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George Ensor 
 

George Ensor (1769-1843) is a much neglected Irish 
radical thinker of the 19th century. He was a 
contemporary of another Irish radical, namely William 
Thompson, whose work The Distribution of Wealth was 
influential on the mature Marx and given due credit by 
him. However, Ensor was just as revolutionary as 
Thompson in his thought and critiques about politics, 
social issues and religion as well as the grievances of the 
Irish nation. 
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Tom White 
 

There’s an old Willie Nelson song which goes: 

Oh Lord, it's hard to be humble 
When you're perfect in every way 
I can't wait to look in the mirror 
'Cause I get better lookin' each day 
To know me is to love me 
I must be a hell of a man 
Oh Lord, it's hard to be humble 
But I'm doin' the best that I can. 

Humanism is a lonely occupation; when we look 
in the mirror we see only ourselves - no gods or 
demons to worship or appease, cluttering our 
minds. A few of us might have claims to having 
been handsome or beautiful for some 
precious peak years of our lives. But, 
then again, maybe cane toads 
occasionally catch sight of themselves 
in the mirror and believe they too are 
beautiful. Perhaps all species need to 
feel they are perfect in every detail for 
evolution to work. 

Religions generally assign evil to a 
devil or demon working through 
mankind. Defence lawyers often argue 
that dastardly deeds were carried out 
because their client was “not of sound 
mind” when the crimes were 
committed. Most of us are comfortable with the 
defence lawyers’ argument; but then, again, the 
accused is not being tried because of the 
madness of donating too much to OXFAM; the 
madness of the accused generally takes a violent 
or malevolent form for the matter to have reached 
court. The truth is that some of us, some of the 
time, behave very badly indeed. Humankind is 
capable of building a spacecraft or composing a 
sublime symphony; but we also built the 
concentration camps and still allow fellow human 
beings to experience extreme poverty and 
starvation. Although Humanism has many 
different branches and interpretations, one 
common theme is the affirmation of human dignity 
and worth. So, what has Humanism to say about 
humans behaving badly? 

Time to consult my Chatbox A I friend; I key in 
“Humanism and the Holocaust.” Thirty seconds 
later and I really am impressed! 

“Humanists have different ways of responding 
to the Holocaust, but some common themes are 
as follows. 

“The Holocaust shows the dangers of 
totalitarianism, fascism, racism, antisemitism, 
nationalism, and propaganda, and the need to 
resist them with democracy, human rights, 
tolerance, diversity, and education. 

“The Holocaust also shows the limits of reason, 
science, and progress, and the need to 
acknowledge the emotional, psychological, and 

spiritual aspects of human nature. 
“The Holocaust challenges the 

idea of a benevolent or 
interventionist God, and points to the 
need to find meaning and hope in 
human solidarity and action. 

“The Holocaust inspires the moral 
duty to remember the victims and 
survivors, to honour their stories and 
testimonies, to learn from their 
experiences, and to prevent future 
genocides. 

“If you are interested in learning 
more about Humanism and the 

Holocaust, you can check out some of these 
sources: 

“Humanism and Holocaust History by Ta-

Nehisi Coates; 
“Georg Bredig: Scientist, Humanist, and 

Holocaust Survivor by Jocelyn McDaniel 
“Humanism, the Holocaust, and the War on 

Terror by Samuel Moyn” 
To my shame, I have no knowledge of any of 

the names of the writers above, so I trawl through 
Amazon, and find one tremendous quote from Ta-
Nehisi Coates: “It is often said that racism is the 
result of a lack of education, that it must be 
defeated by civilization and progress. Nothing 
points to the silliness of that idea like the 
Holocaust. ‘Civilization’ is irrelevant to racism. I 
don't even know what ‘civilization’ means. When 

https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2013/04/humanism-and-holocaust-history/274765/
https://www.sciencehistory.org/distillations/georg-bredig-scientist-humanist-and-holocaust-survivor
https://www.sciencehistory.org/distillations/georg-bredig-scientist-humanist-and-holocaust-survivor
https://newrepublic.com/article/87888/war-on-terror-holocaust-humanism
https://newrepublic.com/article/87888/war-on-terror-holocaust-humanism
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all your great theory, and awesome literature, and 
philosophy amounts to is a state bent on 
genocide, what is it worth? There were groups of 
hunter-gatherers wandering the Kalahari who 
were more civilized than Germany in 1943.” 

Fascism stems from our inherent tribal nature 
as a species - “my tribe is better than yours”, 
progresses through “beware the strangers” and 
ends with the extreme hate which dehumanises 
the “out” group or groups to the point where even 
a holocaust becomes “acceptable” to the hating 
mind. Someday perhaps it may be possible to 
shift human nature past the ever-present danger 
of fascism, but until then we need to be vigilant. 
When we begin to hate we become hateful to 
ourselves and our characters become damaged. 

Hate is the cancer of the psyche, and 
unfortunately we hear it more and more in some 
of the rhetoric encouraged by extremist politicians 
and elements of the media. When we call out 
offensive remarks these days we get branded as 
“woke” or “communist”; much better to be either 
of those than to remain silent. 

Every day, life tests us. So, when you look in 
the bathroom mirror tomorrow morning, ask 
yourself “Whom do I hate?” If the honest answer 
is “No-one,” that, plus initiating just one small act 
of kindness each day is sufficient to ensure that 
you are indeed beautiful; we retain the hope of a 
wonderful future. At the very least, you can claim 
to be “doin’ the best that you can.” 

                                                                             ♦ 
 
 

First  
Conference of  
Humanists in  
Ireland 
This conference is resolved to strive for the 
achievement of peace, justice and tolerance in 
Ireland, and holds that outmoded attitudes 
and traditions which interfere with this 
achievement should be superseded by more 
valuable ideas and actions.  

First resolution of the conference, 25 October 
1969 

The first joint conference of Humanists in Ireland 
took place on 25-26 October 1969, bringing 
together the Dublin-based Irish Humanist 
Association and the Belfast Humanist Group. 
Michael Lines, representing the British Humanist 
Association (now Humanists UK) and the 
International Humanist and Ethical Union (IHEU - 
now Humanists International), attended the 
conference and produced the report reproduced 
below. 

Key participants in the conference, which took 
place at the Nuremore Hotel in Carrickmacross, 
Co Monaghan, included: lecturer and senator, 
Owen Sheehy-Skeffington; physicist and founder 
of   the    British  Conservation   Society,  Douglas  

 
 

MacEwan; political philosopher, Alan Milne; 
playwright and personality, John D Stewart; 
politician, human rights professor and co-founder 
of the British and Irish anti-apartheid movements, 
Kader Asmal; and Secretary of the Irish Humanist 
Association, Antonia Healy. 

(John D Stewart, pictured overleaf at Queen’s 

University Belfast.) 
 

REPORT 
Michael Lines 6.11.69 

1. Summary  
A successful weekend conference was organised 
jointly by the Irish Humanist Association (based in 
Dublin, Irish Republic) and the Belfast Humanist 
Group (Northern Ireland). Some 60 people 
attended and discussed the political and social 
situations in both parts of Ireland, and the 
possibilities of humanist action and co-operation. 
A resolution was passed in support of work for 
civil rights and a democratic society by the groups 
North and South of the border. 

2. Organisation 
The Conference was held on 25th and 26th 
October, 1969 at the country Hotel Nuremore, 
midway between Belfast and Dublin. The about 
60 people (out of a total of some 200 members of 
the groups, North and South) provided a good 
attendance. Credit is due to the Organising 
Committee, and especially Mr Stan Potter, for the 
choice of the venue, the production of conference 
brochures and papers, and for the running of the 
meetings. Michael Lines attended as a 
representative of the British Humanist 

https://heritage.humanists.uk/humanists-international/
https://heritage.humanists.uk/owen-sheehy-skeffington/
https://www.digitalcommonwealth.org/search/commonwealth-oai:qn59t587t
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Association and of the IHEU; others present 
included Dr Douglas MacEwan (who spoke at the 
Hanover Congress) and Senator Sheehy 
Skeffington, who represents Trinity College in the 
Dubin Senate. 

3. Conference Sessions 
The Saturday sessions were devoted to reviews 
of the situation in North and South, given by John 
D Stewart and Kader Asmal respectively, and to 
consideration of the practical objectives of the 
humanist movements by Antonia Healy (Dublin) 
and Alan Milne (Belfast). 

John D Stewart, a TV personality, described 
himself as a political humanist, since religion and 
politics could not be separated in Northern 
Ireland. Unionism discriminated not only against 
Catholics, but against many able liberals as well, 
starving the community of resources of ability. 
The blame for segregation of education could not 
all be laid at the door of the Catholic 
Church while officials talk about the 
state schools being ‘Protestant’ 
ones. In the slums and in the open 
country, people are violently and 
murderously partisan. “We 
humanists in Ulster would therefore 
seem to have a duty to fight the 
Churches, to oppose them for the 
terrible damage which they have 
done and continue to do”. 

4. Kader Asmal is a lecturer in law at 
Trinity College, Dublin, and is active 
in the Anti-Apartheid Movement in 
the Republic. He related the present situation 
there to that which existed when he arrived in the 
early 1960s finding that, although the Catholic 
Church remained a pervasive influence, there 
had been movement in the direction of an open 
society. Political authoritarianism was more 
important to humanists than religious 
authoritarianism, and there had been articulate 
opposition to the Criminal Justice Bill, which 
posed a threat to civil liberties. The fight for a 
decent, humane society was important, whether 
the Border stayed or went. Dr D 
MacEwan commented that we had to beware of 
developing a new sort of intolerance towards 
religion; the claim that “all problems would 
disappear if all were humanists” contained a 
threat of authoritarianism. Kader Asmal agreed 
that we must not get a reputation for arid anti-

clericalism: what was needed was to gain a 
general acceptance of the right to differ, of the 
right of minority groups not to be dismissed out of 
hand. 

5. Practical Objectives 
Antonia Healy, Secretary of the Dublin 
Association, said that the quality of our humanism 
was important if we were to be successful. We 
had to avoid the danger of becoming irrelevant - 
a small elect who had “found mankind out”. 
Rather we should work with the new groups of 
Christians who were heading for the open society; 
Mrs Healy instanced a visit by humanists to speak 
to some Augustinians, which resulted in each side 
learning to respect the other. Equally, it was 
important for the education of the humanist group 
to listen to speakers who disagreed with us. 
Working for an open society meant action for 
secular laws, integrated education, equality of 

men and women and reform of the 
adoption laws. The Council for 
Civil Liberties, which had recently 
held its annual general meeting, 
appealed to young and radical 
people, and its concerns were 
those of humanists. 

6. Dr Alan Milne, lecturer in 
philosophy at Queen’s University, 
Belfast, spoke on the practical 
objectives for the North. 
Humanists, he said, should not 
have a blueprint for a future 
society, but rather a continuously 
added-to list of the things a decent 

society should provide. He suggested as 
immediate priorities in the North support for the 
Civil Rights movement, support for the findings of 
impartial enquiries (such as that of the Cameron 
Commission, and the Hunt Report), and the need 
to speak out on community relations; humanists 
should drop their vestigial loyalties and 
ceremonies. The North had to break the 
traditional link of the Unionist Party with the 
Orange Order (the main instrument for the 
exploitation of Protestant bigotry). The reduction 
of economic equality would weaken the power of 
discrimination; humanists should state practical 
objectives in this sphere, too. 

7. Because of the recent disturbances, the lively 
discussion centred largely upon the movement for 
civil rights in the North; finally Dr Milne and Kader 

John D Stewart 
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Asmal were asked to draft a statement on the 
issues for the meeting the next day. 

8. The Sunday meeting opened with the passing 
of the resolution previously circulated: 

‘This conference is resolved to strive for the 
achievement of peace, justice and tolerance in 
Ireland, and holds that outmoded attitudes and 
traditions which interfere with this achievement 
must be superseded by more valuable ideas and 
actions.’ The first steps to this end are integrated 
education and secular laws based on evolving 
values and needs and not on any authoritarian 
belief or system. 

