. 
Imagine if aliens came to America. Not to conquer 
us - imagine they were nice. They were just learn-
ing about us, teaching us about their ways. And 
then we found that our children were flocking to 
them and were abandoning musical instruments 
and poetry and abandoning football and baseball 
and basketball, because these aliens had other 
pastimes that were more appealing to them. I de-
liberately chose secular aspects of our country for 
this experiment. 

Imagine seeing all of these just evaporate. 
What?! No more football, no more baseball, no 
more country music, no more rock and roll?! Help, 
help! It is a terrifying prospect, a world without mu-
sic - not if I can help it! 

If you can sympathise with this, if you can feel 
the gut-wrenching anxiety that that would cause in 
you, then recognise that that is the way many reli-
gious people feel, and for good reason. And so we 
should respect the sorrow and the anger, the sense 
of loss, that they are going through. It is hard to 
grow up and shed religion. It has been our nurse-
maid for millennia. But we can do it. We can grow 
up. 

Is there a need for another ‘New Atheist’ type 
of moment, then, given the resurgence of reli-
gious fundamentalism and violence in the 
world?  

I am not sure that we need it. I am not going to 
give the New Atheists credit for this - though we 
played our role – but recent work has shown that 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/freewill/
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the number of those with no religion at all has in-
creased massively worldwide. Let’s just calm down 
and take a deep breath. Comfort those who need 
comforting. Try to forestall the more violent and 
radical responses to this and just help ease the 
world into a more benign kind of religion. 

And religions are doing that, too. Many religions 
are recognising this comforting role and are down-
playing dogma and creed and emphasising com-
munity and cooperation and brotherhood and sis-
terhood. Let’s encourage that. I sometimes find it 
amusing to tease Richard Dawkins and say to him, 
think about this evolutionarily: we do not so much 
want to extinguish religion as get it to evolve into 
something benign. And it can. 

We need the communities of care, the places 
where people can go and find love and feel wel-
come. Don’t count on the state to do that. And don’t 
count on any institution that is not in some ways like 
good old-fashioned religion for that, either. The 
hard thing to figure out is how we can have that 
form of religion without the deliberate irrationality of 
most religious doctrine. 

And that is a difference between you and 
Dawkins. In ‘Breaking the Spell’, you did not ex-
pend much energy on the arguments for and 
against the existence of a deity, whereas Daw-
kins in ‘The God Delusion’ (2006) was much 
more focused on that question. 

Yes, but Richard and his foundation also played 
a major role in creating The Clergy Project, which I 
helped to found and which is designed to provide 
counsel and comfort and community for closeted 
atheist clergy. There are now thousands of clergy 
in that organisation and Richard and his foundation 
played a big role in setting it up. Without them, it 
would not have happened. So, Richard 

understands what I am saying about the need to 
provide help and comfort and the role of religion in 
doing so. 

You mentioned music earlier, which you 
clearly love as you devoted a long chapter in 
your memoir to it. So, what for you is the mean-
ing of life without God and without a Cartesian 
homunculus? 

Well, life is flippin’ wonderful! Here we are talk-
ing to each other [on Zoom], you in [Scotland] and 
me in the United States, and we are having a 
meaningful, constructive conversation about the 
deepest issues there are. And you are made of tril-
lions - trillions! - of moving parts, and so am I, and 
we are getting to understand how those trillions of 
parts work. Poor Descartes could never have im-
agined a machine with a trillion moving parts. But 
we can, in some detail now, thanks to computers, 
thanks to microscopes, thanks to science, thanks 
to neuroscience and cognitive science and psycho-
physics and all the rest. We are understanding 
more and more every year about how all this won-
derfulness works and about how it evolved and why 
it evolved. To me, that is awe-inspiring. 

My theory of meaning is a bubble-up theory, not 
a trickle-down theory. We start with a meaningless 
universe with just matter, or just physics, if you like. 
And with just physics and time and chance (in the 
form of pseudo-randomness, at least), we get evo-
lution and we get life and this amazingly wonderful 
blossoming happens, and it does not need to have 
been bestowed from on high by an even more su-
per-duper thing. It is the super-duper thing. Life: it’s 
wonderful. 

