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THE
PERSONAL
BASIS OF
ETHICS
David McConnell

David McConnell is Honorary President,
Humanist Association of Ireland

In practice, ethics are, to a high degree, matters
of habit learned in childhood and modified by
experience. As with all of us, | have an “ethical
history”. My ethics today are those of a Human-
ist, more precisely of an agnostic strongly in-
fluenced by liberal Judaeo-Christian teaching. |
acquired the basis of my ideas primarily from
my parents who practised a rather light form of
Christianity, mainly through habit, and from my
teachers and friends. My ethics owe a lot to
childhood experiences, in which | was provided
with a set of ethics of a deductive nature -
handed down from Christianity. Gradually as a
child and then quite precipitously when | first
encountered science at school, | was forced to
change my ethical perspective because | could
not accept their transcendental origin. | did not
change my ethical principles very much in
practice, but | did have to change the reason for
my ethics. These principles have been under a
mild form of scrutiny ever since, being refined,
justified and further rationalised. | suspect this
pattern of ethical development is true for many
people, reflecting a shift, as one grows older,
from deductive (handed down by authority) to
inductive (based on personal experience) eth-
ics, as we become better educated and ex-
posed to different cultures. Succeeding gener-
ations are less likely to have to undergo this
transition as Irish society passes tortuously
from deductive to inductive ethics, from the
transcendental to the Humanist view of life.

Like everyone else, | had four grandparents, but
unusually in Ireland they had different religions -
Church of Ireland, Presbyterian, Methodist and
Christian Science. Some readers may make the
mistake of lumping all these as “Protestant” but that
would be a mistake. | knew they were different and

that begged the question why any of them should
be preferred. It seemed to me to be odd that reli-
gion, which was obviously very important to people
and caused huge and sometimes dangerous differ-
ences of opinion, was acquired at birth by accident,
a method which did not inspire much confidence in
me. In addition, and fortunately, | went to a non-
denominational school (Sandford Park), the only
one in Ireland at the time, which had many Jewish
pupils and a good smattering of freethinkers. |
learned quickly that what really mattered in peo-
ple’s beliefs or morals was what was common to all
of them when taken at their best, namely a concern
for the welfare of people - their special beliefs
needed to be treated with some care.

The Golden Rule

So | have a simple set of values, that | should try
do good and avoid doing harm, essentially to add
to and not to detract from the human experience, to
aid in the pursuit of happiness and contentment, to
do unto others as | would have done unto myself. |
was impressed when at school | found out that
these ideas, often referred to as the “Golden Rule”,
and frequently thought of as an essentially Chris-
tian principle, are found outside Christianity, in
most other great religions, and elsewhere for thou-
sands of years, for example in the Analects of Con-
fucius (551-479 BCE), and the writings of Epictetus
(60-120 CE).

Irish society is increasingly multicultural, much
more so than in the past; accordingly it is now much
more important that national ethics, enshrined in
law, should not alienate people who do not share
all the ethical views of the majority.

Given that society has to set boundaries, ulti-
mately through the law, it should try to do so in such
a way that the vast majority of thoughtful people
can accept the legal boundaries without feeling op-
pressed. Ethical or moral principles that are
adopted by the State, or a public body, either in the
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Constitution, or in laws or regulations, should seek
to be inclusive rather than exclusive. There are two
Archbishops of Dublin, a Moderator of the Presby-
terian Church, a President of the Methodist Church,
a Chief Rabbi of the Jewish community, a Chief
Imam at the Islamic Centre of Ireland, and a Chair
of the Humanist Association of Ireland. All are likely
to be judged to be good people and, while they will
hold the same views on most ethical questions,
they will differ on some. At the moment, | dare to
say that their views are not equally accommodated
under Irish family law - probably none of them is
wholly satisfied with the present state of our laws,
but that is no cause for satisfaction. While there is
no obligation on the State to bolster selectively the
ethics of one group, there is an obligation not to in-
hibit a responsible group or a responsible person
from adhering to a particular set of ethics that can-
not be described as extreme, socially destructive,
damaging to others, or evil. If ethics are to be
adopted, explicitly or implicitly, and enforced by the
State or any of its institutions, they should be capa-
ble of accommodating not only the “public” ethics
of major groups and institutions such as religious
ones, or professions such as medicine, but also the
private ethics of the vast majority of ordinary citi-
zens, many of whom adhere to minority religions or
do not adhere to any religion at all. This suggests
that “State ethics” should be positive rather than
negative, permissive rather than restrictive, and
phrased in terms of wise generalities rather than
particulars. Few people in Western society have
quibbled with the second sentence of the Declara-
tion of Independence of the United States. It was
placed before the “General Congress assembled”
on July 4th 1776 (signed among others by three
Irishmen) and claimed:

“We hold these Truths to be self-evident, that all
Men are created equal, that they are endowed by
their Creator with certain inalienable Rights, that
among these are Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of
Happiness.”

The State and Privacy

Principles of this degree of generality and phrased
in this kind of language are suitable for societies
such as our own - even the use of the phrase “by
their Creator” allows for a wide variety of interpre-
tation, though | would prefer if had not been in-
cluded.

Of course, it is not enough to say that the State
should not interfere just because a matter only af-
fects one or a few people, otherwise the State could
not interfere in many needful cases, for example
child abuse or abuse of a partner. But when ethical
questions are essentially private and when they are

contentious among thoughtful citizens then the
State should hesitate to be involved. It has been
regrettable and worrying that our Government, act-
ing for society, often found itself in conflict with
deeply held, arguable and justifiable personal
codes of behaviour that have been held sincerely
by people who are generally considered to be rea-
sonable and fair-minded citizens, and when the
matters concerned are essentially personal and pri-
vate. These are the kind of ethical examinations
that States, including are own have tended to fail.

Specialists

Nor should society retreat thoughtlessly behind the
opinions of the specialists. It is tempting, when the
State finds itself in trouble with ethical questions,
that it creates committees and passes the rights of
the individual over to groups, often of specialists of
one kind or another. In emphasising the personal
nature of ethics, | hope | may be helping to restore
the balance between the specialists and the “com-
mon person”. | am writing this article as a private
citizen who also happens to be a specialist, but | do
not want my advice to displace the opinions of the
ordinary citizen. So much these days seems to
have the effect of inserting the opinions of doctors
or lawyers or even of geneticists. Joseph Fletcher
guotes an editorial in the New Yorker of March 5th
1960 (and note the dated language):

“These are hard times for the layman. He is no
longer thought competent to work out his own opin-
ions on many matters, even many that touch him
intimately. His very survival has become the prop-
erty of committees and the subject of learned argu-
ments among specialists. He has little to say in the
affair, poor fish, being largely ignorant of the infor-
mation upon which plans for him are based.”

| would urge everyone to trust the common man
and woman, to the greatest extent possible, and
spare us from excessive and intrusive rules about
ethical matters from the State, from ethical commit-
tees, from the opinions of the medical profession,
or the nursing profession, or any other group. And
to that end to pay special attention in schools not
just to ethics, but to comparative ethics, encourag-
ing everyone to think for themselves.

“The object of my instruction is good deliberation
about household matters, to know how to manage
one’s own household in the best way possible, and
about those of the city, so as to be most capable of
acting and speaking in the city’s interest.

“Man is the measure of all things - of those that
are, that they are, and of those that are not, that
they are not.”

Protagoras (ca. 490-423 BCE)
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LOSING RELIGION,
FINDING MYSELF

Joe Armstrong

Series Continued

13 o o o n

For some inexplicable reason, | am driven sick for
love of my confrere. | want to adore him. | want to
touch him. I love him.” So reads a journal entry on
2 November 1983. It was “inexplicable” because
my intense but short-lived crush on my confrére,
which we had been warned about in novitiate, could
easily happen to us, had sizzled out months before-
hand.

| hadn’t a clue about relationships. And within
religious life I had no opportunity to explore my sex-
uality. It isn’t normal or healthy to take adolescent
boys in their late teens, isolate them from women,
impose celibacy upon them as a condition of the
priesthood, and infect their minds with nonsense
about sex and sin.

Christianity is built on the big lie that humanity
could only be ‘saved’
by a God-man con-
ceived in the womb of
the ‘Virgin Mary’ by
the ‘Holy Spirit’, with-
out her having had
sexual intercourse
with a man, and so
avoiding the trans-
mission of the ‘stain’
of ‘original sin’, like a sexual virus, to Jesus.

Most of the twenty novices who had joined the
Marist Fathers with me three years earlier had been
aged just eighteen. Three were as young as 17. |
suspect most of us who entered the seminary had
never had sexual intercourse. | certainly hadn't. |
once heard the Superior say that religious who had
had an intimate sexual relationship found celibacy
much harder. They knew what they were missing.

“How | long” | wrote on 7 November, “for intimate
sexual contact with a lover. Is this to be denied me
forever? Am | to deny it to me? Or, as a priest, will
| sin, and lie with a woman? Would | lie with one
now? Will | before my university career is over? Will
| before this day is gone?”

| had forgotten that | wanted the love of a girl; and
celibacy would never be life-giving for me. | had for-
gotten that | wanted to make my own decisions, and
not obey those of honourable but fallible men making
their decisions for my life.

Next day, | journaled: “And again last night. But
this time worse, much worse. I'd a four-hour private
orgy. | simply refused to control myself.”

You can impose man-made religious doctrines
on people but nature, desire and the sexual im-
pulse will, indeed must, emerge.

| didn’t run off to confession or spiritual direction
but the Gospel of Luke 9:23 rang a chord: “Who-
ever wants to be my disciple must deny himself and
take up his cross every day and follow me.”

| prayed: “God, be with me today. Help me deny
my lust.”

And a phrase from Matthew 16:25 resonated for
me after a gloomy prayer meeting on 10 November:
“Whoever loses his life for my sake will save it.”