9. Alan Milne and Kader Asmal then proposed the 
resolution: 

This first Annual Conference of humanists in 
Ireland - 

Supports the findings of the Cameron Report 
on the causes of conflict and disorder in Northern 
Ireland, and especially the Report’s conclusions 
on the subject of civil rights; 

Believes that the attainment of the civil rights 
and liberties accepted in a normal democratic 
society should be effectively secured without 
reference to race, sex, religion or political 
affiliation both in the North and South; 

Takes as its immediate task work for the repeal 
of all legislation which impedes the development 
of a fully democratic society, and in particular the 

Offences against the State Act in the Republic 
and the Special Powers Acts in Northern Ireland; 
 And draws the attention of the Belfast 
Humanist Humanist Group and Irish Humanist 
Association to these decisions. 

It was passed unanimously. The words 
‘political affiliation’ in Section (ii) mean more than 
might be thought; they were introduced to make 
explicit the belief that people had the right to work 
democratically for a change in the system of 
government in the North, it has been the 
assumption that unless you were a Unionist (i.e. 
supported retention of the partition of Ireland) you 
were disloyal, and deserved no consideration. 

10. Conference then decided to meet again in 
1970 and to make the meeting an annual event. 
Discussion of the form to be taken by next year’s 
conference was rounded off by a brief address by 
Michael Lines, who suggested that the meeting 
could be kept an informal one as long as practical 
co-operation between humanists North and South 
was continued. He said how grateful the humanist 
movement would be for the way in which those 
present had upheld humanism in Ireland, and 
how welcome was their determination to tackle 
the real issues. 

11. Dr Kevin Healy, from the Chair, closed the 
meeting, telling members to ‘get up and get on 
with it.                                                                ■

 

 
 

 

 

 

Joe Armstrong’s columns in Irish Freethinker entitled After God have been based on the first volume of 
his memoirs, In My Gut, I Don’t Believe.  We are pleased to announce that the second volume entitled 
Saved by a Woman will be coming out on 7 November 2023. His column in this issue is on page 14. 
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ver the last decade or so, I have written 
about evolution as a key concept to make 

sense of us and our world. That is, I have 
written about the implications or 
consequences of evolution, rather than about 
what evolution is and why it is accepted by 
biologists. I have chosen to do this because I 
believe that the concept of evolution offers a 
coherent view of our world and our future and 
therefore is of fundamental importance to 
humankind and especially to Humanists. In so 
doing, I have unconsciously assumed that 
everyone knows the basics of evolution, 
described so well by many excellent writers, 
most notably Richard Dawkins in his The 
Greatest Show on Earth (2009). 

However, it might be useful to explain this 
wonderful idea further before reviewing its 
implications for humankind. In 
the first part, I’ll consider the 
facts of evolution and the 
nature of the evidence. In the 
second, I’ll set out the 
consequences for humankind: 
what should our goals should 
be, not only for individuals, but 
also for societies, all living 
things and the environment. 

Evolution means the 
adaptive changes in living 
things/beings which fit them to their environment. 
This is quite distinct from the development of the 
embryo or its often voguish use for any change 
over time.  

Before I go on to discuss the Theory of 
Evolution by Natural Selection, as described by 
Charles Darwin in (1859) and modified in the light 
of later knowledge, let me dispose of one false 
idea which is used to try to undermine the concept 
of evolution.  

‘Theory’ does not mean that it is not accepted; 
it is not ‘only his theory’, as I once heard it 
described. On the contrary, it means that it is tried 
and tested and, as a result, widely accepted 
among scientists. In science, a tentative idea is 
referred to as a hypothesis or conjecture. Theory 
means that the idea has survived repeated testing 
and it is now the consensus. ‘Theory’ replaces the 
older idea of natural ‘laws’, fixed and immutable. 
(In science, all theories are formally tentative and 
liable to change in the light of new evidence.) The 
strength of any theory depends on three things: 
the rigour of the testing it survives, the number of 

phenomena it accounts for and the accuracy of 
the predictions that arise from it. 

 
Darwin’s Big Idea/What is Evolution? 

Essentially, Darwin proposed five key ideas, 
summarised by Ernst Mayer in One Long 
Argument (1991). I’ll summarise each in turn. 

EVOLUTION/CHANGE Darwin had to falsify the 
contemporary view that the world was recently 
created and species were unchanging. In the 19th 
century, it was becoming clear that the earth is 
more than a few thousand years old. We can have 
great confidence in this idea because it is 
established using several completely 
independent measures, which all show that the 
earth is about 4.5 billion years old. 

This great age of the earth is crucial to 
evolution because vast periods of time are 

necessary for genetic 
changes (mutations) to occur 
and for their consequences 
to be tested in the real world 
by ‘natural selection’. This 
vast time also evens out the 
effects of random events so 
that the major trend can 
predominate. Just think of the 
thousands of seeds 
produced by a single plant; 
perhaps only one will end up 

in a spot that is suitable to allow it to grow to 
maturity and produce offspring. Over vast time, 
the best adapted to the local conditions will come 
to predominate. That’s how randomness works: 
vast numbers of opportunities operating over vast 
periods of time. 

During the 19th century, the discovery and 
examination of fossils showed that some species 
had become extinct, while others had evolved 
and left modern descendants. These studies also 
showed that different species shared a common 
body plan, although it is much modified in some 
cases. For example, compare the human forelimb 
with that of a horse or bat. The plan is the same, 
but each is massively modified to suit the animal 
for its way of life. Darwin also used the evidence 
from the ‘artificial selection’ by animal and plant 
breeders of his own time, which showed that 
living species could change significantly at a 
much greater rate than could occur in nature. 

COMMON DESCENT Darwin called this ‘descent 
with modification’, that is: offspring resemble their 
parents but are not identical. (Darwin had no 

O 

 

Evolution 

Definition and Implications 
 

Alan Tuffery 
 

PART 1 - What Is Evolution? 
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knowledge of the mechanism of inheritance and 
mutation.) The genetic differences arising from 
mutation and genetic shuffling during sexual 
reproduction are the basis of evolution. Differing 
circumstances will favour some genetic variants 
more than others, leading to differential 
distribution of genes throughout the population. 

Descent with modification implies that all 
organisms come from a single common ancestor. 
The more closely related two species are, the 
more recent is their common ancestor.  

NATURAL SELECTION This, Darwin inferred from 
descent with modification and the fact that there 
are vastly more offspring than are needed for 
mere replacement of the population, that there is 
competition for resources and mates, so that over 
vast time-spans the best ‘fitted’ to their 
circumstance would tend to survive and 
reproduce. In this way, favourable 
mutations persist and become 
distributed through a population. This 
comes about by natural selection 
acting on the changes that occur by 
chance. (On average we each have 
about 150 genetic mutations 
compared to our parents.) 

Natural selection is the most 
important element of evolutionary 
theory and perhaps the hardest to 
grasp, so I’ll present the example of 
the evolution of human skin colour in 
some detail. The earliest humans in Africa had 
dark skin which gave protection against strong 
sunlight. (Apart from sunburn, strong sun can also 
cause mutations which might lead to skin cancer.) 
In that environment, dark skin clearly has an 
adaptive advantage. However, as human 
populations migrated northwards - over tens of 
thousands of years - darker skin became a 
disadvantage, because it is less able to make 
vitamin D, which requires sunlight. (Vitamin D is 
required for heathy bone growth.) Darker skin 
was no longer adaptive, but had a selective 
disadvantage (maladaptive), while paler skin 
became adaptive. In genetic terms, genes which 
reduced the skin colour were favoured and 
became more widespread in the population as a 
whole. In other words, those with paler skin were 
better able to thrive and pass on their genes to 
the next generation. 

SPECIES MULTIPLY A species is usually defined 
as a group of organisms that commonly 
interbreed and rarely or never interbreed with 

other members of related species. The simplest 
mechanism for forming new species is 
geographical isolation - by seas or mountains, for 
example - so that interbreeding is no longer 
possible and the separate populations diverge by 
adapting to different food or acquiring different 
mating behaviours - adaptations which are 
inherited. Eventually, the populations become so 
different that they can not interbreed, even if 
reunited.  

‘Darwin’s Finches’ in the Galápagos islands 
are a classic example. When the Galápagos 
islands were formed by volcanoes, they were 
colonised by a single species of finch from the 
South American mainland. They diverged over 
thousands of years, acquiring mutations affecting, 
for example, beak shapes which adapted them to 
use new foods. Eventually the differences were 

so great that they became different 
species incapable of interbreeding.  

GRADUALISM There are no sudden 
leaps in evolution; new types do not 
suddenly arise, but are formed by the 
gradual accumulation of beneficial 
mutations and adaptations. 

This summary of the main 
processes of evolution by natural 
selection shows that the workings of 
random processes with no purpose 
result in increasing levels of adaptation 
of living things to their environment. 

This is based on the fact that individuals vary and 
much of the variation is inherited. In competition 
for resources, any slight advantage will be 
retained and spread through successive 
generations. In this way, small changes can pile 
up to lead to large changes and eventually to new 
forms and new ways of life. 

 
The Modern Synthesis 

In Darwin’s time, there was no understanding of 
the mechanism of heredity which makes it all the 
more remarkable that he was able to take his 
ideas so far. Gregor Mendel first published his 
work in 1886 and showed that heredity was in 
discrete units, which were passed down the 
generations and combined in consistent ways. 
His revolutionary work was not rediscovered until 
the early years of the 20th century when the 
mechanisms of mutation and the spread of 
variant genes through populations were clarified. 
This work was brought together into a coherent 
whole by Julian Huxley in Evolution: The Modern 
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Synthesis (1942) to give what is sometimes called 
‘Neo-Darwinism’. At that time, 
this book was described as 
‘the outstanding evolutionary 
treatise of the decade, 
perhaps the century.’ 

We have concluded our 
summary of evolution by natural selection. There 

is much more that could be said because nature 
is complex and full of variety. 
Part II will examine the 
implications of evolutionary 
thought for humans, their 
societies, relationships with 
other living things and the 

environment - and indeed our future.                       ◢ 

 

 
Daltún Ó Ceallaigh 

 

 
What is human nature? It is often asked: are we 

born morally good, bad or neutral? This is 
obviously a philosophical question. But 
human nature is not philosophical or 
moralistic; it is functional. Human nature 
consists of behavioural characteristics to 
promote individual and species survival; in 
other words, it is possessed of basic instincts 
and innate structurations of the world. Rather 
then are we born with, among other things, the 
tendencies to be both self-preservational and 
solidaristic as required by the situation. That 
is because, for nature generally, the purpose 
of life is the continuation of life. This involves 
durability and reproduction. It is we who add 
meaning to life through what we choose to do 
with existence. 

 
Instinct and Behaviour 

The tendencies in question come into operation 
at different levels and in different ways, namely 
the immediate (oneself), the family (partner[s] and 
offspring), kinfolk (near relatives), and wider 
groupings (the clan etc). In the living world, a 
mammal, such as the human is, will thus seek to 
protect and provide for itself and likewise for 
others, as needs be. Originally, for us this meant 
gathering of food, foraging from carcasses, and 
predation of game, or defensive action. This could 
involve an individual or a family or a group. 
However, there could be conflict with other 
groups, especially when it was perceived as 
necessary to preserve one’s own group; although 
this was never such as to endanger the species. 

  
 While ‘group’ initially amounted to a clan (really  
the extended family), it went on to become a tribe 
and, in time, evolved into the nation, its most 
potent  expression.  It  can  to  a  degree  become 
civilizational (e.g. european) or even global 
(humankind).  But  the more  it extends  beyond 
the nation, the weaker and shallower solidarity 
becomes, to the point of virtually not existing at all 
in some instances. 
 