 

www.freethinker.co.uk 
……………………………………………………………
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https://www.amazon.co.uk/God-Delusion-Richard-Dawkins-ebook/dp/B0031RSA24/ref=sr_1_1?crid=2QCPC9DW8NH6N&keywords=god+delusion&qid=1700846871&sprefix=god+d%2Caps%2C461&sr=8-1
https://clergyproject.org/
http://www.freethinker.co.uk/
http://www.freethinker.co.uk/
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Education

Mindset 
 

 

Fergus Whelan

ADDRESS AT EDUCATION SEMINAR IN 
 BELFAST ON 11 NOVEMBER 2023 

My invitation to speak here today arose from an ad-
dress I delivered to Reclaim the Enlightenment’s 
Bastille Day celebration about the British and Irish 
Enlightenments. It is a daunting task for me to 
speak about education. I am not an education pro-
fessional. My happiest personal experience in edu-
cation was when I left O’Connell’s Christian Broth-
ers School at age sixteen without a Leaving Cert to 
pursue an apprenticeship in the bricklaying trade. 
Until maybe twenty years ago, in the South of Ire-
land, unlike Northern Ireland, there was little or no 
access for the sons and daughters of blue-collar 
workers to third level education. In fact, had I been 
born two years earlier, I would not have gotten the 
little second level education I received, as second 
level fees were abolished only in 1968. When I fi-
nally attended university at the ripe old age of thirty-
five, I had to attend a British college as no southern 
Irish university would have admitted me due to my 
not having a Leaving Cert. Although inequality of 
opportunity continues, accessibility to third level for 
working class children has become somewhat 
more democratic. 

For the philosophers of the British/Irish Enlight-
enments education was a vital aspect of social im-
provement and a pathway to human freedom. John 
Locke, Robert Molesworth, Francis Hutcheson and 

Belfast’s own William Drennan all had strong views 
on education that are worth discussing. The great 
female educator of the later Enlightenment was of 
course Mary Wollstonecraft who denounced the 
denial of proper education available even to privi-
leged aristocratic females. She advocated an edu-
cation that would encourage girls and women to 
think. Her husband, William Godwin, specialised in 
children’s literature in the hope of stimulating their 
imagination and creativity. He pioneered books and 
stories written for children so that they could de-
velop their interests and knowledge of the world 
through reading.  

 

John Locke (1632-1704) 
Before discussing John 
Locke’s ideas on educa-
tion, a short synopsis of 
where he sits in the his-
tory of early modern Brit-
ain may be useful. He re-
jected the idea, orthodox 
in his time, that monarchs 
held their throne by Di-
vine Right. The orthodox 

maintained that the crowned heads of Europe were 
God’s anointed who should be obeyed regardless 
of how tyrannical they proved to be. Locke had left 
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England for Holland in the reign of Charles II as he 
was aligned with some of those involved in the re-
cently founded Whig party. The Whigs had at-
tempted to exclude James Duke of York from as-
cending the throne on account of his avowed Ro-
man Catholicism. When the exclusionists failed, 
some of Locke’s associates were connected to the 
Rye House Plot (1683), an attempt to assassinate 
the King and his brother. Locke felt safe in returning 
to England only after William of Orange succeeded 
James II. 

Locke believed that children are born with their 
mind a blank sheet of paper, a clean slate, a tabula 
rasa. He also maintained that children are poten-
tially free and rational beings, and that the realiza-
tion of these human qualities tends to be frustrated 
by imposition of the sort of prejudice that perpetu-
ates oppression and fallacy. Locke believed it was 
the upbringing and education of that time that hin-
dered the development of children’s humanity.  

He published Some Thoughts Concerning Edu-
cation in 1693. This treatise on the education of 
gentlemen was the most important philosophical 
work on education in England for over a century. 

For Locke, the purpose of education was to pro-
duce an individual with a sound mind in a sound 
body so as to better serve his country. Note the 
word his. As to females, Locke was very much a 
man of his time in that when it came to the debate 
on education; it was as though women did not exist. 

Another invalid aspect of his thought was that 
the content of education ought to depend upon 
one’s station in life. The common man only required 
moral, social, and vocational knowledge. He could 
do quite well with the Bible and a highly developed 
vocational skill that would serve to support him in 
life and offer social service to others. However, the 
education of gentlemen ought to be of the very 
highest quality. The gentleman must serve his 
country in a position of leadership. 

A more progressive aspect of his outlook was 
that he held that the content of the curriculum must 
serve some practical end. He recommended the in-
troduction of contemporary foreign languages, his-
tory, geography, economics, maths and science. 
Most of the philosophers and thinkers of the En-
lightenment concurred with Locke that the classical 
education known as scholasticism, which stressed 
Greek, Latin, and rhetoric or the art of public speak-
ing and debate, was not fit for purpose in the early 
modern world.  