*kkkkkhkk

When | had visited London alone as an 18-year-
old during my noviti-
ate, | had felt lost in
the sea of identities
of the millions of
people in the bus-
tling capital city. |
felt the need to wear
a lapel cross to se-
cure for myself
some sense of per-
sonal identity in the madding crowd.

| remembered one occasion when a confrére
challenged me to take off the cross, suggesting |
was hiding behind it.

On 18 December, seven weeks since my last
spiritual direction, more than ten weeks since my
last confession, having given up on my nightly bat-
tles for chastity, and in a state of anger, unbelief
and nascent independence, | took off my lapel
cross, placed it under the heel of my shoe and, en-
suring | could never wear it again, | crushed it.

kkkkkkhkk

On 15 January, 1983, the Superior asked me if |
could trust him again, after the mistake he had
made the previous Summer about my subject
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choices for university, with its lifelong conse-
quences for my future work. It was big of him to say
that. | don’t remember how | replied.

| was enjoying UCD. On 21 January, | journaled
that | had “a sense of confidence” in myself, “that
perhaps it wasn’t a fluke that | did well in my last
essay; but that I've a flair for it; for English and for
writing. | always hoped | might.”

| realised that writing wasn’t “an image | must
keep up”. Rather, | saw it as: “God’s gift. Originality,
self-creation. Daring to be me, clearly, boldly, for
God’s sake, on the page. Avoiding at all costs
spoof. Being clear myself first and, being clear, to
entertain, to record, to enlighten, to share, to dare,
to assert, to enjoy, to run wild, to adore. That this
may contribute to God’s little kingdom being
worked out in me.”

| loved English
literature. The old
English poem The
Seafarer appealed
to me. | relished
Chaucer’s un-
masking of the
motivations  and
relationships  of
the pilgrims in The
Canterbury Tales.
| devoured King
Lear, the self-de-
struction of a great
man by his own
folly.  marvelled at
Paradise Lost, ap-
preciating the lec-
turer’s observation
that Satan had all
the best lines.

| loved Pope’s The Rape of the Lock, Johnson’s
The Vanity of Human Wishes, and Gray’s Elegy
Written in a Country Churchyard. | cried reading
Tennyson’s In Memoriam and laughed at comic
moments of religious hypocrisy in Sterne’s Tristram
Shandy.

| identified with Arnold’s receding sea of faith in
Dover Beach; with Yeats’s Second Coming - things
falling apart, the centre not holding; and with Ste-
phen Dedalus’s “non serviam” - | will not serve - in
Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man.

And | enjoyed history and got on well with my
tutor, Liam de Paor. When | told him that I'd have
to miss a tutorial, he said I'd be missed.

Assistant General Roger Wilhelm asked me if I'd
like to return to Rome to research Marist spirituality.
| was excited by the possibility. | journaled: “With alll
this talk about us dying out, it could be of use to the
congregation.”

Something -I don’t remember what - in the Irish
Marist newsletter of late January 1984 “gladdened
my heart”, encouraging me to journal: “The congre-
gation is renewing itself. It will change. It must. It
shall. The Lord isn’t playing games with us. We are
men with a mission.”

But my subconscious was not fooled by my
sense of a rejuvenated Marist mission. On 21 Feb-
ruary, | dreamt that | had forgotten a girl's name.
She was insulted and left. A tear came down my
left cheek.

| had forgotten that | wanted the love of a girl;
and celibacy would never be life-giving for me. |
had forgotten that | wanted to make my own deci-
sions, and not obey those of honourable but fallible
men making their decisions for my life. And | had
forgotten why I'd
crushed my lapel
cross: to stop hid-
ing behind it. And
so, with what |
thought was
calm, | prepared
to leave religious
life.

*kkkkkkkk

Its a bombshell!”
said my spiritual
director when |
told him on 14
March 1984 that |
was thinking of
not renewing my
vows. Before final
profession, we
each took tempo-
rary vows for one
to three years. My vows would expire that Septem-
ber. | had been calm. | wanted to make my own
decisions and experience life without the shield of
my religious identity. | was weary of my incessant
vocational questioning. | journaled: “Is there really
any chance of reviving the Society of Mary?”

| was getting on well with girls at UCD, | was the
right age and | wanted to shed the barrier of celi-
bacy. At a recent party, I'd danced with a girl. She
was so sexy. | was missing out on this.

| felt it was better to depart in first Arts than later:
“Leaving after UCD is scabby.” | hoped | could work
that Summer to earn my university fees for the fol-
lowing year.

“I feel quite calm about the real possibility of my
not renewing profession,” | journaled. But when |
verbalised all that to my spiritual director, the calm
departed. My eyes moistened and | was shaking.
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“You're very upset,” he said. “You sound like you
have resigned yourself to leaving. It would not be a
free decision.”

He was wrong but | presumed he was wiser than
me. He dismissed my concern about the Marists
paying for my degree if | con-
tinued in the Society while un-
sure of my future within it.

“You have things to work
out that are infinitely more im-
portant than the expenses of
your degree to the Marists,” he
reassured me, “whether that
takes a year or two years.”

He moved closer to me, to the edge of his chair.

“Vocation is that unknown,” he said. “Only rarely
is it confirmed by the Church - at final profession
and ordination. For the rest, everything depends
upon inner conviction.”

“I missed out by entering so young,” | said. “I ha-
ven’t given up on the priesthood. | may well come
back.”

“And what if you were not readmitted?”
“If 1 thought | wouldn’t be, then | should surely

In My
Gut , g
| Don't,7

Believe:

A Memoirl .

Y

Joe Armstrong 1\

“Vocation is that unknown,” he
said. “Only rarely is it confirmed
by the Church - at final profession
and ordination. For the rest,
everything depends upon inner
conviction.”

leave now!

“Is there a girl?”, he asked.

“There is no particular girl but | resent the gen-
eral restriction. Celibacy, | experience, as shackles
- not a gift.”

My faith in the vow of obedi-
ence was undermined by the
Superior's mistake about my
subject choices at university.
As for the vow of “poverty”, |
would be poorer outside the
Marists. Moreover, while the
experience of community in
novitiate had been good, each
of us now seemed to be going his separate way. |
doubted my previous religious experiences and
everyone else’s too.

He said: “I suggest you do a retreat, the sooner
the better- you’ll agree?”

Later that day, | journaled: “I must follow this
thing through. Otherwise, | may as well forget all
about inner workings within me.”

But | agreed to do a retreat.

From Belief to Unbelief: A Memoir Series Book 2

‘INMY GUT, I DON’T BELIEVE’ &
‘SAVED BY A WOMAN”

AVAILABLE IN KINDLE, PAPERBACK & HARDBACK EDITIONS ON AMAZON.
BOOK TO LEFT ALSO AVAILABLE IN AUDIBLE FORM AS NARRATED BY AUTHOR
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HUMANISM
AND

SOCIALISM
Roger Kelly

Fergus Whelan in his recent articles in Irish
Freethinker, ‘The Enlightenment and Modern
Ireland’, outlined how the Enlightenment think-
ers in the 17th and 18th centuries challenged
the world view which put God, the afterlife and
religious belief at the centre of things.

For me the next big philosophical eruption in
radical thought was the publication of the Com-
munist Manifesto in 1848 by Karl Marx and Frie-
drich Engels. Marx and Engels combined philo-
sophical materialism with the Hegelian dialectical
method in order to analyse the development of Eu-
ropean society. While some Hegelians blamed re-
ligious alienation for societal ills, Marx in particular
concluded that alienation from economic and polit-
ical autonomy, coupled with exploitation and pov-
erty, was the real culprit. This led to the famous
quotation:

“The philosophers have only interpreted the
world, in various ways. The point, however, is to
change it.”

Consciousness

| have always believed that socialism is retrospec-
tively humanistic, because it views humanity as the
author and the re-creator of itself without the assis-
tance from any supernatural being. Most of Marx’s
and Engels’ works give the clearest and most con-
sistent formulation of the anti-supernaturalism and
anti-clericalism present in Humanism from its be-
ginnings. They also explain that nothing exists be-
yond nature and humanity (God did not create hu-
mankind or anything else) and that humanity has
created and re-created itself through the labour
process.

This is best summed up in the following quota-
tion from Marx:

B /1/' Ly p

‘It is not the consciousness of men that deter-
mines their being, but, on the contrary, their social
being that determines their consciousness.”

Society makes people what they are and there
is no such thing as abstract humanity or human na-
ture in general. Of course, there is nothing distinc-
tively Marxist about the proposition that human be-
ings are first formed by society and then trans-
formed by its changing material conditions. The
materialists of the 18th century taught that people
are what their physical and social surroundings
make them. They concluded that, if humans are
constituted by social circumstances, then humanity
can be improved by altering the social conditions
under which they live and work.

Dictatorship of the Proletariat

| first read the Communist Manifesto when | joined
the Young Communist League in London in 1972.
| went on to read other works of Marx and Engels
but became unsure of some aspects of Marxism, in
particular the theory of the Dictatorship of the Pro-
letariat. The term was coined by Joseph Wey-
demeyer but has become analogous with one of
the main tenets of Marxism. While acknowledging
that the class structures of the late 19th and early
20th centuries were more clearly defined as to
those who owned the wealth (the mainly small
numbers of the capitalist class), while the larger
working class was exploited, it was understandable
if power was obtained by the working class that a
dictatorship of that class would consolidate power.
However, in relation to the revolution in Russia in
1917 it could be argued that it was the dictatorship
of the Bolshevik Party that took power and not the
working class. This to a large extent stymied
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democracy and led to authoritarianism and the cult
of Stalinism. The Soviet Union did not live up to be-
ing the socialist utopia envisaged by socialists and
in fact was a pretty terrible place, and today ex-
communist Putin is now the new capitalist auto-
cratic Tsar of Russia.