Compassion and Altruism 
Predation in its most original and basic form 
involved hunting. In sophisticated society, 
predation in particular is socially transmuted into 
competition and achievement, occurring at times 
within the group or, alternatively, regarding other 
groups or elements thereof. It, along with the 
residual foraging tendency, also involves 
managed exploitation of animate and inanimate 
nature, 

So, where does that leave the ideas of 
compassion and altruism? When we see 
somebody in distress and are moved to intervene 
in order to help, is that an autonomously genuine 
reaction or is it just behaviour directed by the 
instinct for group and therefore species survival? 
To a certain degree it is both. That is because, 
while we have a naturally solidaristic inclination, it 
can in fact be resisted for narrowly selfish 
reasons. To accept, and indeed cultivate it, and 
act accordingly, distinguishes the authentically 
compassionate from the mechanically 
responsive. Positive action is reinforced by the 
rational and consequentialist consideration that if 
we do not assist others, we cannot expect them 
to assist us. There is also the realisation that, in 
order to accomplish certain desired ends in 
society, one must cooperate and collaborate with 
others and thus protect them in fellowship. 

 

Ethics and Human Sensitivity 
The reasoned elaboration and codification of 
solidarity is what amounts to ethics. This process 
may thus be seen to rest on what is internally 

“Nothing in biology makes sense 
except in the light of evolution”, 
Theodosius Dobzhansky (1973) 
American Biology Teacher  
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natural to humanity and requires no 
supernaturally external explanation, either by way 
of otherworldly command or threat of punishment 
from above. 

However, solidarity can be enhanced by 
empathy and sympathy. The cerebral 
sophistication of the human is such that one is 
capable of appreciating how others feel 
(empathy) and this can lead to responsive feeling 
(sympathy). Moreover, ‘I’ understand that the 
‘other’ I see as a person also sees ‘me’ as ‘other’; 
likewise; that is to say, there is both mutual 
recognition and bilaterally reinforced self-
consciousness. This is important in countering 
any hesitancy to act in accordance with instinct; 
in other words, avoiding disharmony between the 
solidaristic drive and actual behaviour. 
Furthermore, cultured humans can mentally 
review and decide in detail on what ought to be 
done by way of morality. They are inherently 
possessed of what animals are lacking, namely 
intellect which complements another distinction, 
i.e. will. This is far from the Spencerian 
neoDarwinism of survival of the fittest which has 
been used in its crudest form to inspire eugenicist 
extremism and racist fascism. 

What is also important in adult 
fraternal and sororal relations is 
the lasting effect of childhood 
nurture, in other words care and 
love - in the case of the human, 
both instinctive and studied. It is 
often said that those who have 
not been loved cannot love. And 
of course the reverse is also true; 
the more one is loved, the more 
one can love. The enhanced capacity to love, 
combined with ethical and imaginative 
reinforcement, is the hallmark of the human and 
makes for a civilized society. 

 
Deviations 

However, such capacities and reactions can vary 
from individual to individual not only in terms of 
degree, but also in regard to being altogether 
wanting. One has as usual to allow for sheer 
abnormality in nature whereby instinct itself is 
deficient or actually absent in some instances. It 
can also be atrophied by traumatic experience 
whereby people are brutalised. The psychological 
processes in propaganda through which persons 
can be objectified into nonhumans (e.g. as with 
the Nazis and the Jews) can further render fellow 

sensitivity void. The need to reify a designated 
enemy in war is itself an indirect confirmation of 
the instinct towards human solidarity; enemy 
personnel cannot be eliminated as ordinary 
people and therefore must be negated through a 
process of indoctrinationally monsterising or 
dehumanising them. 

In other words, the instincts concerned in 
humans are predispositions, not determinants, 
and our exercise of them, as reflectively thinking 
creatures, therefore involves a certain amount of 
deliberation and choice. That is to emphasise that 
there is in fact such a thing as will. Morality is not 
thus simplistically reductionist and lacking in the 
dignity of conscious observance. There is also an 
aesthetic dimension to this for the cultivated 
person in that benevolence and its consequences 
may be discerned as beautiful and negligence 
and its results as ugly. 

 
The Philosophical Question 

Therefore, the philosophical dispute as to 
whether human nature is morally good, bad or 
neutral is a false one. As noted, we are delivered 
into life with both individual and solidaristic 

proclivities with the latter being 
interpretable in altruistic moral 
terms. Put in another fashion, 
innate solidarism is to an extent 
infrastructural to morality, which 
is a human invention. Of course, 
survival can also dispose 
towards aggression, as 
observed, depending on the 
individual or group 

circumstance.  
Instinct generally, including sexuality, can, as 

appropriate, be affirmed, restrained or 
augmented by morality as rational beings devise, 
think fit and are capable of. However, in practical 
terms, ethical education need not be all that 
different however one construes human nature; 
promoting and adhering to a socially appropriate 
code, in whatever way it is justified, is essential 
for common human existence in the world as it 
has developed. This becomes internalised as the 
powerful force of conscience. It is where the 
‘human nature is bad’ belief, in particular, leads to 
life-denying ordinances, such as in 
fundamentalist Christianity, with its dogma of 
original sin and so on, that damage is done.* That 
is where this involves suppression of instinct such 
as in the case of healthy sexuality. 
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 In conclusion, we may not be born ‘good’, but 
we are born with leanings that can be positively 
moralised as well as developed and 
complemented so as to make us good people at 
the end of the day. 

* (The basic idea of original sin is very old and was in fact adopted 
by the Christians, not invented by them, notably St Augustine. In 
the Western traditions, it goes back to the Orphic myth about the 
murder of Dionysus by the Titans and their subsequent 

incineration by Zeus following which humanity was formed from 
their ashes, thus with a component of evil as well as a potential for  
good in them. Christians are particularly inspired by the Hebrew 
Old Testament in tracing original sin at root to Eve plucking the 
apple from the tree of knowledge, that taken as resulting in a 
predisposition to evil, with the implication apparently being that 
ignorance is good! And, of course, even that story was influenced 
by the oft-neglected Sumerian myth of Marduk killing the lesser 
god, Kingu, mixing his blood with the dust of the earth and shaping 
humanity from that.) 

 

 

 
   

 

 

Thomas Duddy 
 

The conversion of the principle of utility into a 
populist or democratic principle also explains 
the attractiveness of Benthamism for George 
Ensor (1769-1843), a mutual friend of 
O’Connell and Bentham, who deserves to be 
remembered for his contributions to ethical, 
civil, religious, and political thought in the 
first half of the 19th century. Ensor was born 
in Dublin in 1769, educated at the Royal 
School of Armagh and at Trinity College, and 
became a prolific writer of mostly radical 
political pamphlets and books. O’Connell 
described him in his letters to Bentham as “a 
man of pure principle and excellent notions”, 
as having a voice in the Catholic assemblies 
“although if a Christian at all certainly not a 
Catholic”, and as a radical rather than a Whig. 
He is mentioned several times by Bentham in 
his letters, both before and during the 
correspondence with O’Connell. In a letter to 
his brother’s wife, Lady Bentham, in 1820, 
Bentham describes Ensor as “a man of good 
landed properly (County Armagh) in Ireland, a 
literary man, a philosopher, a radical, a very 
honest worthy man, with whom I am in 
intimacy, Place and Mill still more.” (The Mill 

in question is James Mill, an enthusiastic 
convert to Benthamism, and father of John 
Stuart Mill. In the letter to his sister-in-law, 
Bentham is reporting to her that Ensor will 
accompany the young John Stuart to Paris, 
from where he will travel to her house in the 
country.) In a letter to O’Connell some years 
later, Bentham will be somewhat less 
complimentary about Ensor, praising him for 
his learning, wit, and satire, but expressing 
regret that his reasoning is not as close or as 
consistent as it might be. 
 

Political Writing 
Much of Ensor’s political writing is angrily 
defensive of the Irish case against England, 
arguing in particular against the injustice of the 
Act of Union, and pleading the case for “the 
restoration of a native resident, radically 
reformed, independent Parliament.” His most 
argumentative or ‘philosophical’ works range over 
religious and economic matters as well as social 
and political ones, and include The Principles of 
Morality (1801), Janus on Sion (1816), and An 
Inquiry Concerning the Population of Nations 
(1818). The subversive bent of his thinking is 
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already evident in The Principles of Morality, 
where he argues that morality is independent of 
religion, and that the historical religions cannot be 
considered moral authorities since they often fail 
to meet the most basic moral standards. In a 
manner reminiscent of John Toland he is scathing 
about priesthoods, charging them with a range of 
vices, including seizure of property, attacks on the 
liberty of the press, persecution, fraud, and 
contempt for “rational piety” and human 
happiness. The most mischievous teaching of 
priesthoods is the dogma that virtue and vice 
incur rewards or punishments in a future state or 
“hereafter”. This dogma is objectionable, in 
Ensor’s view, because it makes virtue a matter of 
fear rather than of individual or social conscience, 
and also because it calumniates God by casting 
him in the role of an all-powerful avenger whose 
eternal sanctions are out of proportion to the 
offences of his finite creatures. Ensor places 
himself among a cohort of thinkers including 
Cicero, Hobbes, Shaftesbury, Hume, Hutcheson, 
and Adam Smith, who have located the principles 
of virtue “in the sensibilities of the soul, the 
judgment of the mind, and the constitution of 
society.” He prefers to think that virtue and vice 
receive their due reward in this life, that virtue 
leads to happiness, vice to misery. The sources 
of morality are not religious beliefs but such 
natural faculties as instinct, sympathy, and 
reason. If people are liable to vicious behaviour it 
is not because they are lost souls but because 
they have fallen foul of society’s arrangements. 
For example, theft and crimes against property 
are problems created by society itself, mainly by 
the unequal distribution of wealth. The solution to 
such offences lies in “a free circulation, and an 
equal distribution to children of inheritance.” If 
such a policy were pursued, all citizens would be 
honest citizens. 
 

‘Janus on Sion’ 
Janus on Sion, originally published under the 
pseudonym Christian Emanuel, is perhaps 
Ensor’s most radically discomfiting work. It is 
such a precociously irreverent discussion of the 
miracles and prophesies of the Old and New 
Testaments that it has been described as “a tour 
de force of irony, rivalling some of Voltaire’s best 
satires, a virtual textbook of irreligious 
subversion.” Ensor describes Christianity as an 
“unnatural” religion because of its dependence on 
revelation, miracles, and mysteries, and contrasts 

it with natural religion which is “taught by God’s 
laws, manifest to all observing rational men.”  He 
dismisses the fideism and mystery-mongering of 
Swift and others who claim that our intellects are 
not capable of understanding the commonest 
actions of nature, let alone the deeper religious 
mysteries. In Ensor’s view, the fact that we may 
not understand everything about nature does not 
mean that we must abandon ourselves to all the 
dogmas or “whimsical traditions” that run contrary 
to our experience or contradict the rules of 
reason. Even if it were the case that we are in fact 
wholly ignorant of the natural causes of things, it 
does not follow that such ignorance must lead to 
unrestrained credulity. How, he asks, “is man’s 
ignorance of what man sees, to promote man’s 
belief in what he does not see, and cannot 
understand?” He makes the point that the kind of 
wholesale credulity recommended by the fideists 
should lead to a general and undiscriminating 
acceptance of all mystery-based religions, 
including paganism. 
 

Criticisms of Christianity 
Ensor’s most abrasive criticisms of Christianity 
are contained in Chapter VI of Janus on Sion, 
where he suggests that Christians are not really 
serious about morality, despite their claim that the 
gospels offer a superior moral code, that the 
gospels are indeed “the very well-head of all the 
virtues.”  He is quick to find evidence of Christians 
not practising what they preach. It is frequently 
affirmed, for example, that Christianity teaches 
brotherly forgiveness in a manner which no 
philosopher ever imagined. Yet Jesus himself 
seemed to place a limit on forgiveness when he 
commanded brother to pursue brother with a 
stranger’s vengeance if the one brother should 
neglect to hear the word of the church (Matt. 18). 
Intolerance also seems to be behind the 
instruction of Jesus to his apostles: “And 
whosoever shall not receive him nor hear your 
word, when you depart out of the house or city, 
shake off the dust of your feet. Verily I say unto 
you, it shall be more tolerable for the land of 
Sodom and Gomorrah in the day of judgement, 
than for that city” (Matt.10). The unreceptive 
listeners alluded to in these verses continue to 
receive short shrift in the injunction that “every 
soul which shall not hear that prophet, shall be 
destroyed among the people” (Acts 3: 23). As well 
as such expressions of intolerance there are 
other attitudes that Ensor finds unethical or 
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unwise. He notes that an impractical 
improvidence is commended by the words “take 
no heed of tomorrow” (Matt. 6), and thinks that a 
“hideous insensibility” is inculcated by the words 
“let the dead bury the dead” (Matt. 7: 61). He 
concludes that within the general context of 
Christian teaching “morality is verbiage”, that 
morals are effectively forgotten in the drive 
towards faith. Faith in Jesus and obedience to 
articles and priests predominate and absorb all 
other considerations. This amoral fideism comes 
to a head in the teaching of Martin Luther, who 
“sturdily contemned moral conduct in comparison 
to faith.” As far as Ensor is concerned, no moral 
achievement can be attributed to Christianity 
historically, given the preparedness of its 
advocates to accommodate themselves to such 
evils as the slave trade, war, sectarian 
dissension, and persecution. 
 