It has been suggested that at the end of the 
eighteenth century, when William Blake asks: “Was 

 
5 See Oxford Dictionary of Biography for former, and Dic-
tionary of Irish Biography for latter. 

Jerusalem buildeth here among these dark Satanic 
Mills?”, he was not referring to the sweat shops of 
the Industrial Revolution but to Oxford and Cam-
bridge where Fellows were required to take holy or-
ders and be ordained as Anglican priests. To ma-
triculate, students were required to accept Anglican 
theology. Oxford, Cambridge and Trinity College 
Dublin were closed to Irish Presbyterians. Students 
for the Presbyterian ministry were obliged to attend 
Glasgow or Edinburgh. 

It was the dissenting academies, such as War-
rington, founded by the Unitarian Dr Joseph Priest-
ley, and Hackney College, founded by his friend Dr 
Richard Price, that followed a progressive Lockean 
curriculum and encouraged students to practise 
free enquiry rather than accept religious dogma. It 
should be noted that Priestley was offered honor-
ary membership of the Dublin Society of United 
Irishmen and was a friend and advisor to Archibald 
Hamilton Rowan who was a founding member of 
the Society and had attended Warrington. Richard 
Price had advised the Volunteers of Ireland on the 
Catholic question and was a friend and mentor to 
Mary Wollstonecraft.  

 

Robert Molesworth (1656-1725) 

Robert Molesworth 
was born in Fishamble 
Street in Dublin. His fa-
ther had died four days 
before he was born. 
Some sources say his fa-
ther had made his fortune 
supplying Cromwell’s 
army, others that he 
fought on the Royalist 

side in the English Civil War.5. The younger Moles-
worth was educated at Trinity College Dublin.  

He sided with William of Orange against James 
II in 1688 and his land was seized (attainted) by 
James’s Dublin Parliament. William appointed him 
as his envoy to Denmark. In 1694, Molesworth pub-
lished An Account of Denmark as it was in the year 
1692. Professor Caroline Robbins of Harvard 
claims that, with the appearance of this pamphlet, 
Molesworth began an agitation for a reform that 
went further than that offered by the Bill of Rights 
and the Toleration Act. Robbins identifies An Ac-
count of Denmark as an important stimulant to new 
educational ideas in the period. 

English Protestants tended to see their home-
land as a beacon of liberty and believed that the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Education_in_England
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holy_orders
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holy_orders
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anglicanism
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tyranny, persecution and absolutism of France, 
Spain, Austria and other kingdoms arose from a 
slavish devotion to Popery that was supposed to be 
a feature of those societies. Molesworth observed 
that Denmark was a Protestant kingdom yet had 
recently lost its liberty and had fallen into tyranny. 
He had a very definite view as to why and how this 
had happened: 

“Whoever takes the pains to visit Protestant 
countries who have lost their liberty will be con-
vinced that it is not Popery as such but the doctrine 
of blind obedience in any religion which leads to 
mental tyranny.” 

One reason for the lapse of Denmark into tyr-
anny was the poor education system, the monopoly 
of clerical instructors, and such severe censorship 
that all speculations about religious and political 
questions were prevented. For Molesworth, the ed-
ucation of youth was a fundamental route to social 
progress. He declared: “the proper education of 
youth is the foundation of liberty. Education in the 
hands of priests, whether Lutheran, Anglican, or 
Roman Catholic, inculcated doctrines of slavish 
obedience and did little to stimulate the search for 
truth or the development of public spirit, courage, 
honour, and enterprise.” The curriculum with its 
false emphasis on dead languages was designed 
for the cloister rather than the real world.  

This may be read as a condemnation not alone 
of the Danish education system, but of the English 
university system which was at that time based on 
High-Church Anglican control of Oxford and Cam-
bridge by “University Monks.”6  

Molesworth wanted education to encourage ac-
tive virtue and curiosity about the needs of one’s 
country and suggested the teachers should be phi-
losophers rather than priests.  

He rejected Locke’s argument for the provision 
of different knowledge based on social class. 
Ninety years after Molesworth’s death William 
Drennan, the United Irishman, quoted him, but did 
not name him, in his opening address to the Belfast 
Academical Institute in 1814. Drennan told his lis-
teners that an aim of the new academy would be 
that “the mysterious veil that makes one knowledge 
for the learned and another for the vulgar would be 
torn down”. 

 

Francis Hutcheson (1694-1746) 
Francis Hutcheson is remembered today as the Fa-
ther of the Scottish Enlightenment. He is also rec-
ognised as one of Ulster’s and Ireland’s great phi-
losophers. Yet,for almost his entire life he was a 

 
6 Robbins ,p 95. 

scholar and a working 
teacher. His studies began 
in a small but renowned phi-
losophy school in Killyleagh 
and thereafter continued at 
Glasgow. In 1719, along 
with William Drennan’s fa-
ther, he was invited by the 
Protestant Dissenters of 

Dublin to open a dissenting academy at Drumcon-
dra Lane (Dorset Street today). During his decade 
in Dublin, he produced two philosophical works 
which showed his considerable abilities as a liberal 
thinker. He was appointed to the Chair of Moral Phi-
losophy in Glasgow in 1730 and for the rest of his 
short life his time was mostly taken up with teaching 
duties there. 