In advanced capitalist societies today, a social
democratic transformation of society should not be
seen as entailing
an insurrection,
> but the concerted
entrenchment and
expansion of
forms of demo-
cratic empower-
ment that will con-
front the power of
capital. | would ar-
gue that the
broadest range of
working people are now the working class, contrary
to the romantic view that the vanguard of the work-
ing class are the industrial workers. It is ironic that
most of the comrades | knew in the Young Com-
munist League who mainly came from working
class backgrounds would be considered middle or
upper class today becoming, barristers, university
lecturers, computer programmers, journalists,
teachers and social workers. Interestingly, recent
sociological research in Europe revealed that a
large portion of the industrial working class, who
had been members of the Communist Parties in
France and Italy in the 60s and 70s, were now

voting for ultraright parties.

Humanist Socialism

A writer | have recently been reading is M N Roy
who was a 20th century Indian revolutionary, phi-
losopher, radical activist and political theorist. Roy
was the founder
member of the
Mexican Com-
munist Party and
the  Communist
Party of India. He
moved away from
orthodox Marxism
to espouse the
philosophy of rad-
ical socialist Hu-
manism, attempt-
ing to chart a third
course between liberalism and communism.

Interestingly, he was a founding member of the
International Humanist and Ethical Union.

The Humanist socialist tradition - with all its rich-
ness and complexity, its secularity, its commitment
to democratic socialism, feminism, and anti-slav-
ery anti-imperialist struggle, its restless critical sen-
sibilities, its radical repudiation of every political
and philosophical effort to define or control human
beings - for me is the inspiration to participate in
socialist and Humanist groups in order to build a
just and healthy society

THE
COMMUNIST
MANIFESTO
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NEO
RELIGIOSITY

Religion & Science

Daltiin O Ceallaigh

The question is often asked if religion and science
can be complementary or must they be contradic-
tory. An interesting book has been produced on the
subject recently by Nicholas Spencer, entitled MAG-
ISTERIA, obviously drawing on Stephen J Gould’s
classification of the interface between science and
religion as NOMA - Non-Overlapping Magisteria.
The book is subtitled The Tangled History of Sci-
ence and Religion.

What he is at pains to point out is that religious
people, both lay and clerical, have often been
prominent in scientific discovery and advances.
Therefore, any suggestion that, down the ages, it
has simply been a matter of irreligious scientists
battling it out with religious obscurantists is just not
historically accurate.

As a prelude, he does admit that there is a
marked strain in Christianity which has in fact been
and still is very anti-intellectual, never mind anti-sci-
entific. It all seems to go back to the tree of
knowledge in the Garden of Eden, which distracted
from simple faith in God. Who needs knowledge
when you have faith?

The Way to God

Nonetheless, a way to God for several Christians in
reality led to scientific endeavour, apart from this
satisfying ordinary human curiosity. At the end of
the day, it was a case of investigating divine crea-
tion and the magnificence thereof. Indeed, much of
this came to be called natural theology or what
would today be termed intelligent design.

But what Spencer does not seem to appreciate,
or does not want to, is that science in itself, irre-
spective of who produced it and whatever their mo-
tivations, did actually involve a counter to much of
religion. For example, the fact that the sun does not
go round the earth, that lightning, tornadoes, earth-
quakes, epidemics, and so on, are not godly

10

actions; that, respectively, heliocentricity is the
case, and atmospheric electricity, meteorological
conditions, shifts in tectonic plates, and viruses are
the real explanations - these were all scientific sub-
versions of religious doctrine. It is only ironic that
some of these conclusions were contributed to by
the religious, which led to their churches then hav-
ing to regroup behind revised interpretations of
phenomena by way of suggesting allegory or para-
ble.

Insofar as some scientists remain religious,
while not of course controverting well-established
scientific fact, it is usually because there are two
major gaps remaining in our general understanding
and they concern proven explanations for the exist-
ence of the universe and the initial spark or sparks
of cellular life on earth over three billion years ago.

God and Morality

However, most people who are still religious are not
concerned with these questions. They tend to think,
in Kantian terms, that God is necessary to underpin
morality and that an afterlife is required to ensure
ultimate justice when it is not realised in this. Fur-
thermore, some sort of existence beyond death is
a comforting thought in the face of mortality.

In fact, a perfectly good support for morality can
be found in Humanist philosophy. It has a number
of bases in instinct, rationality and affective refine-
ment (empathy etc). In simple terms, it might be just
stated that morality is socially necessary - that is, if
one wants to avoid chaos and barbarism. Unfortu-
nately, justice cannot be guaranteed beyond this
earthly realm, which is why we should continually
strive towards its fulfilment here. As for discomfort
at mortality, the best prospect immediately lies in
scientific progress towards longevity and, perhaps,
ultimately giving a choice as to when to stop living.

Otherwise, science continues to fly directly in



Irish Freethinker No. 202 Summer 2024

the face of religion. Virgin birth, miracles and resur-
rection are for the religiously credulous, not the sci-
entifically minded.

Religion, Science and Atheism

Nicholas Spencer is a member of Theos, a self-de-
scribed Christian think-tank. Therefore, it is no sur-
prise that he is essentially inclined to avoid coming
to terms with the broad significance of science in
itself for religion. He appears to see a climax in his
book through maintaining that science does not ac-
tually prevent the religious from being faithful. In
fact, the book reaches anti-climax because he ends
up merely reinforcing the message that the reli-
gious may engage in scientific work even if their ef-
forts can result in discrediting religion.

It should also be noted that Spencer penned an
earlier book, ATHEISTS - The Origin of the Species
(2014). It reminds us that ‘atheism’ did not always
mean what we think of today. For example, Chris-
tians were once designated atheists by the Roman
establishment for not believing in their gods. ‘Athe-
ism’ also later came to be used loosely to simply
refer to ‘immoral’ people or subversives as well as
those in turn rejecting the Christian pantheon.

Taking us down through history and particularly
concentrating on the later modern period, Spencer
points out several cases of the irreligious being
called atheist, although not necessarily thus being
atheistic. This includes, among other things, under-
lining the difference between agnosticism and
atheism.

Religion and Truth

Spencer optimistically sees the theos as still being
firmly with us. He refers to the fact that the overall
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number of the religious in the world appears to be
growing (not as so measured by all social scien-
tists) and that modernisation in some States, what-
ever about Western Europe, does not seem to lead
to a decline in religion. However, in the first in-
stance, he does not consider how far declarations
of affiliation in censuses do not necessarily always
count as a true measure of religiosity, as we in Ire-
land know all too well. In the second, he does not
substantiate his point by quoting even just some
examples of what countries he has in mind. Against
this, one thinks of those where modernisation in
terms of economy and technology has indeed
taken place, but in which non-religious stance has
risks ranging from ostracisation to execution (in the
latter case, Saudi Arabia, Iran etc).

In any event, if one is concerned with truth, sta-
tistical demography does not determine it. At the
end of the day, there is a picture of Spencer anx-
iously indulging in wishful thinking about the persis-
tence of theistic belief. Yet, no more than the rest
of us, he should not feel obliged to depend on sup-
posed majorities to authenticate what he holds to
be true. This is underlined by the fact that his Chris-
tianity was originally just a miniscule cult and is os-
tensibly adhered to even today by only about a
guarter of the world’s population. But, if one is in-
terested in religious growth and is a Christian, it
ought surely to be a matter of concern to him that
the theistic balance itself is steadily shifting towards
Islam and away from Christianity.

‘Return of the God Hypothesis’

Another book which has just appeared in defence
of the theos is RETURN OF THE GOD HYPOTHESIS by
Stephen C Meyer. Spencer’s and Meyer’s work are
both part of the phenomenon of neoreligiosity.
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Meyer in particular, portrays Judaeo-Christianity as
having been essentially responsible for launching
Western science, thus allegedly upstaging the
usual idea of a Scientific Revolution just starting in
the 16" century. The notion is that theological de-
bates about immutability in nature versus contin-
gency resulting from divine intervention encour-
aged a degree of investigation rather than just pas-
sive observation so as to grasp the exact character
of God’s will. Of course, the belated incorporation
of Hellenic scientific perspectives into Christianity
also helped in this regard. However, while there
may have been occasional prefigurations in meth-
odology to the Scientific Revolution, they hardly
amount to an overshadowing of the fundamental
breakthroughs stemming from the 1580s onwards.

Both Spencer and Meyer in effect strive to
launch a modern religious counterattack on sci-
ence, conducted in terms of quasi-science. How-
ever, much of Meyer’s book is highly technical and
one would have to be a qualified scientist to even
understand, never mind evaluate it.

But the gist of his approach is obvious and links
into associated efforts elsewhere. These usually
begin with an attempt to discredit Darwinism by
pointing out that it could not take
into account what we now know
about genes, molecules, DNA,
and so on. An effort is thus made
to undermine Darwin’s basic in-
sights rather than appreciate the
complementarity involved.

Next quantum physics is
latched on to in order to suggest
that sub-atomic observations cast
doubt on our capacity to ulti-
mately ascertain natural reality ra-
ther than actually enrich it.

Then one proceeds to the matter of subjective
feelings and perceptions in consciousness (so-
called qualia) - surely, it is averred, they are beyond
the interpretive power of conventional science. But,
over the past couple of decades in particular, ad-
vances in technology, such as with FMRI 2 and its
incisive contributions to cognitive science, are mak-
ing steady progress in that regard, while also taking
into account advanced psychological analysis. One
thinks particularly of the neural network model of
the mind and inter-influential connections with en-
vironments. Certain theories, notably those of Dan-
iel Dennett and Roger Penrose, differentially point
in the direction of a sophisticated scientific ap-
proach to consciousness.?

As Edward O Wilson has also made clear (alt-
hough he is frequently distorted on this point), sci-
ence does not either assert a narrow genetic
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determinism in regard to awareness and can take
full account of what he posited as social epigenesis
over time, i.e. genetic-cultural interaction.

Generally speaking, one has to be careful about
a general anti-scientific attitude of the religious
which counterposes reductionism and holism ra-
ther than comprehending that one is a path to the
other. What should in fact be involved overall is sci-
entific naturalism which accepts that there are lev-
els and complexities of nature, both material and
non-material 4 that we have yet to fully grasp and
that may require altogether new ways of thinking.
However, what we are still talking about here is, as
always, not transcendence, but discovery.