Sinfulness and Vengeance 
Ensor will not even allow that Christianity, 
considered simply as a faith, brings 
any real consolation to its believers. 
By placing so much emphasis on our 
human sinfulness, it obliges us to 
remain fearful of eternal damnation. 
Is it consolatory, Ensor asks 
rhetorically, to believe that on the 
day of judgement, we must give an 
account of every idle word we 
speak? Or to hear that “wide is the 
gate and broad is the way” that leads 
to everlasting destruction? Or to be 
told that many are called but few are 
chosen? Or to be asked to believe 
that those who disobey the gospel shall be 
punished for eternity? He suggests that it is on the 
contrary “monstrous, stupefying, maddening” to 
believe that even a few human beings might 
endure eternal agony. To imagine that oneself or 
one’s loved ones and friends may be even now 
approaching such a state of “jeopardy eternal” is 
a cause of despair. He concludes that Christianity 
wins submission to its priesthood not by the 
promise of consolation but by the threat of eternal 
vengeance. Reason, morality, liberty, and 
happiness are marginalized, regarded as mere 
mundane and philosophical concepts, far from 
the more awful and transcendent themes of our 
spiritual teachers. What distinguishes Ensor’s 
critique of Christianity is his refusal to 
compromise, equivocate, or offer a more 

constructive interpretation. He is not saying that 
Christianity has been corrupted by the organized 
churches; nor does he suggest, as John Toland 
had done a century earlier, that the fault lies with 
the interventions and additions of a self-
promoting priesthood. Clearly, he has little 
patience with the priesthood but he seems to see 
it as internal rather than external to the historical 
identity of Christianity. It is Christianity itself, 
considered as both a religion of mystery and a 
religion of moral indoctrination, that he finds 
wanting on account of its unreasonableness and 
inconsistency. His strongest objections to 
Christian teaching are moralistic and 
humanitarian. He simply cannot accept that even 
the most sinful souls should spend eternity in 
perdition, and so he cannot accept the moral 
claims of a religion that would invite us to accept 
such a vengeful article of faith. 
 

Malthus and Population 
Ensor’s humanitarianism becomes particularly 

obvious in his Inquiry concerning the 
Population of Nations, an angry reply 
to Thomas Robert Malthus’s 
controversial Essay on the Principle of 
Population, the first version of which 
was published in 1798, followed by a 
substantially revised second edition - 
virtually a new work - in 1803. In his 
Essay Malthus casts a cold and critical 
eye on the speculative, idealistic, 
revolutionary utopianism of William 
Godwin and other thinkers who would 
maintain that society and the human 
species are radically improvable or 

“perfectible”. He is particularly critical of Godwin’s 
assumption that most human ills can be attributed 
to the injustices of political and social institutions, 
and that these ills can be cured by radically 
altering these institutions. In Malthus’s view, 
human institutions are not as effective as Godwin 
would like to think - they are “light and superficial 
in comparison with those deeper-seated causes 
of evil, which result from the laws of nature and 
the passions of mankind.”  Godwin had argued 
that if all civil institutions were rearranged 
according to new egalitarian values, then human 
beings would come to live in the midst of plenty 
and would lose the spirit of oppression and 
servility. But Malthus denies that human beings 
can ever live in the midst of plenty, or that any 
society, no matter how well it organizes itself, can 

Thomas Malthus 
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ever produce such plenty. Humankind may be 
elevated in some respects above other species, 
but it is just as subject to certain physical laws as 
the rest of living nature. It has the same creaturely 
capacity and impulse to reproduce itself as other 
species, and has at the same time the same sort 
of physical dependence on food and other means 
of subsistence. The problem is that any 
population, including the human population, has 
an inherent tendency to outstrip its means of 
subsistence. Population in fact tends to increase 
at a geometrical rate (1,2,4,8,16,32), while the 
means of subsistence tend to increase at a mere 
arithmetical rate (1,2,3,4,5,6). Nature's “solution” 
to this problem, as identified by Malthus, is even 
starker and harsher than the problem itself. 
Nature, in its effort to maintain a viable ratio 
between population and means of subsistence, 
imposes continual “checks” on population growth. 
Those “checks” are the events, acts, or processes 
that tend to prematurely shorten human life or to 
reduce the number of births. There are two kinds 
of check, the positive and preventive. “Positive” or 
life-shortening checks include diseases, 
epidemics, wars, plagues, and famines, but also 
“unwholesome occupations, severe labour and 
exposure to the seasons, extreme poverty, bad 
nursing of children, large towns, excesses of all 
kinds.” The “preventive” or birth-reducing checks 
include delayed marriage and the general 
exercise of moral restraint in matters of sexuality 
and procreation. Though moral restraint is 
presented as a third category of check in 
Malthus’s schema, it is really an addition - albeit 
a very important one - to the list of preventive 
checks. Chastity in particular is recommended by 
Malthus as “the only virtuous means of avoiding 
the vice and misery which result so often from the 
principle of population.” 
 

Ensor Attacks on Malthus 
Ensor attacks Malthus on a number of fronts, 
using whatever weapons come to hand, 
sometimes resorting to empirical data that seem 
to contradict Malthus, sometimes drawing 
attention to apparent inconsistencies in the 
Malthusian argument, sometimes making 
analytical or conceptual points that are intended 
to strike at his opponent’s basic assumptions and 

premises, sometimes highlighting the inhuman or 
immoral implications of the Malthusian vision. He 
sums up his opposition to Malthus as follows: “My 
objections to him arise from his want of science; 
his infinite contradictions; his inhumanity; his loud 
abuse of the people; his silence respecting the 
hard-heartedness of the opulent; his general 
indemnity for kings and ministers.” He finds a 
“want of science” in Malthus's use of the 
distinction between geometrical and arithmetical 
ratios, suggesting that it is a “perversion of the 
terms of an abstract science”, and also that one 
could just as easily suppose the opposite 
hypothesis, namely, that the animals which 
humans eat are more disposed to generate than 
the humans themselves, that therefore food may 
multiply far beyond the possible multiplication of 
humans. Thus, “one extravagance may rebut 
another; or rather, ... two puerile hypotheses may 
perish together.” He finds contradiction in 
Malthus’s conception of nature. On the one hand, 
Malthus speaks of nature as the work of God, 
displaying in its operations the wisdom and 
providence of its divine author. On the other hand, 
he speaks of the deep-rooted causes of evil which 
flow from the selfsame laws of nature and from 
the passions of man. How can nature be the work 
of an infinitely provident deity and at the same 
time fail to provide adequate means of 
subsistence for a species that has been 
commanded to increase and multiply? He finds 
inhumanity in the Malthusian conception of 
human life. The human being is treated 
reductively, as “an eating creature, rife to 
generate, who increases and hungers and ravens 
and famishes.” The progress of each human life 
is presented cheerlessly and degradingly in terms 
of want, pressure, and distress. Whether we look 
to the heavens or to the earth, all things form one 
labyrinth “leading to one sad extremity”. Morality 
itself is turned on its head, in Ensor’s view. If the 
principle of population is indeed an expression of 
natural laws and the will of God, then all kinds of 
evils are justified or at least naturalized. Those 
who torture, who break up families, who expose 
whole families to premature death “are accredited 
agents in the prime ministry of all-reconciling 
nature.” 
                                  ♦♦♦♦♦
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‘Dare to be me before God and man,’ my 21 year 
old self journaled on 21 April 1983; a challenge 
(minus the god bit) for me today too, in my late 
50s, as I write this. 
 A couple of days later, at spiritual direction, I 
felt ‘battle sore and weary, buffeted and bashed’. 
‘The struggle continues,’ said my director, after I 
had confessed my ‘sins’, chief among them, I’m 
guessing at this remove, playing with myself; and 
my anguish at the guilt of hating my mother. I was 
cold and distant from her, the new norm in our 
relationship. It wasn’t getting any better. I was 
uncomfortable talking about it. 
 ‘The area of common ground,’ my spiritual 
director observed, ‘is dwindling all the time. It’s 
not just a problem of relationship but it involves 
your very self too.’ 
 My infatuation for my confrère reached its 
zenith twelve nights later in his room. Possibly 
after sharing my angst about my mother, we had 
extended, naïve hugging, then he stripped naked 
and got into bed. Let’s allow the journal take up 
the actual account: 
 ‘I desired him greatly. I wanted to touch him 
and was glad he turned on the light before he was 
beneath his continental quilt. Already in my 
pyjamas, I lay beside him: he beneath the quilt, I, 
to his left, above it. We did not touch. But desire 
was flowing between us. We dared to look at each 
other. Our eyes, our faces, were so very close. I 
barely dared look in his eyes. 
 ‘Making to go, though I not for a moment 
wished to, he said: “Wait just a while.” I 
interpreted all as invitation.’ 
 Despite the melodramatic Mills and Boon tone 
of all that, what transpired was nothing more than 
a few short kisses between two human beings 
desperately longing for affection and intimacy in 
an all-male celibate world. 
 I wanted to be a priest but I had never wanted 
to be celibate. It was a cruel unnatural man-made 
part of the package. Saint Peter, the first Pope, 

was married. And for more than half of the 
Church’s history there was a married clergy. 
Today there are tens of thousands of priests who 
are prohibited from exercising their priesthood 
because they fell in love and got married - the 
Church elevating what it admits to be the man-
made rule of compulsory celibacy over what it 
claims to be the God-given vocation to the 
priesthood. 
 It was, as far as I can remember, my first time 
ever to kiss anyone on the lips, male or female; 
apart from the time my Uncle John had kissed me 
chastely, affectionately and briefly in the company 
of my parents. 
 I am not gay and I don’t think that my confrère 
was either; but I yearned for intimacy. I journaled 
that if he had stripped naked in front of me again, 
I wasn’t sure if I might ‘feel powerless to resist 
him’. Had he done so I feared I might ‘collapse in 
his embrace’. Observing my desire, I concluded 
my journal entry: ‘Seemingly, all flesh, this day.’ 
 Struck by a sense of powerlessness over my 
passions, I tried to pray and found solace in the 
classic spiritual text The Imitation of Christ, Book 
III, chapter 55: ‘O Lord, while I delight in your law, 
and see Your commands as holy, yet in my body 
I sin, obeying my senses. So, while I have the will 
to do good, I am powerless to do so.’ 
 I wondered whether I could live a celibate life. 
At spiritual direction two days later, on 7 May, I 
told my director everything and let him read my 
journal. 
 He said desire must not be suppressed but 
neither should it be acted upon. He suggested I 
go for a short walk with my confrère in daylight 
hours, acknowledge the intimacy enjoyed but that 
we should not repeat it lest it led us to ‘very 
serious sin’. We were not to visit one another’s 
rooms at night nor spend an inordinate amount of 
time together. I was to apply myself more to study 
and prayer and spread myself more in the 
community. 
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 My spiritual director said that this was a good 
experience for me. Many would never encounter 
it and be the poorer for it. He did not at all see it 
as standing against me for religious life. Rather, it 
was necessary that celibacy became more real 
for me. I was being tugged in opposing directions: 
between a glimpse of what marriage could be like 
and the lonely life of a celibate. 
 Desolation, sadness and tears arose between 