Hutcheson believed that the role of the teacher 
was to inspire the listener with a sense of virtue, 
and to posit the possibility of a better life. He gained 
fame as the first teacher in the university to teach 
philosophy consistently in English, not the custom-
ary Latin. His best-known pupil, Adam Smith, the 
renowned father of economics, said Hutcheson 
“was undoubtably and beyond all comparison the 
most acute, the most distinct, and the most philo-
sophical of all my teachers.” In his work, Hutcheson 
said that all children had vigour and benign charac-
ter and an implanted instinct towards knowledge. 
He therefore held that education should be open to 
all. In his insightful account of Archibald Hamilton 
Rowan, published by Down County Museum in 
1998, Reclaim the Enlightenment’s Own, Philip Orr 
tells us of Rowan’s generous donation of funds to 
help William Godwin publish children’s literature. 
Orr tells us that this places Rowan, with Francis 
Hutcheson and Scots-Irish dissenting culture, at a 
key place in the evolution of the modern belief in 
widespread education. Orr goes on to tell us that 
this approach to learning was to be conducted 
largely through the encouragement of imagination 
and creativity rather than arid instruction.   

 

William Drennan (1754-1820) 
When Fitzwilliam was ap-
pointed Lord Lieutenant of 
Ireland in early 1795, Wil-
liam Drennan addressed an 
open letter to him outlining 
what he saw as the urgent 
reforms that were required if 
Ireland was to avoid a revo-
lutionary upheaval. It is a 

wide-ranging, well-crafted thesis running to forty-
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six pages. The first and perhaps the most important 
reform Drennan called for was the introduction of a 
universal system of education.  

“The common people need to be educated, as 
the people are daily becoming more sensible to 
their physical power; education is vital to stop them 
roaming in the savagery of nature …. The most per-
nicious error that had ever poisoned the happiness 
of mankind has been the prejudice that there is one 
sort of knowledge fit for the learned and another 
adapted to the vulgar.”  

He went on to deplore the doctrine that vilifies 
the human race as a swinish multitude and a beg-
gary of no value or estimation. He further deplored 
the doctrine which suggests that the multitude 
lacks the capacity to enjoy the rights of man. The 
letter was unlikely to make a good impression on 
Fitzwilliam, a member of William Pitt’s administra-
tion. Pitt had banned Thomas Paine’s Rights of 
Man and hounded Paine out of the country. The 
term “the swinish multitude” had been coined by 
Fitzwilliam’s close friend and mentor, Edmund 
Burke, to describe the common people. Burke sug-
gested that the swinish multitude had no role in pol-
itics other than to do what they were told by their 
betters. Drennan’s many open letters were never 
designed to convince the recipient. They were 
propaganda designed to boost the morale of the 
United Irishmen and their followers.  

Almost two decades after he wrote to Fitzwill-
iam, Drennan embarked on his most successful 
and enduring project. In 1814, he was the main 
mover in the establishment of the Belfast Academ-
ical Institute, the first university in Ireland, after Trin-
ity College Dublin which was established at the end 
of the sixteenth century. Drennan drafted a state-
ment which hailed the ‘Inst’ as likely to be: 

“a centre from which the lessons of science may 
emanate, not only illuminating the scholar and 
speculative philosopher but enlightening the hus-
bandman, the manufacturer and the artisan and 
guiding their steps to new discoveries and improve-
ments in every path of human knowledge.”  

It is important to realise that the term manufac-
turer; as used by Drennan, meant a manual worker 
and not an employer, as is generally understood to-
day. 

Drennan was the principal speaker at the open-
ing of the ‘Inst’ on 1 February 1814. He told his au-
dience that the college “would be a place where lib-
eral ingenious men uniting their labours without re-
gard to nation, sect or party … [where] the youth 
entrusted to their care will be stimulated to the pur-
suit of knowledge and the practice of virtue.” Dren-
nan promised that the fees would be as low as pos-
sible and that some students would be admitted 

free of charge. Most importantly he said: 
“The admission of scholars would be perfectly 

unbiased by religious distinctions. Example rather 
than coercion would be the order of the day, as mo-
tives of the mind are better for education than pains 
inflicted on the body, that example should teach ra-
ther than manual correction or corporal punish-
ment.” 