The Unknown and Religion

Proceeding to the ultimate questions, the neoreli-
gious, like their predecessors, are most comforta-
ble with the (as yet) unknown, which they endeav-
our to populate with fancy rather than hypothesis.
How did the universe begin and life subsequently
ever arise on this planet? Surely this all had to be
by divine intent? Of course, the Bible can no longer
be uniquely depended on for support. But what
about probability theory? Isn’t a lack of such intent
evidently  improbable. That
sounds a better contemporary bet
for them.

But the fact is that the improb-
able does not mean the impossi-
ble. While the odds against a life-
producing ‘fine tuning’ in the uni-
verse being just coincidental are
indeed vast, they are in reality
more than met in the context of
what we now apprehend in the
observable universe of perhaps 2
trillion galaxies, maybe 100 billion
stars in each, and perhaps 10
planets per star - multiply all that for starters. Any-
way, even in probability theory, the odds against
something still leave that something; in ‘a million to
one’, there is always the one. Then there is the un-
observed universe and the question of perhaps
other universes, both now and previously. Yet, ne-
ocreationists and ‘intelligent designers’ remain un-
abashed.

For the neoreligious, the foregoing seems the
last desperate gasp of the anthropocentric mental-
ity which has been there since antiquity; surely we
humans must be a necessary event and not just a
contingent one, because, for some, the latter con-
clusion is existentially devastating. What they also
do not seem to appreciate is that, apart from the
start of life on earth, the emergence of humans in
particular was a separate occurrence; the first,
however it occurred, did not have to inevitably give
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rise to the second. Indeed, if a massive meteorite
had not hit what we now call Mexico about 65 mil-
lion years ago and consequentially eliminated the
then predominant reptilian species, mammals in
general (of which we are one) may never have
come to develop and dominate.

(Incidentally, even the words ‘fine tuning’ are
tendentious by way of implying the agency of a
tuner; fine conjunctures’ might be a better way for
Humanists to refer to the phenomenon in question.
In fact, it seems that what some people are actually
overawed by are discernible patterns, but these do
not necessarily infer a designer rather than that
they just happen.)

What About God?

What about God? So far, we haven’'t mentioned
Him (or should we say, gender neutrally, It). The
neoreligious are sometimes reluctant to explicitly
refer much to ‘God’ anymore. Now they veer to-
wards mention of a mysterious underlying Spirit or
Mind at the bottom of all. Science, forever being
honest about what it doesn’t know, unlike religion
which knows everything, acknowledges that new
rules about the universe or a multiverse may re-
main to be uncovered. After all, we are aware that
Newtonism was augmented by general and special
relativity and that was added to in turn by quantum
physics. So, we are not by any means at the end of
the road. For example, there is already a ‘staging
post’. We know that dark energy and dark matter
exist, but we still don’t understand what they are.
But data from the Webb satellite and the upcoming
enhancement of the hadron collider in Switzerland
may further provide at least some answers here,
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just as the collider eventually confirmed the Higgs
Boson patrticle. It may even be that we will discover
a pattern of cosmic unity as speculated on in vari-
ous ways by Judaeo-Christian, Indian and Chinese
philosophies, but free from mystical dreams of a di-
vine or other spiritualistic kind.

Neoreligiosity and Neomysticism

However, it is apparent that the neoreligious are not
awaiting further scientific outcomes; they are
simply trying frantically to recast their theos in
guasi-scientific terms and take advantage of cur-
rent limitations in knowledge. They cannot accept
that their God has been dead for some time and
that no vigil at the tomb will bring Him, Her or It
back. They are basically no different from their pre-
decessor theists and mystics throughout history in
that they seek to exploit the unexplained in order to
sustain the illusory. They are in a corner which is
narrowing all the time and like any cornered animal
they are getting desperate. To change the meta-
phor somewhat, they are grasping at straws and
the straws are slowly crumbling in their hands. De-
spite their labours, neoreligiosity is basically intel-
lectual infantilism, while scientific naturalism con-
tinues to prevail and advance in depth and refine-
ment all the time.

ENDNOTES

1. For example, the Uncertainty Principle, Superposition,
Entanglement etc.

2. FMRI - Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging.
3 One thinks of hypercomputational and quantum micro-
tubular theories. Dennett also refers to “qualiaphiliacs”.
4 Remember waves and fields, as well as particles.

'In the beginning was the Word, says the Gospel of John.
This sentence - as with the words of all four gospels - is cen-
tral to the teachings of the Christian church and has shaped
Western art, literature and language, and the Western
mind.

Yet in the years after the death of Christ there was not
merely one word, nor any consensus as to who Jesus was or
why he had mattered. There were many different Jesuses,
among them the aggressive Jesus who scorned his parents
and crippled those who opposed him, the Jesus who sold his
twin into slavery and the Jesus who had someone crucified
in his stead.

Moreover, in the early years of the first millennium there
were many other saviours, many sons of gods who healed
the sick and cured the lame. But as Christianity spread,
they were pronounced unacceptable - even heretical - and
they faded from view. Now, in Heresy, Catherine Nixey tells
their extraordinary story, one of contingency, chance and
plurality. It is a story about what might have been.
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HUMANISM
AND A

UNITED IRELAND

Roger Cole

“Home Rule means Rome Rule” and “Sup-
port the British Empire” were the key slogans
for the unionists that opposed Irish Home Rule
in the early 20th century.

Religious division between Catholics and
Protestants, and loyalty to the British Empire were
the key cultural issues that created partition. John
Redmond, the Home Rule leader, sought to nullify
the division on loyalty to the British Empire by en-
couraging Home Rule supporters to join the
Protestant UK Loyalists in their willingness to die
for the Empire, a policy terminated as a conse-
quence of the 1916 Rising, with the massive growth
of Irish republicanism.

However, the secular values of Wolfe Tone and
the other republican leaders of the
1790s played a minimal role in the cul-
tural values of the 26 county State that
came into existence as a result of the
Treaty.

The Protestants living in the 26
counties were also generally commit-
ted to a sense of conservative values.

Since | was brought up in a family
in which my father was a Humanist, it
was not too much of a surprise that | also became
a Humanist in my late teenage years in the mid 60s
and joined a very small Dublin-based Humanist
group along with my father. However, the late 60s
saw the beginnings of a challenge to the Roman
Catholic State led by The Irish Times and its Editor,
Douglas Gageby

There followed a series of cultural wars over
what were called “liberal values” such as divorce,
women’s rights, abortion etc. | took an active role in
seeking the transformation of the 26 county State,
even though I had obviously absolutely no personal
interest in most of them. | did so because | had be-
come a Wolfe Tone republican, and a key part of
achieving a United Irish Republic centred on the
termination of the 26 county State as a Roman
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Catholic polity.

| was a teacher for a brief period in the early 70s,
but subsequently kept in touch with some of my col-
leagues. Many years later | had lunch with them,
and had a long chat with one of them who was
amazed and surprised at the transformation in the
South. Now, of course, she remained a unionist,
but the termination of the rules of the Catholic
Church also being the laws of the State changed
her attitude towards the 26 counties.

Now, 110 years later, the British Empire that
was then able to militarily enforce the Treaty no
longer exists, and the power and influence of the
Roman Catholic Church has declined, as has the
influence the Protestant Churches in the
26 counties. | know very little about
Church attendance in Northern Ireland,
but would not be surprised if a similar pat-
tern of decline has happened there.

An example of the change in the South
/_ s that, in previous times, virtually all mar-
: riages were Catholic. However, while 64%
are still religious (40% being Catholic), 9%
are Humanist, and 26% are civic mar-
riages. This is clearly an indication of a profound
change in social culture.

Of course, change is not happening overnight,
and the process will remain a slow and steady pro-
cess, rather than a rapid transformation. Neverthe-
less, | can give one example of a changing Ireland.
Bill Bailey, a great English comedian at his recent
show in the Three Arena, which holds 9,000 peo-
ple, made a reference to Ireland being a “Catholic”
country and he got a low rumbling of disagreement
from the Irish audience. In short, the audience did
not like being described as “Catholic’. Now, of
course, a Bill Bailey audience does not reflect the
views of all the Irish people, but | suspect being de-
scribed as “Irish” is far more popular now than
“Catholic Irish”, in contrast to what Bailey thought.

-
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THOMAS PAINE
AND THE POLITY
OF THE BLOOD

WITH AN;APPENDIX.ON THE BONES
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But I will dance to Tom Paine’s bones
Dance to Tom Paine’s bones

I’ll dance in the oldest boots | own

To the rhythm of Tom Paine’s bones
(Graham Moore, “Tom Paine’s Bones’, 1995)

To write one era-defining text would be enough for
most of us. Thomas Paine wrote three. Born in Nor-
folk in 1737, in modest circumstances, Paine’s skill
with a pen allowed him to give up his trade as a
corset maker to become one of the most influential
political writers of the eighteenth century, involved
in both the American and French revolutions that
rocked the Atlantic world and beyond.

Paine’s pamphlet Common Sense (1776), urg-
ing on American colonists in revolt against the Brit-
ish Crown, became an instant classic, denouncing
monarchy in plain language and selling by the hun-
dreds of thousands. His critique of hereditary
power was sharpened further in Rights of Man (two
parts, 1791-2), written in defence of the French
Revolution and similarly féted: Paine was briefly
elected to the National Convention in Paris, despite
not speaking French, although he later fell from fa-
vour and was imprisoned by the Jacobins. The last
of Paine’s ‘big three’, The Age of Reason (three
parts, 1794, 1795 and 1807) became his most con-
troversial as he turned his critical gaze from mon-
archy and aristocracy to religion. The unabashed
deism of that work alienated many of his Christian
supporters, while at the same time inspiring a
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tradition of plain-speaking, irreverent critique of re-
ligion that in turn inspired the secularists and free-
thinkers of the nineteenth century, including the
founder of the journal The Freethinker [UK], G W
Foote.