my spiritual direction of 7 May 1983 and my 
departure for Rome on 16 June. It was an 
existential realisation of the death to self that 
would be required were I to continue in religious 
life. 
 Humbled by the strength of my desire for tactile 
love, I was struck dumb, unable to continue to 
read aloud, by an antiphon at Evening Prayer. We 
were exhorted to seek heavenly things, not those 
of the earth. 
 But Heaven - an afterlife - might not exist; 
whereas flesh and blood were real. You could 
see, touch and kiss a beloved. I also reacted 
against another line of Vespers, warning us not to 
love ‘anything’ in the world. This prayer was cruel 
and heartless. 
 I cried, sadness overcoming me, at the self-
destruction awaiting me within religious life. I 
found neither joy nor liberation in celibacy. If this 
was dying to self, I didn’t want it. Self-annihilation 
had no tangible benefit. It was barren. I didn’t 
want a life of loneliness over intimacy, isolation 
over affection, abandoning human love for faith in 
an intangible, possibly non-existent, deity. 
 I couldn’t understand how any human could 
choose celibacy, forsaking the comfort of hands 
to hold, lips to kiss, flesh to worship and embrace. 
My affectivity and sexual needs could never be 
met in the celibate priesthood or religious life. 
 On 2 June, I woke with a swollen tummy and I 
had sweated profusely. My eyes looked yellow, 
I’d wobbly legs, and I had a headache. I went to 
the doctor. 
 ‘You’re tense. What’s going on?’ 
 ‘I’m in the middle of my final philosophy exams, 
I’m heading off to Rome in two weeks and I’ve 
been finding celibacy pretty tough.’ 
 ‘I have no idea why you’ve chosen your 
career,’ said the doctor. ‘As I see it, you haven’t 
lived unless you’ve slept with a woman. You know 
that saying: “Plant a tree, write a book and father 
a child.” I think you’re throwing your life away.’ 
 I told my spiritual director on 10 June that I’d 
been to the doctor and he had said I was 

stressed. 
 ‘Understandably so,’ said my director. 
 I told him what the doctor had said about 
sleeping with a woman and throwing my life away. 
‘He had no right to say that to you,’ he said. 
 I disagreed. My doctor had every right to speak 
his mind to me and I’m glad he did. I did not want 
to be insulated from the real views of anyone 
about my life choice, least of all an intelligent 
physician. I got the impression that my director 
might complain to the doctor but I may be wrong 
and I do not know if he did. 
 I completed the final exam in my 
Baccalaureate in Philosophy on 13 June and 
redeemed myself academically. At a party 
afterwards, a classmate, Eugene, led us in a 
rousing rendition of A Root Chy Cha, each 
graduate joining with gusto in the silly dance, our 
thumbs up, shoulders back, knees together, 
bottoms and tongues out. 
 At the party, a beautiful, intelligent married 
woman in our class, Maureen, whom I admired 
and respected, said that I had looked sad in 
recent weeks. I was astonished by some 
women’s ability to hone in on a man’s spirit in 
travail. I envied her husband. 
 Relations with my mother were as bad as ever. 
My journal records a ‘horrid night at home’ around 
this time but I don’t remember what transpired. 
On the eve of my departure for Rome, I spent 
another day with my mother. I needed willpower 
of steel. She played the martyr, but I was numb, 
unmoved by her performance. 
 On Bloomsday, 16 June, I began my journey to 
Rome, boarding the boat to England. In London, 
I met up with a female friend who said, ‘Sex is the 
security of waking up and somebody being there.’ 
Exhausted and wrecked, I got the tube to 
Heathrow airport. I watched two lovers, male and 
female, wrapped around each other, tears 
streaming down their faces. I didn’t know if they 
had just been reunited or if one was about to 
board a plane, leaving each other bereft. The 
image of that couple burned into me. It was like a 
scene from a film, except they were not acting. 
Their tears were real; their love intense, authentic 
and true. 
 That hug encapsulated what I needed and 
yearned for in life. 

 Extracts from ‘In My Gut, I Don’t Believe: A Memoir’. The 
second book ‘Saved by a Woman’ in Joe Armstrong’s 
memoir series ‘From Belief to Unbelief’ will be published on 
7 November 2023.
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Mary Wollstonecraft was the first writer to 
publish a rebuttal of Burke’s Reflections on 
the French Revolution, but shortly thereafter 
Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man appeared. 
There followed a great debate in Britain and 
Ireland with loyalists and conservatives 
rallying to Burke while democrats and 
republicans sided with Wollstonecraft and Paine. 
Shortly thereafter, Mary published her most 
famous work A Vindication of the Rights of 

Woman. ♦ While few enough of even her radical 
friends agreed with her thesis, William Godwin 
said of this work that it will be read as long as the 
English language endures. 
 

In France 
In 1792, Mary went to Paris to observe the French 
Revolution at first hand. She stayed there for 
more than two years. While there, she produced 
her book A Historical and Moral View of the 
French Revolution. She met up with some old 
friends in Paris, such as Tom Paine. She became 
involved with an American, Gilbert Imlay, with 
whom she had a child, Fanny, in April 1794. The 
French government ordered the roundup of 
English citizens in France and many of her 
English friends in Paris, including Tom Paine, 
were imprisoned. Mary avoided prison by 
registering as Imlay’s husband who was an 
American citizen. Imlay did not display much 
enthusiasm for the joys of family life, and he was 
away on business for long periods before finally 
abandoning Mary and her child entirely. Mary was 
now quite isolated in Paris. While Imlay was 
absent on so-called business, her French friends 
had adhered to the moderate Girondist faction, 
and had gone to the guillotine in the Jacobin 
terror; her English friends were in jail.  

The leading United Irishman, Archibald 
Hamilton Rowan, had escaped from Newgate 
prison in Dublin and made his way to France the 

 
♦ “A hundred years after her death, she was Western 
feminism’s leading heroine.” Janet Todd.  

previous year. He had been taken for an 
English spy and spent time in a French 
prison. By the time the French realised their 
mistake, Rowan was very ill and had 
collapsed during an interview with 
Robespierre. While he was in convalescence 
Robespierre had gone to the guillotine. 

Rowan was a man of liberal religion and radical 
opinions. However, even he was surprised and 
shocked when he attended a post-terror festival 
in Paris; he saw a woman who spoke English 
strolling among the crowd followed by a maid 
holding a baby in her arms.  

“What ... this is Mary Wollstonecraft parading 
about with a child at her heels with as little 
ceremony as if it were a watch she had just 
bought at a jewellers. So much for the rights of 
women, thought I.” When Rowan got over his 
shock of Mary’s flouting convention, he and Mary 
became very close friends. She helped him to get 
away from France and to America. She left for 
London, only to discover on arrival that Imlay had 
dumped her for an actress and she twice 
attempted suicide, once by throwing herself into 
the Thames.  

 
Mary and William Godwin 

She wrote several affectionate letters to Rowan 
who was now in exile in America. She told him of 
her low spirits and the hurt she felt at being 
abandoned by Imlay. In her final letter, written in 
Sept 1796, she says she was calmer, and she 
mentioned William Godwin whom she would 
marry the following year. Mary Wollstonecraft 
died in September 1797; she was just 37. A few 
days earlier, she had given birth to a second 
daughter, Mary Godwin. This daughter would 
become famous as Mary Shelley, the author of 
Frankenstein. Mary’s grieving husband, William 
Goodwin, was a philosopher, writer and 
publisher. Soon after Mary’s death, he published 
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his Memoir of the Author of the Rights of Woman. 
He was very frank about Mary’s love affairs and 
her child born out of wedlock and her attempted 
suicides. The war against France, which 
had been raging since 1793, had led to 
deep divisions in British society and 
Wollstonecraft and her ideas were 
constantly under attack while she lived. 
The political tide had turned and the 
conservative press used Godwin’s ill-
advised disclosures to denounce Mary as 
“a whore whose follies had brought about 
her providential end.”  

 
Margaret King 

Margaret King (a tutee in Dublin of MW) followed 
the Burke/Paine Wollstonecraft debate with 
interest and became an ardent democrat and 
republican. Yet, in 1791, she entered a very 
conventional aristocratic marriage when she 
married Stephen Moore the 2nd Earl of Mount 
Cashel and thereby became Lady Mount Cashel. 

She stayed in the marriage for fourteen years 
and had eight children She would eventually 
renounce her marriage and her aristocratic title 
and roots. Lady Mount Cashel became one of the 
few feminist members of the United Irish Society.  

In early 1793, Britain went to war with France 
and a clampdown began against 
democrats in Ireland, England and 
Scotland. The United Irish Society was 
banned and went underground. In 
Scotland, Thomas Muir was one of five 
leading democrats transported to Botany 
Bay. Dr Price was dead, but some of his 
circle, such as Thomas Paine and 
Joseph Priestly, had fled the country. Thirty of his 
associates were arrested and faced charges of 
treason. Three of them were brought to trial for 
treason in October 1794. The first was Thomas 
Hardy a Scottish shoemaker who had founded 
the London Corresponding Society, the first 
workers’ political party in history. Margaret 
attended every day of the nine-day trial to show 
her support for the accused. When Hardy was in 
prison awaiting trial, an organised mob attacked 
his home. His pregnant wife died in the attack and 
lost her baby. In spite of the best efforts of 
government, Hardy was acquitted. The cases 
against all those arrested collapsed as a result. 
William Godwin wrote to The Times pointing out 
that, if one’s political opinions could be treason, 
no-one was safe. 

To help Hardy out, Margaret ordered a pair of 
shoes from him. He made a pair fit for an 
aristocrat while she wanted a pair fit for a 

democrat. He made her a second pair 
without fee.  

In the darkest times of the rebellion year 
of 1798, Margaret helped to hide her 
hunted cousin Lord Edward Fitzgerald. As 
the net closed in on Lord Edward, Margaret 
was tending to his pregnant wife Pamela at 
Moira House in Usher’s Island Dublin. 
Edward was captured and seriously 

wounded in nearby Thomas Street. When news 
of Edward’s capture reached Moira House, 
Margaret ensured that Pamela was not told 
immediately as she was worried that the shock 
might worsen Pamela’s already fading health. 

 
Margaret and William Tighe 

Margaret King met William Godwin in Dublin in 
the summer of 1800. They corresponded, and 
later met many times during her visit to London in 
the autumn of 1801. Godwin described her as a 
“democrat and a republican in all their sternness, 
yet with no ordinary portion of either 
understanding or good nature.” In November 
1801, she and her husband, Lord Mount Cashel, 
set out on a continental tour. With letters of 

introduction from Godwin, she met some 
leading radicals who were exiled from 
Ireland and England, including Thomas 
Paine. Helen Williams, Wolfe Tone’s widow 
Matilda Tone, and the young patriot Robert 
Emmet.   

During her stay in Rome (1804), she 
was introduced to George William Tighe 

(1776-1837), Co Wicklow, whose political views 
were similar to her own. The two soon embarked 
on an affair, which led to her husband leaving her 
in Germany and returning to Ireland with their 
children (1805). After the breakup of her 
marriage, she adopted the name “Mrs Mason”, 
the name Wollstonecraft gave to her governess in 
Original Stories (1788). She continued her close 
friendship with Godwin, and, in 1807, contributed 
the first of her children's tales, Stories of old 
Daniel, to his Juvenile Library series. Its 
popularity resulted in her adding new stories to 
subsequent editions, the last (and fourteenth) of 
which appeared in 1868. 

 
Move to Italy 

In 1814, she and Tighe, by then known as “Mr and 

William Godwin 

Mary Wollstonecraft 

https://www.dib.ie/biography/tone-matilda-martha-a8588
https://www.dib.ie/biography/emmet-robert-a2921
https://www.dib.ie/biography/emmet-robert-a2921
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Mrs Mason”, moved to Pisa in Italy. She is best 

remembered for her close friendship with Percy 

Shelley, the young poet who had eloped there 

with Wollstonecraft and Godwin’s daughter, Mary. 