Drennan made these comments 168 years be-
fore corporal punishment was abolished in schools 
in the South of Ireland.  

 

Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-1797) 
Mary Wollstonecraft’s writ-
ings reveal a keen concern 
with education, especially 
the education of girls and 
women. A Vindication of the 
Rights of Woman begins as 
a plea for the equal educa-
tion of women and includes 
an ambitious and farsighted 
proposal for a national 

schools system. Wollstonecraft had been a 
teacher. She had run a school with her sisters, 
Everina and Eliza, for a time at Newington Green. 
In 1785, Mary returned from Portugal where she 
had nursed her dear dying friend, Fanny Blood. Fol-
lowing Fanny’s death, the grief-stricken Mary 
hardly cared when she discovered that, in her ab-
sence, the school had gone into what proved to be 
a terminal decline. When the school closed at the 
end of the year, Mary was left with very large debts 
and two dependant sisters. Her friend, John 
Hewlett, suggested that she write a book because 
he believed the world needed to hear her ideas 
about education.  

Mary penned Thoughts on the Education of 
Daughters: With Reflections on Female Conduct in 
the More Important Duties of Life. One chapter 
dealt with the situation where unmarried women 
like herself, her sisters and the late Fanny found 
themselves. The chapter bore the title: [the] ‘Unfor-
tunate Situation of Females Fashionably Educated 
and left Without Fortune’. 

What Mary meant by fashionable education was 
advocated by some such as the often progressive 
writer Mrs Barbauld. She thought women too deli-
cate to be independent of men and that women 
were created for pleasure and delight alone. Girls 
must be content to know that a thing is so without 
understanding the proof. The renowned religious 
writer, Hannah More, believed that parents and 
teachers should drive the bold, independent enter-
prising spirit out of girls, a philosophy based on the 
principle that women should be subordinate to men 
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and learn to obey not lead. Mary found such ideas 
intolerable. She objected to the idea that women 
should be educated to be subordinate and agreea-
ble wives. Such an education encouraged women 
to internalise their subjugation. Mary asked: what is 
the ideal woman? Was she a fainting maiden easily 
fatigued and naïve? No, she was a resourceful and 
intelligent human being. Education should not con-
sist of women learning by rote. Women should 
learn to think.” 

Education was critically important to Wollstone-
craft, both as a liberal reformer and as a radical the-
orist and proponent of women’s rights. A broad 
spectrum of reformist writers and activists - from 
conservatives wishing to shore up the status quo to 
“Jacobins” wishing to overturn it - saw education as 
a (if not the) key locus for promoting social stability 
or engineering social revolution. 

 

Conclusion 
Locke, Molesworth, Hutcheson, Drennan and Woll-
stonecraft recognised education as a vital aspect of 
social improvement and a pathway to human free-
dom. The idea of universal education, which was 
much contested at the time and even regarded as 
revolutionary, appears to us today to be main-
stream and part of a well-accepted social consen-
sus. However, from the foundation of the National 
School system in the early nineteenth century, 
schooling on this island has been controlled by the 
Roman Catholic and Protestant Churches. Church 
control continued after the foundation of the south-
ern Irish State. I cannot speak with authority about 

the system in Northern Ireland, but common sense 
tells me that segregated education does nothing to 
heal divisions in a divided society. When it came to 
educating our own two children, the choice of send-
ing them to be educated along with the adherents 
to one or other religion was not acceptable to us. 
My partner, Sheila, was a prime mover in establish-
ing Dublin 7 Educate Together, some twenty years 
ago. The school is thriving and now has 25 teach-
ers and 450 pupils.  

My friend the artist ,Robert Ballagh, looking back 
on his time at the elite Blackrock College fee-pay-
ing school, remembered how the president of the 
college reminded the boys that they were not Chris-
tian Brother boys destined to be “the hewers of 
wood and drawers of water” (think “the vulgar, the 
swinish multitude”). No, they were the future lead-
ers of Irish society. Ballagh tells us he thought the 
president had gone completely bonkers as most of 
his classmates were “eejits and messers’” Ballagh 
was wrong of course; most of the “eejits and mes-
sers” gained entrance to Ireland’s professional and 
political elite. 

Yet, even elite privilege does not protect chil-
dren. At least 233 men graduates of Robert Ballagh 
and Éamon de Valera’s alma mater, Blackrock col-
lege, have made allegations of abuse against sev-
enty-seven priests teachers, some of whom were 
serial abusers left with unchecked access to chil-
dren in the 1960s, ’70s and ’80s. Three hundred 
years ago, Robert Molesworth told us that priest 
teachers inculcate a slavish mindset in pupils. 

Sometimes that is not the worst of their crimes.   ●
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