The best way to understand Paine’s enduring
appeal is simply to read him. Despite its age, his
language is easy to read, deliberately so. Paine told
his readers what he thought, plainly but pithily, and
published openly under his own name. No tortuous
allegories, no classical pseudonyms, none of the
methods authors of the time used to protect them-
selves. That brought trouble - Paine himself was
persecuted, and his works were suppressed for
decades in Britain, making a generation of
booksellers and pamphleteers into political prison-
ers.

It also, however, brought fame and admiration.
Paine’s bold openness was an invitation to every
reader, however humble, to act likewise: to think for
themselves and speak their minds. There was
something special about Paine that, alongside his
skewering of the powerful, was a palpable love for
his fellow human beings. In his own words, “My
country is the world, and my religion is to do good.”
It was that inspirational humanity that led reformers
in Britain and America to hold memorials every year
on Paine’s birthday (29 January). It led the radical
journalist William Cobbett to exhume Paine’s
bones in New York to return them to his home
country. Many years later, it inspired the folk musi-
cian Graham Moore to pen Tom Paine’s Bones,
guoted at the beginning of this review. Centuries
on, the old boy still commands attention from the
grave.

We can now add Michael Bush’s Thomas Paine
and the Polity of the Blood to that list. This is an
academic work with a trick up its sleeve. On the
face of it, it is a close scholarly study of Paine’s pol-
itics. Bush focuses on one principle - the rejection
of hereditary power - that he takes to be central to
Paine’s thought, his most original contribution to
political debate. But read on, and you will realise
something else is going on too. This is not just a
book about Paine, it is a book about reading Tom
Paine. About being inspired by Tom Paine. Finally,
it is about coming to terms with the fact that Tom
Paine is dead.

How does this work? Roughly the first half of
Polity is taken up with Paine and his political works,
especially Common Sense and Rights of Man.
Having identified the heredity critique as pivotal to
Paine’s thought, the second half of the book turns
to its legacy. Despite his advocacy of republican-
ism in the United States and France, Paine and his
disciples never managed to revolutionise his own
mother country. Having given us a new intellectual
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biography of Paine’s thought, Polity’s second task
is to write its obituary, recording how Paineism re-
ceded fitfully from prominence in British politics
throughout the nineteenth century.

Taking these two halves in turn: in the first, Bush
wants to secure Paine’s reputation not just as a
canny populariser and polemicist, but as a pro-
found and original thinker in his own right. Bush is
firmly aligned with Jonathan Israel’s highly influen-
tial (and controversial) characterisation of there
having been not one Enlightenment but two: one
‘Moderate’ (think John Locke, Voltaire or Adam
Smith) and one ‘Radical’: Paine, Condorcet, Jeffer-
son and others, all ultimately inspired by the sev-
enteenth-century Dutch materialist Baruch Spi-
noza. To be ‘radical’ in Israel’'s framework was not
a matter of degree, but about adherence to two
specific propositions: democratic republicanism,
coupled with the total rejection of religious author-
ity.

Polity borrows that approach to give Paineism a
core principle of its own, in the rejection of political
heredity, from which the rest of Paine’s political
thought flows. This involves consider-
able detective work: to prove original-
ity involves working out what Paine
was reading at any given time, who
he met with socially, and what others
had said before. This is the more im-
pressive given Paine’s own persistent
tendency not to cite sources. While
generally convincing, at times this
can seem a little reaching, as when a
particular idea - that monarchy is ille-
gitimate because future generations
cannot be bound to contracts in per-
petuity - is traced to John Locke spe-
cifically via Joseph Priestley, despite -
Bush conceding Paine never cited Priestley and
only mentioned Locke to deny (albeit unconvinc-
ingly) having ever read him. Overall, though, this is
a provocative, refreshing new view of Paine. While
not downplaying his polemical importance, Polity is
a lucid demonstration that Paine’s writings are just
as fruitful for intellectual history as any of his better-
heeled colleagues. In focusing on the origin of one
core principle, Bush can identify subtle continuities
and contrasts with earlier writers that have often
been drowned out by the crash and din of the Rev-
olutionary era.

At the same time, the focus on a single author
and a single principle can lead to some unexpected
inclusions and omissions. After the political philos-
ophy, for example, the book gives a detailed publi-
cation history of Rights of Man: its various editions
and reprints, their sales figures, and their vigorous
suppression in the 1790s. On one hand, this
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provides Paine scholars a comprehensive resource
on that work, and historians of eighteenth-century
print will appreciate the detail on sales figures, exi-
gencies of publication, and the practical business
of getting radicalism before the public.

On the other, readers might fairly ask for context
for such exhaustive detail, whether for Paine’s
other works, especially the Age of Reason, which
appeared shortly after and drastically altered
Paine’s public reputation, or those by other au-
thors. For those sales figures to really tell us some-
thing, we need to be told more about the literary
marketplace of the time. That Paine’s Rights was
just one contribution to a multinational ‘rights of
man’ debate occasioned by the French Revolution
is dealt with only very briefly. For instance Mary
Wollstonecraft, whose feminist critique in A Vindi-
cation for the Rights of Woman (1792) would in
time come to be one of the most enduringly influ-
ential works from that debate, comes and goes in a
brief list of other authors. If Polity wants to examine
not just Paine’s ideas but their enduring influence
even after his death, we need to know more about
their reception beyond state sup-
pression.

This is especially so for au-
thors like Paine, whose works
could unite a readership in one
moment yet divide it in another.
Many fans of the republicanism in
Rights simply could not follow
him into the anti-religious senti-
ments in the Age. When Paine’s
works were returned to circula-
tion after the end of the Napole-
onic Wars, mainly through the
advocacy of the radical journalist-

: publisher Richard Carlile, Paine’s
reputation changed again. Many of the Carlilean
‘infidels’ accepted Paine’s political principles but
not his theological, not because his deism was too
extreme, but because it was too mild compared to
their own materialist atheism. Over the course of
the 1820s, Britain’s Paineites ensured his name re-
mained scandalous, associated with atheism and
Jacobinism, such that many other radicals publicly
distanced themselves from his principles: Henry
Hunt, Major Cartwright, and even Cobbett himself.

Bush of course knows all this: his Friends and
Following of Richard Carlile (2016) is the most de-
tailed study to date of the rise and decline of Pain-
eite agitation across the 1820s. There, we received
a close study of how artisan agitators scattered
around the country forged themselves into a na-
tional ‘infidel’ movement, united behind the pub-
lisher Richard Carlile’'s efforts to keep Paine’s
works in print. The second half of Polity is
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effectively the sequel to that study, jumping straight
from Paine’s lifetime in the 1790s to a later resur-
gence in republican sentiments in Britain during the
early 1830s.

In Paris, the July Revolution of 1830 had shown
that popular resistance could overthrow a despotic
monarch with little bloodshed. In Britain, the long-
awaited Reform Acts of 1832 had been treated first
with suspicion, then with outrage by radical cam-
paigners. While abolishing the old Rotten Boroughs
with only a handful of electors, and enfranchising
the new industrial towns and cities, Earl Grey’s re-
forms fell far short of the universal manhood suf-
frage demanded by most radicals. The Reform Cri-
sis seemed to confirm that, when push came to
shove, even the nominally reformist Whigs were
more interested in their own advancement, and
maintaining order, than they were in enfranchising
the working classes. The result was a renewed in-
terest in radical reform: the question was, in what
mode?

Having ploughed a lonely furrow through most
of the 1820s, republicanism now seemed to have
its moment. Carlile remained a vocal Paineite re-
publican, albeit having undergone a personal reli-
gious journey that now saw him professing Christi-
anity as an allegory for the martyring of human rea-
son. Even former sceptics like Hunt and Cobbett
seemed, if not converted, at least amenable to the
idea that a republic might be achieved without a
French-style Terror. Lastly, the 1820s had also
given rise to social experiments in trades unionism,
co-operative exchange, agrarian communitarian-
ism, and socialism as sponsored by the industrial
philanthropist Robert Owen. While these latter
groups were all dissatisfied with the status quo,
they were yet to be convinced that a Paineite re-
public was the answer for modern economic prob-
lems.

Polity narrates this brief republican juncture in
gripping detail. Compared to the meticulous prose
of the first half, this is social history that fairly rips
along - expect covert meetings, spies and police
brutality - and we get a strong sense of the person-
alities and egos in play. The view is very much from
within the radical scene: only by getting up close
can we understand how a generation of reformers,
all united in disdain for the status quo, could so sin-
gularly fail to align their efforts to achieve change.
Partly this was down to individuals, with Carlile par-
ticularly notorious for clashing with every other rad-
ical leader. But increasingly Paine’s ideas were
showing their age. He might remain an inspirational
figure, but in practical terms his writings against
monarchs and priests offered little guidance in de-
fending against the more invisible enemies of hun-
ger and poverty in the age of capital. As Bush
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succinctly puts it, for many the ‘rights of man’ had
been superseded by the ‘rights of labour’. There is
a certain wistfulness to the portrayal: while republi-
canism has not disappeared from British politics,
Paineism would never command such attention
again.

That elegiac mood continues in the Appendix on
the Bones. Bush takes up the question of what hap-
pened to Paine’s remains after Cobbett’'s exhuma-
tion. Ever since then, they have been a metaphor
for the fate of his ideas, perhaps misplaced but not
forgotten. Parts of their subsequent trajectory have
been known before, as they passed through vari-
ous hands. Writers over the years have had a
crack, but Bush claims the most complete answer
yet as to where the bones likely reside. | shall not
disclose the location here, but there is no cinematic
‘reveal’: no triumphant marble, no plaque, no hum-
ble grave marker awaiting at the end of the trail. But
we knew that going in. Tom Paine was famed
across the world, revered by generations of British
reformers. If his name were engraved somewhere
we would know it. There would be no mystery. In-
stead, we get a different kind of narrative, one that
is about the looking, not the finding. The prose is
palpably more relaxed, and the better for it, with
Bush himself appearing in the text for the first time
as he takes up the hunt.