Mary Wollstonecraft had argued that women 

should study medicine. It was suggested long 

after her death by a young friend that Margaret 

study at Jena, disguised as a man; however, she 

is known to have conducted a dispensary for the 

poor in Pisa and, in 1823, published a very 

popular practical medical guide, Advice to young 

mothers on the physical education of children, by 

a grandmother, which went through numerous 

editions in several countries. Following its 

success, she undertook to translate medical 

works from German.  
 

 

Mary King 
Back in the Henrietta Street days, Wollstonecraft 
also had charge of Margaret’s six-year old sister, 
Mary. In 1798, eleven years after Wollstonecraft 
and she parted company, and one year after 
Wollstonecraft’s death, eighteen-year-old Mary 
became involved in a great scandal that 
reverberated throughout Ireland and Britain. She 
fell in love with her cousin, Captain Fitzgerald, a 
married man ten years her senior. When she 
realised she was pregnant, the couple eloped and 
Lord Kingston threatened and then murdered the 
Captain. Kingston stood trial in the Irish House of 
Lords and was acquitted by his peers. The Tory 
press concluded that Mary went to the bad 
because as a child she had been exposed to the 

ideas of the notorious Mary Wollstonecraft.        ◘ 
 

  

‘THE REAL BEAUTY COMES 

FROM CONTEMPLATING 

THE UNIVERSE’: HUMANISM 

WITH SARAH BAKEWELL 
 

 

The author of ‘Humanly Possible: 

Seven Hundred Years of Humanist 

Freethinking, Enquiry and Hope’ speaks 

to EMMA PARK, Editor, The 

Freethinker (UK),  reproduced therefrom 

 

Sarah Bakewell is what you might call a non-
organised humanist. That is not to say she is 
disorganised (far from it), but that she has 
developed her conception of humanism 
individually, over many years and to a large 
extent independently of the official humanist 
‘movement’. Her previous books include 
a biography of Montaigne, a narrative study 
of Sartre and the existentialists, and two ‘true 
stories’ of eighteenth and nineteenth-
century adventurers. 
 Bakewell’s latest book, Humanly Possible: 
Seven Hundred Years of Humanist Freethinking, 
Enquiry and Hope, published by Chatto & Windus 
in March (’23), represents her attempt to 

synthesise at least three distinct ‘humanist’ trends 
of thought that emerged, primarily in Europe, 
between the fourteenth and the twentieth 
centuries: the literary culture of Petrarch and the 
Renaissance umanisti; the philosophical 
humanism of Voltaire and the Enlightenment; and 
the expressly non-religious, scientifically inclined 
humanism of figures like T H Huxley and those 
involved in early organised humanism. 
 Humanly Possible has already attracted 
attention. Bakewell has been profiled by the New 
York Times; her book has been reviewed by the 
philosopher Julian Baggini and Rowan Williams, 
the former Archbishop of Canterbury, and 
featured on BBC Radio 4. She also gave this 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/How-Live-Montaigne-question-attempts/dp/009948515X
https://www.amazon.co.uk/At-Existentialist-Caf%C3%A9-Freedom-Cocktails/dp/0701186585
https://sarahbakewell.com/books-3/the-english-dane/
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/04/02/books/sarah-bakewell-humanly-possible.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/04/02/books/sarah-bakewell-humanly-possible.html
https://literaryreview.co.uk/in-man-we-trust
https://www.newstatesman.com/culture/books/2023/03/art-being-human-humanly-possible-sarah-bakewell-review
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m001kgmf/episodes/guide
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year’s Rosalind Franklin lecture, held annually by 
Humanists UK, on the topic of humanist women. 
 I interviewed Sarah Bakewell in the British 
Library. Over a cup of tea, we explored some of 
her ideas in depth - from the relationship between 
humanistic and scientific humanisms to how to 
find meaning without religion. 
 
Freethinker: How does ‘Humanly Possible’ relate 
to your previous books, as well as to your own 
intellectual development?  
 
Sarah Bakewell: It definitely grew out of the 
previous two books. The spark was thinking about 
Montaigne as a humanist, and what role the 
humanist tradition played in his education and his 
attitude, but also how he rebelled against and 
reinvented it, and was much less reverent 
towards it compared to other people of his father’s 
generation. And humanism was connected with 
existentialism: Jean Paul Sartre famously gave a 
lecture after the end of the Second World 
War, saying that ‘existentialism is a 
humanism’ - then he kept changing his 
mind about it. 
 I also wanted to understand more 
about the connections between the 
different forms of humanism and their 
development in different eras and 
contexts. Thirdly, it was about what 
humanism meant to me. I have always 
been a humanist, although for years I did not use 
the label. 
 
Are there any translations in the pipeline? 
 
Yes. There are a dozen or so on their way, 
including German, Italian, French, and two 
Chinese editions - one for Taiwan and one for 
China. 
 
Will the one for China be censored? 
 
One publisher, who I did not go with in the end, 
said that any mention of religion would need to be 
cut, which is strange in a book about humanism. 
It was different compared to the last book, where 
none of this came up. I think there has been a shift 
in how much publishers feel they have to self-
censor. But there were certain compromises that 
I would not and did not make. 
 
 

Was religion a part of your life growing up? 
 
No. My background was absolutely atheist. My 
parents were non-religious. My father was 
brought up as a Baptist and he rebelled against 
that when he was a teenager, and had the whole 
church praying for his soul as a result. My mother 
was never a believer. So I was lucky in that I did 
not have to go through that painful, challenging 
process of rejecting what you have been brought 
up with. My grandmother, the Baptist one, did 
hope that she might be able to get me interested 
in religion. She sent me a children’s pictorial 
Bible, which I loved because it had great stories, 
like fairy tales, with beautiful illustrations. But I 
never took it literally. 
 
Would you now consider yourself agnostic, 
atheist or something else? 
 
Theoretically, I am inclined to say agnostic, 

simply because you cannot prove a 
negative. But I am more of an atheist 
by personal conviction. There are parts 
of what institutional religion does that 
appal me. But there are parts that I 
respect, because religious activity is a 
form of human activity and artistic 
creation. I enjoy going into churches, 
and even reading religious books 
sometimes. I love the beauty that can 

be found in religious traditions. 
 But for me, the real beauty comes from 
contemplating the universe, what we know about 
it and what we might still discover, the scale of 
what we see in the night sky and how it might all 
work. The desire to find out more about the 
universe inspires me much more than religious 
traditions. 
 
When did you first start using the label ‘humanist’ 
for yourself? 
 
About 15 years ago. Definitely before I started 
writing this book. I have never been much of a 
joiner of organisations, but I did join Humanists 
UK when I started writing it. Labels are not 
something I usually feel very drawn to using. I 
think that might be true of many humanists, who 
by disposition want something subtler and more 
individual. 
 

Emma Park image 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y7ZPCvbruw0
https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/sartre/works/exist/sartre.htm
https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/sartre/works/exist/sartre.htm
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How much of your research was in the UK and 
how much elsewhere? 
 
A lot of it was in the British Library, where we are 
now sitting, as well as the Warburg Institute, the 
London Library and the Bishopsgate Institute. I 
spend a lot of time in Italy anyway [Bakewell’s 
wife, Simonetta Ficai-Veltroni, is Italian]. I did not 
do much research in Italian libraries, but I did try 
to find out more about the places where the 
humanists of the early modern era lived. Padua 
stands out, because it was important for 
university life and education, particularly in the 
history of medicine. Chapter 4 of the book is about 
medicine and humanism. In the medical 
university at Padua you can stand in the 
Anatomical Theatre [built in 1595] and imagine 
what it would have been like to be a medical 
student, seeing the anatomising of a body - a 
process which is of course so important for good 
medical education, and thus for better medicine, 
and thus for better human welfare. 
 Petrarch, who is the main character of Chapter 
1, lived close to Padua towards the end of his life, 
and was involved with the university and the local 
community. I also visited Avignon, where 
Petrarch grew up, and Paris. I spent a few days 
in Chartres. The cathedral there has got nothing 
to do with humanism in the non-religious sense, 
but it had everything to do with the flowering of 
education and a proto-scholarly humanism that 
started there and in other French centres before 
it started in Italy. It gives you such a different 
perspective when you are in a place. I visited 
Basel, which was the closest Erasmus came 
came to having a home - in fact, he spent most of 
his time travelling around and said that ‘My home 
is wherever I keep my library.’ Which sums him 
up, really. 
 
Your focus is primarily from fourteenth to late 
twentieth-century Europe. Why did you choose 
this period, and those specific starting and 
finishing points? 
 
Petrarch marks the beginning of the self-
consciously modern revival of classical learning in 
Europe. He saw himself as bringing the light back 
from the classical world and starting a moral as 
well as an intellectual revival. In that sense, he is 
often called the first humanist, so it seemed a 
sensible place to start. The story tends to focus 
mainly on Europe, with some reaching in other 

directions, particularly to America. That was 
deliberate, because I needed to impose some 
kind of structure, limit and coherence. The people 
involved were influenced by each other, read 
each other, and responded to each other’s work. 
I thought about ending with a more substantial 
survey of where humanism is now. But this has 
already been written about by others, and it is still 
very much a live story, changing and developing. 
I did not think I could do it justice unless I had a 
large section on it. And I am more of a historian 
by temperament. 
 
You read philosophy at university. It seems to me 
that you are a little ruthless with Plato and 
Aristotle, writing that they ‘were (in most respects) 
not very humanistic’, and preferring Democritus, 
a fragmentary Presocratic, and the obscure 
sophist Protagoras. What made you take this 
approach? 
 
From the fragments that we have of Protagoras, 
he and Democritus were in many respects proto-
humanists, in the tradition of materialist 
philosophy. There is one fragment of Protagoras 
which says, ‘as to the gods, I know nothing about 
them’. This and other Presocratic sources 
suggest that, because we cannot know anything 
about the gods, it is not worth spending time 
worrying about them. There is a similar tradition 
of materialism in ancient India. 
 
Your book talks about Cicero’s idea of humane 
studies, including in his speech in defence of 
Archias, where he identifies a ‘common bond’ 
between the ‘arts that concern humanity’. How far 
are these ideas a starting point for Renaissance 
humanism? 
 
The Ciceronian idea of the ‘human and literary 
studies’ is really at the foundation of Renaissance 
humanism. This interest in Cicero was kick-
started by Petrarch, who really admired Cicero, 
although he did criticise him as well. But others 
came along after him who thought Cicero was an 
almost godlike figure and could not be 
questioned, and that his style in Latin should be 
imitated absolutely. There was a tension between 
the kind of humanists who were obsessed with 
classical models and the ones that were more 
questioning and critical. 
 
You point out that Renaissance humanists like 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anatomical_Theatre_of_Padua
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chartres_Cathedral
https://sarahbakewell.com/about/
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Petrarch were concerned about literary style even 
when writing in an emotional state or about 
distressing topics. Is this an idea that would be 
worth considering for modern humanists? 
 
We still recognise the importance of speaking and 
writing in an articulate way, though it does not go 
under the name of eloquence any more. But 
sometimes we are suspicious of the veneer of 
polished speaking. There is the idea, which 
started with the Romantics, that beautiful words 
mean nothing, and just cover up authentic 
feelings. This idea was alien to the Renaissance 
humanists, who would have said that deep feeling 
should be communicated as powerfully as 
possible. They also took from classical literature 
the idea that real eloquence must always be allied 
to virtue, or goodness. 
 We seem to have a double standard. On the 
one hand, we - at least I - do not trust the likes of 
Boris Johnson, who uses Latin quotations 
elegantly and is educated in the tradition of 
eloquence and classical reference, without that 
necessarily being a reflection of goodness 
or honesty. On the other hand, we can 
also be judgemental about people who do 
not express themselves very fluently. 
 
Among the people you mention in your 
‘Acknowledgements’ is Andrew Copson, 
the CEO of Humanists UK. To what extent 
did you consult with him or any humanist 
organisations during your research and 
writing? 
 
I talked to Andrew, who was very helpful, and to 
one or two other humanists. Almost as a matter of 
principle, though, I mainly worked with my own 
idea of what I wanted to write. I did not not want 
to feel that I was presenting a view of humanism 
that was officially sanctioned by humanist 
organisations. Although I did include Humanist 
International’s ‘Declaration of Modern Humanism 
(2022)’ as an appendix. 
 
Is there anything in the 2022 Declaration (the 
latest version of the ‘Amsterdam Declaration’ of 
1952) that you would disagree with or want to 
modify? 
 
No. One change I agree with is the emphasis on 
the need for humanism to involve respect and 
concern for the rest of the natural world and for 

other species, not only for human beings. There 
is a misconception out there that humanism is the 
same thing as anthropocentrism and that it 
implies not caring about other species. 
 
Why should humanists care about other species? 
 
On the simplest level, because we cannot survive 
without them. We are of this planet, and woven 
into the biodiversity around us. The general 
humanist approach also involves a sense of 
responsibility for the impact we can have on the 
planet. We have considerable powers 
technologically and by sheer force of numbers; I 
think we need to own up to that responsibility. 
 
You identify ‘freethinking, enquiry and hope’ as 
consistent aspects of humanism throughout your 
period of study. Why these three? 
 
These three points apply to all the widely 
divergent forms of humanism that I discuss in the 
book - not just modern humanism of the secular 

or non-religious sort, but also the 
scholarly and literary humanism of the 
Renaissance and the philosophical 
interest in human well-being and dignity 
of the Enlightenment. 
 
To what extent can we really talk about a 
single humanism running through all 
these different threads? 
 

I tackle that in the opening pages of the book. It is 
there in the word: they are all practices or ways of 
thinking which have the human realm as the 
centre of their concern - whether culture, literature 
and the studies of the humanities, or human 
nature and well-being. And modern humanism 
involves a sense of morality and meaning that 
comes from human relationships and human 
concerns. 
 I mean ‘freethinking’ in the broadest sense of 
not taking anything on authority alone - whether 
that be the authority of religious institutions or 
political ones. ‘Enquiry’ is linked to that, but it 
involves asking questions and undertaking 
intellectual investigations in a more active sense 
- something many of the humanists did with 
gusto. 
 ‘Hope’ is a little different. We cannot just be 
naïvely optimistic, but a humanist does have 
some sense that we can use our faculties and 

Sarah Bakewell 

https://freethinker.co.uk/2022/05/what-i-believe-interview-with-andrew-copson/
https://humanists.international/policy/declaration-of-modern-humanism/
https://humanists.international/policy/amsterdam-declaration-1952/
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talents and our abilities to improve the well-being 
of other people and of other living things, to 
achieve a better politics, to solve our problems to 
as large an extent as we can. It was well summed 
up by Bertrand Russell, who features towards the 
end of the book precisely for what he said about 
the need to have hope in ourselves. Today, many 
people are in despair over the state of the world. 
But I think that losing hope is an abdication of 
responsibility and also risks being a self-fulfilling 
prophecy. We have to have some sense that we 
are capable of using our best abilities 
constructively. 
 
Your book focuses primarily on individuals who 
were humanist in different ways. Was your choice 
of characters a personal one, or were you 
influenced by other accounts of humanism? 
 
I was influenced by who I was interested in and 
who had something new to contribute. I tried to 
ensure that everybody that features in the book 
advances the story in some way, or stands for a 
wider process. I did not want to write a reference 
book merely listing lots of names, but something 
that was fun to read. 
 
You use photographs to illustrate some of your 
main characters. Where did you find them, and 
why did you decide to add this pictorial element? 
 
I took many of them from picture libraries. I 
wanted to have images to make it easier on the 
eye, but I did not want it to be just portraits. I tried 
to choose images that were a bit different or 
unexpected. In a few cases, there are 
contemporary political cartoons of people, rather 
than portraits, and in other cases, pictures of title 
pages or manuscripts that illuminate the text in 
some way. 
 
Did you make any surprising discoveries during 
the course of your research? 
 
There were a lot of things that were surprising to 
me, because when I write books, I find out a lot 
as I go along. I think that is more fun for the reader 
too, because we are going along together. Some 
of the characters were more interesting than I 
expected them to be - for example, Matthew 
Arnold, who wrote Culture and Anarchy, which I 
had had on my shelves for years but never read 
because I thought it would be boring. He is 

conservative and Victorian sometimes, but his 
writing is interesting, and he is endearing and 
enjoyable from a humanist point of view - I 
warmed to him. Wilhelm von Humboldt is another 
character who was full of surprises, not least his 
kinky fantasy life. 
 
Your book discusses the debate Matthew Arnold 
had with T H Huxley about the relative importance 
of the humanities and literary studies versus the 
sciences. In 1959, C P Snow revived this debate 
with his Rede lecture on the ‘two cultures’. These 
days, it seems, if anything, too easy for scientists 
to take pot shots at the humanities for their 
irrelevance, lack of rigour or stagnation in the 
morass of literary theory. How far can the literary 
and scientific approaches to life, or more 
specifically literary and scientific humanism, be 
reconciled? 
 
The clue to it is, again, in that idea of human 
studies. The universe is physical; we are physical 
beings. Some people would see that as 
invalidating all of the ‘human studies’ or 
humanities, as if they are somehow irrelevant 
because they do not correspond to how the 
universe is. But human studies are not irrelevant 
to us, because we are human beings. We are 
social and cultural by our nature, and so the 
human realm is enormously interesting to us. It is 
the sea in which we swim all the time - it is 
language, culture, communication, society, 
politics. The two cultures are connected, I think, 
not contradictory. 
 
You say you like contemplating the universe. This 
reminds me of Kant’s idea of sublimity: ‘the starry 
heavens above me and the moral law within me’. 
Is there an argument that the scientific 
perspective is fundamentally inhuman because 
its focus is on the very big and the very small, on 
the objective and not the subjective human 
experience? Isn’t the human, from the scientific 
point of view, just a collection of processes or 
cells or atoms? 
 
Yes, but the paradox is that the science that we 
do, the ability to visualise and study the very large 
or the very small, is a human activity. There is no 
getting away from the human, for us. One of the 
things that is fascinating about science as a 
human activity is that it does try to set aside 
human preconceptions, perspectives, prejudices, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Matthew_Arnold
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Matthew_Arnold
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Henry_Huxley
https://sciencepolicy.colorado.edu/students/envs_5110/snow_1959.pdf
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and to work from the evidence - and that is a truly 
impressive thing to do. But even that - working out 
scientific methods, testing hypotheses, looking for 
falsifications and evidence - is still a human 
activity. 
 
At the end of the book, you briefly mention 
posthumanism and transhumanism. How might 
the development of technologies like artificial 
intelligence affect humanism, and what it means 
to be a human, in the future? 
 
This is a difficult question, because we do not 
know where we are going and things are moving 
very fast. We are already closely integrated with 
our technology, and are likely to be ever more so. 
Is there a line that we would one day cross, when 
we would no longer be the same? Have we 
crossed it already? I do not know the answer to 
that because it is all developing under our noses. 
I am wary of simplistic answers as to whether 
there will always be some human ‘essence’. I 
really do not know. 
 
Your book was published in March this year, and 
you have said elsewhere that you spent about six 
years writing it. Those years were also a very 
eventful period in Britain. Did the turbulent 
political atmosphere have an effect on your book? 
 
It was quite dramatic because I started working 
on it in early 2016, and then Brexit happened, and 
Trump. Since then, there have been all sorts of 
further blows to our sense of confidence in human 
common sense, if you like. I tried to keep 
reminding myself of what Bertrand Russell and 
others have said, that the greater the challenge to 
our sense of hope in ourselves, the more we 
actually need that hope - and the more we need 
a sense of faith in ourselves and in our processes, 
in our better political institutions, legal protections, 
free press, and the ability to talk openly about 
issues and to establish effective media of 
communication between countries. Altogether, 
we need more of our good qualities rather than 
just giving up on them. 
 Bertrand Russell [1872-1970] also 
experienced growing up in a hopeful time and 
then having to realise that things would not 
always simply get better and better. That is not 
how human history has ever gone. There will 
always be complications, steps backwards, 
obstacles and wrong moves, but it is wiser to 

expect that and not to be naïvely optimistic. And, 
as always, it is up to us. If things are going to be 
even a bit better in this world, we are going to 
have to do it. 
 
Does the humanist have a natural political 
stance? Or should humanists today subscribe to 
any particular political views about anything? 
 
No. I do not think there is any inevitable 
connection with any particular political viewpoint. 
In the nineteenth century, Humboldt and Mill were 
classical liberals, but Matthew Arnold, whose 
views about culture and education had much in 
common with theirs, was a small ‘c’ conservative. 
I am more interested in how the humanist 
dimension works with various political positions. 
 
Where would you put yourself on the political 
spectrum? 
 
I would say I am a humanist liberal. 
 
Does the humanist today have a moral obligation 
to be involved in any sort of political campaigning 
or activism, or can they live a quiet life? 
 
Personally, I live a fairly quiet life - I am not a 
political activist. That is just me. So I have to say 
that it is not necessary to be politically active in 
order to be a humanist! But looking through 
history, a lot of humanists were politically active, 
or became so. Bertrand Russell, for example, 
started as a scholarly logician, mathematician 
and philosopher, but was politicised by the First 
World War and decided from then on to write 
political material as well, and campaign for 
political causes. Renaissance humanists were 
often engaged with the politics of their city and 
their environment. Humanists are often drawn to 
political activity because it goes with the idea that 
it is up to us to make the world that we want to 
have. 
 
You emphasise the importance of freethinking 
and enquiry to humanism - which leads naturally 
to the question of how important you think free 
speech is today, and where you would draw the 
line. How far should free enquiry go? 
 
I am drawn to the free speech end of that 
continuum: I think things should be talked about. 
If we are ever going to say that something should 
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not be talked about, we had better give a very 
good reason why not. There are certain things 
that disturb me when I hear them said, but I am 
not sure that the best method of stopping people 
from saying them is just to silence them. I would 
want to ask why people might be saying those 
things, what that implies about us as a society, 
and where we should go from there. 
 

Your book is full of references to happiness, 
human fulfilment, and the need for connections 
between people. Is writing a way in which you 
make connections? 
 

There is a relationship with the reader. But part of 
the nature of writing is that you do not know what 
everybody who reads it thinks or wants to say 
back to you. I think that is as it should be. It is nice 
to hear back from readers, but that is not the 
primary reason why I write. It is a way of 
discovering things for myself as I go along, and 
taking other readers with me. It is like walking 
along a path together, but without knowing who 
the readers are - that is part of the appeal. I like 
the idea that people could make something out of 
the book that I would never dream of. 
 

A recurring motif in the book is the idea that 
humanists can, in a sense, live on in their writings 
after they are dead. Is this also a motivation for 
you? 
 

No. Most of the things that any individual does 
gradually fade away out of view after they are 
dead. Even those we think of as timeless classics 
- Plato and Aristotle and Protagoras - it is too early 
to say whether they are all going to endure. They 
became fragments. There would be an egocentric 
arrogance in thinking that somehow your words 
are going to live on. But I do spend a lot of time 
pottering around in second-hand bookshops and 
libraries and picking up obscure and forgotten 
books from a hundred years ago or more. I love 

the idea of reading something that has not 
survived in more than a few copies, and yet 
finding the voice of the author still talking to you. 
 
You talk about hope as an ingredient of 
humanism. In the very long term, of course, the 
earth will probably be swallowed by the sun, and 
the human race may well have died out long 
before then. Where can humanists find hope, 
given that, on a cosmic scale, we are, by all 
appearances, so fundamentally meaningless? 
 
On that scale, I do think we are completely 
meaningless and forgettable, as is everything to 
do with this planet and the very fact that we have 
existed at all. But we have got much more 
immediate things to worry about, and we could 
find ourselves disappearing a lot sooner than that. 
We are still a very young species -  dinosaurs 
were around for an enormously longer time than 
we have been. Also I do not believe in God, so 
even if I wanted to find meaning there, that is not 
an option. Would I be happier if I had this great 
sense of meaning? No, because to me it would 
not be a genuine source of meaning. Actually, I 
find it exhilarating to think about the size of the 
universe. The fact that we are tiny does not bother 
me. 
 
Final question: what is your next project? 
 