Finding the bones would teach Bush nothing
about Tom Paine he did not know already. But the
fact that, two centuries on, people are still looking
for them, teaches us something significant about
Paine’s ability to reach across time like no one else.
Cobbett dug. Carlile printed. Moore sang. Bush has
read and looked and walked and written. And now,
you can read this book.

Review by Eoin Carter

Eoin Carter is a doctoral researcher in the his-
tory and philosophy of science at the University
of Cambridge, where he is completing a PhD on
Richard Carlile and other pioneers of the Brit-
ish freethought movement. He is a Council
member of the National Secular Society [UK].

Review reproduced from THE FREETHINKER [UK]
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INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENTS

EU states can ban reli-
gious symbols in public
workplaces

The European Union’s top court has ruled that
member States retain the authority to prevent their
employees from displaying symbols of religious af-
filiation in the workplace. This decision by the Eu-
ropean Court of Justice (ECJ) followed a case in-
volving a Belgian woman who claimed her local
municipality violated her religious freedom by pro-
hibiting her from wearing a hijab while working.

The ECJ stressed that such measures should
be confined to what is strictly necessary, under-
scoring the delicate balance between religious ex-
pression and workplace regulations. The conten-
tious issue of the Islamic headscarf has been a
long-standing divisive topic across the EU. In a
2021 ruling, the court upheld the termination of em-
ployment for women who refused to remove their
hijabs, particularly in public-facing roles.

The recent case emerged when a Muslim em-
ployee in the eastern Belgian municipality of Ans,
despite not having a public-facing position as the
head of an office, was instructed not to wear a
headscarf at work. Subsequently, she contested
this directive through legal channels.

In response, the municipality revised its employ-
ment terms, mandating strict neutrality that prohib-
its any form of proselytizing and the display of overt
signs indicating religious or ideological affiliations
among all employees. Addressing the matter, the
Labour Court in Liege raised concerns about po-
tential discrimination under EU law due to the mu-
nicipality's imposition of strict neutrality.

The ECJ clarified that member State authorities
possess a degree of discretion in defining the level
of neutrality they wish to uphold within their institu-
tions. It emphasised that while one public admin-
istration might opt to allow visible signs of political,
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philosophical, or religious beliefs, it is within their
jurisdiction to do so.

France, in particular, has taken a stringent
stance on religious symbols in State establish-
ments, banning the display of “conspicuous” reli-
gious symbols in schools and government build-
ings since 2004. Recently, the country’s Education
Minister announced plans to prohibit the wearing of
abayas, full-length robes worn by some Muslim
women, in State schools due to their increasing
presence and ensuing political debates.

This move has triggered a divide, with right-wing
parties advocating for the ban, while left-leaning
voices express concerns about the rights of Muslim
women and girls. The ongoing debates highlights
the complexities and divergent opinions surround-
ing religious symbols within public spaces in Eu-
rope.

Sweden may ban
religious schooling

The Swedish government is considering put-
ting a total ban on religious schooling. Swedish
Minister for Education, Lina Axelsson Kihlblom, re-
cently said, “There should be no religious influence
in schools”. She wants to rectify these school sys-
tem flaws to ensure that “society takes back the
democratic control over welfare”.

Lina Axelsson Kihlblom, Swedish Minister for
Education

In the proposal, Kihlblom suggested school princi-
pals should inform the parents as well as the stu-
dents about any such denominational components.
The students should get an opportunity to opt-out
of such denominational components. These flaws
came into existence as it was found that religious
schools were using State funds to do ventures that
did not exist.

Background: Romosseskolan, an Islamic school
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in Gothenburg, a major city in Sweden was ac-
cused of having gender-segregated lessons for 22
years and forcing the students to take part in prayer
sessions. After the accusations about the school,
State funding was halted. The Government does
not want public money falling in the wrong hands.
According to a recent report, teachers were being
paid by a group linked to the Muslim Brotherhood,
the Islamic Association of Sweden (IFiS). Roger
Haddad, the deputy chair of the education commit-
tee in Sweden’s Parliament said it's time for the
school to shut down entirely for its connection to
extremism. Vetenskapsskolan is another Islamic
school in Gothenburg that was shut down in 2019
because of the involvement of ISIS radicals. The
school was accused of hiring teachers who had re-
cently returned from fighting for ISIS abroad.

Responses: Lisa Nabo, union chairman of the
Social Democrats Youth says: “It is time to ban in-
dependent religious schools. The school should not
be a place for religious schooling and encourage
religious segregation. Neither Christian sects,
Imams, or shareholders should govern the school”.

According to the Swedish Association of Inde-
pendent Schools, all schools should follow the
standard Swedish education curriculum regardless
of religious background.

Spanish Commission
Reveals Catholic
Church Abuse on
200,000 Children

In a startling revelation, an independent commis-
sion’s investigation unveiled that more than
200,000 children fell victim to sexual abuse at the
hands of the Catholic clergy in Spain. The inquiry,
led by the Spanish Ombudsman, highlighted the
profound and enduring impact on the victims, em-
phasizing the Church’s passive stance and its
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efforts to conceal or dismiss the atrocities.

The comprehensive 700-page report, mandated
by Spain’s Congress, underscored that 0.6% of the
country’s adult population, approximately 39 million
individuals, disclosed enduring childhood sexual
abuse by clergymen. Shockingly, this figure rose to
1.13% - over 400,000 individuals - when account-
ing for allegations against laypersons within
Church-run institutions.

Cautioning against the gravity of the findings,
Angel Gabilondo, the Ombudsman, echoed the
emotional toll shared by 487 survivors, revealing
tales of irreparable suffering and, tragically, even
suicide.

Gabilondo stressed the urgency to address the
longstanding suffering shrouded in silence, propos-
ing the establishment of a state-backed fund to pro-
vide compensation for the victims.

The investigation followed a rigorous inquiry ini-
tiated by El Pais newspaper in 2018, which metic-
ulously documented over 1,000 reported cases of
abuse. Despite some cooperation, Gabilondo la-
mented the Church’s reluctance to actively contrib-
ute to the investigation, citing the resistance exhib-
ited by certain bishops.

Spanish Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez hailed
the report as a pivotal step forward for the nation,
shedding light on a long-overlooked reality that had
been shrouded in silence for far too long." [

Religion must move
outside school hours as
opt-out approach fails

children badly

During Communion and Confirmation season
the situation is particularly bleak. The sense of
othering is worse when students are from non-

Irish backgrounds

| joined fellow primary teachers at INTO congress
last week speaking on the issue of religion in Irish
schools. Our motion passed resoundingly, notably
with vocal support from numerous teachers who
identified themselves as Catholic. As a result, the
INTO will now survey teachers on their views on
faith formation in schools.

| began teaching in recent years after a career
change. Between subbing and contracts, | have
taught in over 20 schools. The dedication,


https://www.irishtimes.com/tags/into/
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commitment and professionalism of my colleagues
still amaze me and | learn so much from them.

But there is an elephant in the staffroom - reli-
gion. Specifically, it is extremely difficult to discuss
the overarching centrality of Catholicism in the ed-
ucation system. Around 90 per cent of Irish tax-
payer-funded primary schools are Catholic-ethos,
that's almost 3,000 schools. Faith formation les-
sons are timetabled daily and time devoted to First
Communion and Confirmation preparation in sec-
ond and sixth class, far in advance of the ceremo-
nies, can be significant.

Teachers already complain of curriculum over-
load and many simply can’t make the hours add up
when faith formation is supposed to be assigned
almost as much class time each week as history,
geography and science, combined.

But this doesn’t go to the heart of what was dis-
cussed at congress. Many teachers feel the “opt-
out” approach to faith formation is failing children
badly and putting teachers in an extremely difficult
situation. The standard practice in most schools is
for “opted-out” children to simply sit in class during
daily faith formation lessons, not partaking. The
sense of othering is particularly obvious when
these children are from non-Irish backgrounds.

During First Communion and Confirmation sea-
son, the situation is particularly bleak. For weeks
on end, classes are divided into those preparing for
a big celebration and those who are onlookers.
Some try to argue the ceremonies are “inclusive”
as all are welcome to attend on the big day - this is
to overlook the difference between being a star for
a day and being a distant spectator (at something
that goes against your own beliefs). Understanda-
bly, many opted-out children are simply absent
from school around this time.

Moving faith formation outside school hours
would alleviate many of these issues, and this is a
measure that teachers must consider.

In order to teach in most Catholic primary
schools it is a requirement that teachers hold an
additional certificate in religious education. At a
time of large teacher shortages (the big topic at
congress) speakers asked how can such a barrier

to entry be allowed to persist. Not only does the re-
qguirement for the certificate severely limit the op-
tions for teachers without one, it puts people off
considering entering the profession in the first
place.

For evidence of this, delegates at congress only
needed to look around the auditorium at their own
staffrooms. The word “diversity” arose frequently
during discussions, but it is almost entirely absent
from the teaching profession which is essentially
monocultural in nature. Staffrooms simply do not
reflect the Ireland of today or the pupils in their
schools.

The much-discussed but little-acted-on divest-
ment process is not the answer to all this. First, it is
dead in the water - since 2016 only three Catholic
primary schools have transferred to multi-denomi-
national patronage. Numerous counties in Ireland
do not have a single multi-denominational school.
Second, it is founded on the bizarre notion that bas-
ing an entire education system on religious differ-
ence, with children siloed into separate schools on
that basis, is somehow something to strive for. Di-
vestment is not a solution for children, parents or
teachers and serves mostly as a useful distraction
for those opposing systemic change.

The schools | have worked in since | started
teaching have been places of learning, love and
support. But there’s an elephant in the staffroom
and we need to talk about it.

Can the Minister for Education guarantee that
we teachers can safely talk about this? Exemptions
to equality legislation mean teachers can be fired
or lose out on promotion for the vague act of “un-
dermining religious ethos”. As one delegate
pointed out at congress, the INTO’s survey of
teachers on religion may need to be anonymous for
people to express themselves freely. This alone
should cause alarm bells to ring in a democratic
country. Ireland has changed - our education sys-
tem must too. Faith formation should be outside
school hours and we shouldn’t be afraid to say it.

Paddy Monahan
‘Opinion’ in ‘The Irish Times’ 8 April 2024
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NATURALISM is the understanding
that there is a single, natural world as
shown by science, and that we are
completely included in it. Naturalism
holds that everything we are and do
is connected to the rest of the world
and derived from conditions that pre-
cede us and surround us.

AT A GLANCE

Each of us is an unfolding natural process, and
every aspect of that process is caused, and is a
cause itself. So we are fully caused creatures, and
seeing just how we are caused gives us power and

homeless person in front of us, the convict, or the
addict, had we been given their genetic and envi-
ronmental lot in life.

CONTROL

Understanding how we are caused to behave as
we do gives us increased powers of prediction and
control. Instead of supposing people can simply will
themselves to be otherwise, we concentrate our
energies on creating the conditions which promote
constructive personal and social change. The eth-
ics of compassion is matched by a practical efficacy
based in scientific knowledge.

A MORE DETAILED STATEMENT

Naturalism, in essence, is simply the idea that hu-

control, while encouraging
compassion and humility.

Naturalism shows our full
connection to the world and
others, it leads to an ethics of
compassion, and it gives us far
greater control over our circum-
stances. By understanding
consciousness, choice, and
even our highest capacities as
materially based, naturalism re-
enchants the physical world, al-
lowing us to be at home in the
universe. Naturalism shows our
full connection to the world and
others, it leads to an ethics of
compassion, and it gives us far

Thomas W Clark

man beings are completely in-
cluded in the natural world:
there’s nothing supernatural
about us. Naturalism is based
on science as the best, most
reliable means for discovering
what exists. Science shows
that each and every aspect of
a human being comes from
and is completely connected
to the natural world, and is un-
derstandable in terms of those
connections.

The naturalist view of our-
selves is of course very differ-
ent from traditional religious or
supernatural understandings,

greater control over our circum-
stances.

The essence of naturalism as it applies to our
lives: Connection - Compassion - Control

CONNECTION

Everything we are and do is completely connected
to the rest of the world. Our bodies and minds are
shaped in their entirety by conditions that precede
us and surround us. Each of us is an unfolding, nat-
ural process, and every aspect of that process is
caused, and is a cause itself. We are therefore en-
tirely at home in the physical universe.

COMPASSION

Seeing that we are fully caused creatures - not self-
caused - we can no longer take or assign ultimate
credit or blame for what we do. This leads to an
ethics of compassion and understanding, both to-
ward ourselves and others. We see that there but
for circumstances go I. We would have been the
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and it has profound implica-
tions. We don’t have souls that continue after
death. Instead, we are fully physical creatures, fully
caused to be who we are. We don’t have free will
in the sense of being able to choose or decide with-
out being fully caused in our choices or decisions.
Instead, as individuals we are part of the natural
unfolding of the universe in all its amazing complex-
ity.

Naturalism focuses our attention on what works,
increasing self-efficacy and encouraging science-
based, progressive social policies in areas such as
criminal justice, social inequality, behavioural
health, and the environment. By understanding
ourselves as fully caused, and by seeing just how
we are caused (by our genetic endowment, up-
bringing, and social environments), we dramatically
enhance our powers of prediction and control, both
in our personal lives and in the larger social arena.
Naturalism focuses our attention on what works, in-
creasing self-efficacy and encouraging science-
based, progressive social policies in areas such as
criminal justice, social inequality, behavioural
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health, and the environment. Also, since we see
that we aren’t the ultimate originators of ourselves
or our behaviour, we can’t take ultimate credit or
blame for what we do. This reduces unwarranted
self-righteousness, moral superiority, pride,
shame, and guilt. And since we see others as fully
caused - for instance substance abusers, criminal
offenders, the destitute and homeless - we become
less blaming, less punitive and more compassion-
ate and understanding. People don't create them-
selves, so responsi-
bility for their char-
acter and behaviour
isn not ultimately
theirs, but is distrib-
uted over the many
factors that created
them. And after all,
were we, given their
environmental and
genetic conditions,
would have be-
come what they
are, and acted just
as they did: there but for circumstances go I. This
insight provides the basis for a naturalistic ethics of
empathy and compassion that guides personal be-
haviour and grounds effective social policy.

As mentioned above, naturalism is premised on
taking science as our way of knowing about the
world, not tradition, intuition, sacred texts or pro-
nouncements. By illuminating the causal connec-
tions between phenomena, science inevitably uni-
fies what it discovers into a single, natural, multifac-
eted whole. If we take science seriously with regard
to ourselves and our behaviour, we are led to the
conclusion that human beings are fully included in
the natural world, and that we are completely

physical creatures. More and more, biology and
neuroscience show that the brain and body do eve-
rything that the soul was supposed to do. Even con-
sciousness and our higher level capacities for ra-
tionality and choice are fully embodied, causal pro-
cesses.

Some might conclude from this that naturalism
reduces human beings to mere mechanisms, mere
automatons, but this doesn’t follow. What follows is
that the physical universe has produced, in us, mar-
vellously complex
and adaptive organ-
isms, with the ca-
pacity for self-re-
flection,  wonder,
suffering, and joy.
Far from mechaniz-
ing humanity, natu-
ralism re-enchants
the physical world
by showing how
consciousness and
choice don’t involve
supernatural  pro-
cesses. They are natural processes, understanda-
ble by science. Amazingly enough, physical exist-
ence produces all these intricate phenomena quite
nicely on its own.

By acknowledging our origins in evolution, the
naturalist perspective also enhances our feeling of
kinship with the other species with which we share
this planet, and our desire to sustain and nurture
the planet itself. All sentient beings, including hu-
manity, owe their existence to conditions that ex-
tend far beyond us in space and time. Seeing this,
we find ourselves completely at home in the uni-
verse, full-fledged participants in the unfolding nat-
ural order. -0-

The Roman Empire had been generous in embracing and
absorbing new creeds. This is the enthralling history of an
era when Christianity, despite its peaceful premises, mor-
phed into a ruthless force, with the pagan pantheon of the
Roman Empire in its grip. In its wrath, not only did it de-
molish temples and upturn altars, but even books - the
legacies of philosophy and science - weren't spared from
the relentless flames.

Acclaimed as a Book of the Year by the Daily Telegraph,
the Spectator, the Observer, and BBC History Magazine,
and an Editor's Choice by the New York Times Book Re-
view, The Darkening Age blends religion, history, and phi-
losophy in ariveting tale that will lure in those fascinated
by the tumultuous relationship between early Christianity
and the Classical World.
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On the
Integrity
of
Science

Thoughts provoked by the Kansas Board of
Education

KEY PROPOSITIONS

Science generates the natural-supernatural
distinction, it doesn’t presume it.

The supernatural is just that which can’t play
arole in scientific explanations.

Kansas is powerless to change scientific
practice to incorporate supernaturalism.

The debate about teaching intelligent design (ID) in
public school science classes raises the fundamen-
tal issue of what constitutes science. Are there
agreed upon features of the scientific method
which can help decide the question of whether ID
is science or not? And who decides the nature of
science? Is it up for vote at school board and cur-
riculum committee meetings, or might science have
its own agenda, independent of the democratic pro-
cess?

Such questions are very much on the front
burner thanks to (2005) revisions to science stand-
ards adopted by the Kansas Board of Education,
including the redefinition of science itself to permit
consideration of supernatural causes. Is it even
logically possible for science to traffic in the super-
natural? It seems obvious that science is restricted
to natural phenomena, both in its purview and in its
explanations.

There are of course esteemed governing bodies
such as the National Academy of Sciences, the
American Association for the Advancement of Sci-
ence and the National Science Teachers Associa-
tion, that explicitly define science and good scien-
tific practice. There’s also the National Centre for
Science Education led by the intrepid Eugenie
Scott, who makes the rounds defending science
against ID, most recently and successfully in the
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Kitzmiller trial.

These groups indeed promulgate a definition of
science that bars consideration of the supernatural
and have taken Kansas to task for crossing that
line. For instance, the National Academy of Sci-
ence says in Teaching About Evolution and the Na-
ture of Science :

Science is a way of knowing about the natural
world. It is limited to explaining the natural world
through natural causes. Science can say nothing
about the supernatural. Whether God exists or not
is a question about which science is neutral.

And the National Science Teachers Association
says :

Because science is limited to explaining the nat-
ural world by means of natural processes, it cannot
use supernatural causation in its explanations.
Similarly, science is precluded from making state-
ments about supernatural forces because these
are outside its provenance. Science has increased
our knowledge because of this insistence on the
search for natural causes.

But these definitions raise a further question:
from whence comes our conception of the natural?
What is suggested is that the very idea of the natu-
ral has been generated by science itself. The im-
portance of this point for the science-religion de-
bate is that science does not, as proponents of ID
and religion often argue, make any a priori meta-
physical or ontological claims about the world. In
particular, it doesn’t assume a pre-existing natural
world separate from the supernatural that gets
identified on extra-scientific or philosophical
grounds. Rather, science is in the business of
providing transparent, unified, evidence-based and
intersubjectively testable explanations of phenom-
ena. In so doing, science identifies phenomena that
end up playing well confirmed roles in such expla-
nations, and these end up constituting what we call
nature. So science doesn’t presume naturalism; it
isn’t, as the Kansas Board of Education says in its
revisions, “driven by a naturalistic preconception.”
Since science is metaphysically neutral it doesn’t
need to be “balanced” by requiring the considera-
tion of supernatural causes.