I have not got one yet. I am having a little interlude 
to see what might arise next. And even if I did 
have one, like most writers, I probably would not 
want to talk about it. 
 
 
Humanly Possible: Seven Hundred Years of 
Humanist Freethinking, Enquiry and Hope, by 
Sarah Bakewell, was published on 30 March 
2023 by Chatto & Windus. 

                                                                                                       Ѳ 

 

They Said … 
 

Reason, observation and experience – the holy trinity of science – have taught us that happiness 
is the only good; that the time to be happy as now, and the way to be happy is to make others so.  

Robert Green Ingersoll, 1876. 
 

The happy life is to an extraordinary extent the same as the good life.  Bertrand Russell, 1930. 
 
 

https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/435299/humanly-possible-by-bakewell-sarah/9781784741662
https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/435299/humanly-possible-by-bakewell-sarah/9781784741662
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Ionian Enchantment:  
A Brief History of Scientific 

Naturalism:  

Part II 
 

by Ignacio Prado, Tufts University, June 2006, 
www.naturalism.org 

 

A group of French Enlightenment theorists of 
society called philosophes began to publish 
pamphlets and journalistic articles that 
popularized the work of Newton, Harvey, Boyle, 
and other champions of the new experimental 
sciences. The philosophes are our earliest model 
of public intellectuals - learned authors who take 
it upon themselves to be an intermediary between 
the general public and scholars working in 
specialized academic fields. The apogee of this 
public intellectual project was perhaps the 
Encyclopaedia. Edited by Diderot, d’Alembert and 
other leading figures of the mid-18th Century 
intellectual scene in France, the Encyclopaedia 
was meant to be a compendium of literally all the 
knowledge of nature available at the time. 
 The most significant impact of the philosophes, 
however, was in the realm of political and social 
philosophy, where ideas were expressed that 
would inspire the leaders of the democratic 
revolutions, first in the British Colonies in the 
Americas and then in France. Patterning their 
theory of government on that of the Englishman 
John Locke in his Second Treatise of 
Government, the philosophes sought to demystify 
and naturalize the sources of political authority in 
society. They abandoned the medieval view of 
the world as manifesting a hierarchy of being that 
originates with God and descends through a 
chain of spiritual authority, ending in a divinely 
ordained monarch whose decrees constitute the 
laws of the state. Instead, they conceived of 
political authority on a secular model: it derives 
from a hypothetical social contract negotiated 
among free human beings, establishing a 
framework of cooperation that provides for mutual 
advantage and protection. As the political 

philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau most 
famously argued in the Discourse on the 
Inequality of Man , the sources of injustice and 
class strife in society were understood by 
Enlightenment thinkers to result from 
mystifications and illusions foisted upon on an 
ignorant public by the clergy, monarchy, and 
other reactionary forces. The traditional views of 
the Church, which explained political servitude as 
the inevitable consequence of human beings’ 
supposedly sinful and fallen nature, were 
opposed by Enlightenment figures as an ideology 
designed to force acceptance of unnatural 
relations of domination in society. Cultural 
education and social reform were consequently 
conceived by the Enlightenment thinkers as a 
project motivated by the need to allow all human 
beings’ natural capacities to flourish for the 
mutual benefit of all. 
 Three figures of the French Enlightenment, the 
Marquis de Condorcet, Julien Offray de La 
Mettrie, and Baron d’Holbach, wrote key works in 
the intellectual genealogy of contemporary 
naturalistic philosophy. La Mettrie, a physician, 
presented a fully materialist and mechanistic view 
of man in Man, a Machine. In his infamous book, 
The System of Nature, Baron d’Holbach 
expressed an uncompromising materialist 
philosophy that denied the existence of any truths 
that could not be grounded in the observable 
operation of natural causes. Following the earlier 
English naturalists. Hobbes and Hume, d’Holbach 
was among the first to insist that traditional 
conceptions of the freedom of the will, understood 
as a kind of non-natural, contra-causal force that 
could violate laws of nature and render human 
behaviour uncaused, were incoherent and 
unnecessary for grounding political liberty and 
moral responsibility. In fact, d’Holbach thought 
that an understanding of human behaviour as 
naturally caused was a precondition for the 
intelligibility of ethics: 
 Morals is the science of the relations that 
subsist between the minds, the wills, and the 
actions of men, in the manner that geometry is the 

http://www.egs.edu/library/denis-diderot/biography/
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/locke/
http://oregonstate.edu/instruct/phl302/texts/locke/locke2/2nd-contents.html
http://oregonstate.edu/instruct/phl302/texts/locke/locke2/2nd-contents.html
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/rousseau/
http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/Rousseau-inequality2.html
http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/Rousseau-inequality2.html
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/holbach/
http://www.cscs.umich.edu/~crshalizi/LaMettrie/Machine/
http://socserv2.mcmaster.ca/~econ/ugcm/3ll3/holbach/
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/hume/
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science of the relations that are found between 
bodies. Morals would be a chimera and would 
have no certain principles, if it was not founded 
upon the knowledge of the motives which must 
necessarily have an influence upon the human 
will, and which must necessarily determine the 
actions of human beings. 
 Providing the positive vision of naturalism that 
would complement d’Holbach’s polemic against 
the harms of religious belief and superstition, 
Condorcet outlined in his Sketch for a Historical 
Progress of the Human Mind how progress in the 
sciences of nature would lead to inevitable 
progress in the scope of human flourishing, 
including a well-ordered society and fair 
distribution of resources. Condorcet was also 
among the first to theorize the moral debt that 
people owe their descendants, writing presciently 
that “if [we] have obligations to beings that do not 
yet exist, these obligations do not consist in giving 
them life, but in giving them happiness.” 
 

The Modern Era of Naturalism 

With the gradual spread of the naturalistic 
worldview throughout the large sectors 
of the European intellectual class in the 
19th Century, a series of humanitarian 
reform movements were inaugurated 
that understood disease, war, famine, 
crime, insanity, slavery, women’s 
inequality, and poverty as naturally 
caused and remediable pathologies, 
not expressions of “original sin” or the 
reflection of an inalterable social 
hierarchy. In 19th century Britain, a 
group of what came to be known as 
“philosophical radicals” advocated for social 
reforms proposed by the neo-Epicurean ethical 
theory known as utilitarianism. This modern 
ethical philosophy was most systematically 
defended by Jeremy Bentham in his Principles of 
Morals and Legislation and John Stuart Mill in 
Utilitarianism and On Liberty. Aside from being 
among the first to argue for women’s political 
equality and animal welfare, Bentham was 
influential in reinterpreting the foundations of 
criminal punishment on consequentialist rather 
than retributivist grounds. Retributivists 
understand punishment as the infliction of 
deprivations on law-breakers that are deemed to 
be justly commensurate with the crimes they have 
committed, without regard to the possible 
personal or social benefits of punishment. 

Consequentialists, by contrast, understand 
punishment and imprisonment as justified solely 
by their future-directed tendencies to promote 
both personal and general welfare, for instance 
by discouraging crime, rehabilitating criminals, 
and protecting the public from dangerous 
individuals. Largely through the dissemination of 
the consequentialist views espoused by 
Bentham, Mill, and other reform-minded 
intellectuals, prisons and insane asylums in 
Britain and other parts of Western society were 
gradually transformed from primitive holding-
houses for undesirables into increasingly humane 
rehabilitation centres. 

 The publication by the English biological 
naturalist Charles Darwin of The Origin of 
Species in 1859 provided biology with its 
fundamental theory of natural selection: that all 
species, and the whole inter-species complexity 
of the ecological world, have been derived from a 
common, single-cell ancestor by a process of 
random mutation and differential reproductive 
success. In conjunction with the development of 
modern genetics, Darwin’s theory, in one stroke, 

unified the life sciences with the rest of 
the natural sciences and ended the 
need to posit supernatural causes in 
order to explain the order and diversity 
of nature. Then, as now, Darwin’s 
theory of evolution was viewed by the 
popular culture as a threat to certain 
religiously inspired beliefs, most 
centrally the belief that the fact and 
nature of human existence is explained 
by the purposes of a creator. In the 
Scopes trial of 1925, Clarence Darrow 

fought the first of many battles to keep unscientific 
alternatives to evolution out of biology classrooms 
in the United States. 
 Though Darwin’s scientific theories caused 
political and cultural turmoil, they also helped give 
birth to a new school of American philosophy, 
known as naturalism, which emerged as an 
alternative to traditional philosophy by grounding 
philosophical thought thoroughly inside nature. 
Naturalists construed human cognition and 
evaluative thought as the culmination of natural 
capacities developed through evolutionary 
processes of adaptation. Responding to idealism, 
transcendentalism and dualism, they understood 
the practice of philosophy to be continuous, more 
or less, with the scientific project of gaining 
reliable knowledge of the world, not the 

Epicurus 
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establishment of foundational truths independent 
of empiricism. Writing in the earlier half of the 20th 
century, John Dewey - a widely read philosopher, 
theorist of education, cultural critic, and public 
intellectual - inspired generations of philosophers 
in the United States with a system he called 
“pragmatic naturalism.” Other philosophers of the 
original American naturalist movement, some of 
whom were allied with the Columbia School of 
Pragmatism, included George Santayana (“a 
naturalist before naturalism grew popular” says 
Saatkamp in the Stanford Encyclopaedia of 
Philosophy), Frederick Woodbridge, Morris R. 
Cohen and John Randall. Here, at last, naturalism 
took its place as an explicit worldview (albeit with 
many variations), based in a broadly empirical, 
scientific epistemological commitment, but going 
beyond science by making that very commitment 
the basis for ontological claims about the world - 
namely, the denial of the supernatural. 
 Among later naturalists and pragmatists are 
included the philosophers Ernest Nagel, Sidney 
Hook, W V O Quine and Wilfrid Sellars, who, 
working in the mid-20th century, reimagined 
philosophy as a discipline continuous with the 
natural sciences. As suggested above, naturalism 
differs from traditional philosophy in denying that 
philosophy has a special method that stands 
outside of the sciences and thus can ground and 
interpret their success in producing knowledge. 
The success of science is nothing other than the 
fact that it unifies our understanding of nature by 
supplying predictive, economical explanations 
that achieve broad consensus, and philosophers 
contribute mainly by clarifying our concepts and 
by keeping our assumptions, methods, and logic 
transparent. Quine and Sellars’ naturalization of 
philosophical method is now widely, although not 
universally, accepted in the academic community. 
Today naturalists are the vast majority in 
philosophy departments and scientific circles, 
inside and outside the academy. They are those 
who, having been struck by the Ionian 

Enchantment, think that it's best to approach the 
philosophical problems that perennially attract 
and puzzle reflective human beings - the nature 
of consciousness, the self, free will, rationality, 
and the foundations of ethics and justice - with the 
tools and results of the natural and human 
sciences. The sciences are the philosopher’s 
allies in the quest for reliable knowledge about the 
world and a practical understanding of how to 
achieve a good, meaningful, and satisfying 
human life within it. 
 Those inclined to take a sceptical stance 
towards the intellectual commitments of 
contemporary naturalism often remark on the 
quasi-religious zeal with which naturalists 
sometimes deny the usefulness or plausibility of 
alternative worldviews. It should be clear by now, 
however, how superficial and misleading this 
analogy is in characterizing those who hold a 
naturalistic worldview. Naturalism, though it can 
be animated by the same sort of passion and 
gratitude for the fact and nature of human 
existence that religiosity often assumes, is not a 
faith in any sense. It is, rather, a system of belief 
grounded in and justified by the progress in the 
natural sciences that I have attempted to 
summarize here. But naturalism goes beyond 
science in holding that the vision of ourselves as 
fully natural creatures has important implications 
for our place in the world and the kind of life that 
we are capable and deserving of living. Unlike 
those religious believers who hold fast to the 
supernatural out of a fear of what its denial might 
mean for human life, the naturalist is someone 
who, above all, believes that human dignity need 
not be bought at the price of illusion, for she 
knows that the Ionian enchantment resonates 
with the best and most elevating parts of what the 
non-naturalist might call her soul. 
 

Note: Thanks to Jim Farmelant for his editorial 
work in preparing this essay.
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