Importantly, explanations involving intentional,
purposeful agents whose properties and character-
istics cannot be specified are disallowed in science,
but not because such agents are a priori supernat-
ural. Rather, it's simply that invoking an unspecified
agent is an explanatory dodge, since particular in-
tentions and actions can simply be posited to close
a purported explanatory gap (e.g. to create the bac-
terial flagellum or human eye in one fell swoop).
This is why when ID proponents claim that they
aren’t necessarily invoking god, but perhaps a


https://naturalism.org/applied-naturalism/science/why-intelligent-design-isn%E2%80%99t-good-science#explanation
http://www.pamd.uscourts.gov/kitzmiller/kitzmiller_342.pdf
http://www.nap.edu/catalog/5787.html
http://www.nap.edu/catalog/5787.html
http://www.kansasscience2005.com/Short_summary_of_changes.pdf
http://www.millerandlevine.com/km/evol/design2/article.html
http://www.millerandlevine.com/km/evol/design2/article.html
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“natural” designer of some sort, they still aren’t do-
ing science. There’s nothing wrong with invoking
intelligent, intentional agents in explanations; after
all, as such agents ourselves, we obviously play a
huge role in explanations of culture and technol-
ogy. But like everything else in an acceptable sci-
entific theory, agents have to be sufficiently speci-
fied and thus at least potential candidates for em-
pirical verification and explanation themselves. We
human beings are pretty well specified by main-
stream science, but ID notably fails to describe the
designer.

Returning to the natural/supernatural distinction,
we could ask: at what point were lightning bolts de-
finitively shown to be natural phenomena, as op-
posed to the production of an angry god (Zeus,

agent hypothesis will be accepted by science. But,
of course, at that point the agent will be included in
the natural world - it will have been naturalized - not
exactly what Kansas has in mind for god.

As is commonly noted, the nature of science
isn’t decided by vote or fiat. It's rather the histori-
cally refined practice of winnowing out the best -
the most economical, predictive, unifying and (per-
haps) aesthetically pleasing - explanations of the
world. This practice doesn’t assume naturalism or
any other contestable worldview. However, it rules
out the consideration (at least beyond the first-pass
consideration necessary to disqualify them) of enti-
ties, causes and hypotheses that have no empiri-
cally specifiable content. Such entities, causes and
hypotheses, should they involve intentional

Jove, Jehovah,
Yahweh)? Rou-
ghly, when sci-
ence explained
the various as-
pects of light-

ning (light, heat, (\
duration, spatial
distribution) in
terms of other
empirically veri-
fied, and thus

NTATIIDALLCAA

agency, just are
the supernatu-
ral, since any-
thing that is ade-
quately  speci-
fied and evi-
denced gets in-
cluded in the
natural world. If
Kansas insists
on bringing su-

pernaturalism

natural, phenomena, none of which were agents.
This rendered the agent hypothesis unnecessary
since the explanatory gap had been closed. No
longer was any intention needed to explain light-
ning bolts. This didn’t categorically disprove the ex-
istence of god, of course, but it helped define him
as supernatural to the extent that in this domain, at
any rate, he became explanatorily superfluous. The
same goes for evolution: no agency need be pos-
ited, or if it is, it must be well-specified on pain of
explanatory inadequacy.

The upshot is that Kansas, although politically
free (fortunately) to define science any way it likes,
is powerless to change scientific practice to suit
what might be a majority of citizens in favour of con-
sidering supernatural causation. Supernatural cau-
sation is ruled out in science because the supernat-
ural is just that which can’t play a role in transpar-
ently explaining the world to ourselves, which is
what science does. This is a function of scientific
practice, not an a priori rejection of the agent hy-
pothesis. Specify the agent (e.g. god), test it
against the evidence, and if it turns out to play a
well-qualified role in our best theories, then the
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into science, then science equally insists, by virtue
of its methods, not any tendentious ontological
commitment, on showing supernaturalism the door.

Note

The concept of the supernatural is of course traditionally
tied to the idea of intentional agents (beings with pur-
poses, intentions and plans), but the idea of the super-
natural as a categorically separate realm emerged in
parallel with the idea of physical nature as compositional
and inanimate. Before then, the spirit world and physical
world were fully intertwined, not distinct ontological cat-
egories. Minds and intentional agency, until very re-
cently, have been thought outside nature in some re-
spect precisely because they weren't susceptible to re-
ductive explanation; they were (and still are to a great
extent) considered non-decomposable essences and
uncaused causers (see Joshua Greene and Jonathan
Cohen). Of course human agents are now virtually nat-
uralized, but god resists naturalization by virtue of being
insufficiently specified by his adherents, or if specified,
empirically unevidenced.

Centre for Naturalism
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Scientists are learning more and more about how
brain activity controls behaviour and how neural cir-
cuits weigh alternatives and initiate actions. As we
probe ever deeper into the mechanics of decision
making, many conclude that agency - or free will -
is an illusion. In Free Agents, leading neuroscientist
Kevin Mitchell presents a wealth of evidence to the
contrary, arguing that we are not mere machines
responding to physical forces but agents acting
with purpose.

Traversing billions of years of evolution, Mitchell
tells the remarkable story of how living beings ca-
pable of choice emerged from lifeless matter. He
explains how the emergence of nervous systems
provided a means to learn about the world, granting
sentient animals the capacity to model, predict, and
simulate. Mitchell reveals how these faculties
reached their peak in humans with our abilities to
imagine and to be introspective, to reason in the
moment, and to shape our possible futures through
the exercise of our individual agency. Mitchell’s ar-
gument has important implications - for how we un-
derstand decision making, for how our individual
agency can be enhanced or infringed, for how we
think about collective agency in the face of global
crises, and for how we consider the limitations and
future of artificial intelligence.

An astonishing journey of discovery, Free Agents
offers a new framework for understanding how,
across a billion years of Earth history, life evolved
the power to choose and why this matters.
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WOMEN, throughout most of history and
throughout most of the world, have been
hard done by, to put it at its mildest. Femi-
nism has thus arisen to thoroughly expose
this and to actively counter it in practice.
This is a noble cause, worthy of the maxi-
mum support possible.

It is therefore deeply regrettable that such en-

translation of the Latin ‘homo’ into modern English
is in fact ‘human’ or ‘person’. The proper Latin for
‘man’ is ‘vir. And one could continue.

Nonetheless, ‘politically correct’ stupidity has
now reached the Irish language. Following the re-
cent referenda shambles regarding the position of
women in the home, we are told by certain pundits
that a linguistic sexist bias permeates the Irish Con-
stitution. How is this so? Well, don’t you know that

deavour is often di-
minished by ridicu-
lous critiques on
the part of some
would-be feminists
that display a pro-

@J@f @ :(Jl’ochén (seat). In

Taoiseach and
Uachtaran are
masculine nouns
etc.? Incidentally,

also is

found lack of o [ | > French, if you go
knowledge rather Xqn) / 40 there, ‘lit' (bed) is
than ’ genuine @J@@J%J%@JIJ masculine( ;nd
learning. This is so ‘chaise’ (chair)
in a number of ar- feminine etc.

eas, not least when it comes to language.

There is no doubt that masculinism has perme-
ated language in the articulation of ideas and
knowledge. For example, it is only comparatively
recently that one no longer speaks or writes about
humanity merely as ‘man’ and ‘his’ evolution over
time in various fields of development. And one
could go on to give numerous illustrations of this
tendency, no matter how unintentionally masculin-
ist the expressions might have been on the part of
writers. The result has been to call for ‘gender
proofing’ of documents etc, and legitimately so.

Things are so simple in English. There are three
grammatical genders: masculine, feminine and
neuter. And they correspond to sex in the case of
animate beings and the absence of sex in the case
of inanimate ones. Thus a lion is masculine and a
lioness is feminine, while a cage is neuter. Articles
(definite and indefinite) and adjectives are not af-
fected by gender in English. Therefore, either
‘the/a’ lion or ‘the/a’ lioness can both be simply
‘beautiful’. However, in French, the lion (le/un lion)
is ‘beau’, while the lioness (la/une lionne) is ‘belle’,
and cage (la/une cage) is feminine.

There is sometimes the reaction that
this is trivial and making a mountain out
of a molehill. But that is an insensitive
response and, besides, it is actually
quite easy, with a little thought, to

?

In other words, grammatical gender
and sex are not necessarily related.

Unfortunately, there are persons of
the pretend-progressive type who are
never more confident than when they

achieve gender balance in drafting.

However, the objective in question is often de-
tracted from by some self-styled feminists who
simply don’t realise what they are spouting about.
On occasion, no less than speakers of professorial
standing have told us that we should no longer just
refer to ‘history’, but at least also include ‘herstory’.
The more enlightened of their cohort could inform
them that ‘history’ does not signify ‘his story’; rather
does it simply derive from the Greek for ‘story’, full
stop (1oTOpIa).

Likewise, there is the protest against ‘homosex-
uality’ as concentrating on men in regard to a par-
ticular sexual proclivity because, it is asserted, that
‘homo’ is the Latin for ‘man’. In fact, the syllable is
based on ‘homos’ from classical Greek, which
means ‘same’ (op6g). That is why male homosex-
uality is not a tautology and female homosexuality
is not a contradiction. However, there is a double
layer of obtuseness here, because the correct

don’t know what they are talking about. And they
emerged in all their glory after the recent referenda
to inform us about the sexist nature of the Irish lan-
guage, as demonstrated above. One wonders how
many of them can even speak any Irish, never mind
pontificate on its grammar or the grammar of any
language for that matter.

But linguistic ‘political correctness’ doesn’t stop
there. Not only is language now to be gender-
proofed by those who do not comprehend gram-
matical gender, it is to be gender-neutered alto-
gether. Thus, one is no longer allowed to speak of
an actor and actress, but must refer to all the indi-
viduals concerned as simply ‘actor’. This hokery
wokery nonsense confuses sensitisation with steri-
lisation. The fusion of marked ignorance with ab-
surd fatuity that characterises wokish bullies needs
to be firmly stood up to and repudiated by those
who are somewhat educated.
.......................................................... Editor
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HUMAN RIGHTS REBEL
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Writer and independent human rights consultant. Former director
of Anti-Slavery International 2006-2017
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