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 The Men Who Invented Christmas  

CCORDING to the new film adapted from Les  
Standiford’s book, the man who invented 
Christmas was Charles Dickens. It was his short 

novel, A Christmas Carol, published in 1843, that trans-
formed a fading pagan tradition into a sentimental fami-
ly feast of mince pies, turkeys, cake and plum pudding, 
often spiced with singing, dancing and games. Dickens 
also stressed that it was a time of goodwill, with the in-
fant Jesus being replaced by a crippled child whose salva-
tion depends on human rather than divine generosity. In 
Ebenezer Scrooge’s rehabilitation, Dickens demonstrates 
man’s ability to redeem himself without appealing to an 
invisible deity – a Humanist message par excellence.  

Yet it would be wrong to say that Dickens alone invented 
Christmas. We could say rather that he helped to revive 
what is essentially a mongrel festival that has added and 
subtracted elements over the centuries. In about 350 CE, 
Pope Julius I decreed that the birth 
of Jesus should be celebrated on 
25th December because it was the 
same day as the other sun gods.  

That date had already been recog-
nised throughout the Roman Em-
pire as the birthday of various 
pagan deities. For the Persians it 
was the birthday of Mithras; and for the Egyptians it was 
the birthday of Osiris. For the Romans themselves it was 
for a long time the climax of the winter festival of Satur-
nalia which lasted for a week from 17th December. The 
25th was the ‘dies natalis solis invicti’, the birthday of the 
unconquered sun god Saturn. In the Roman Saturnalia, 
roles were reversed, presents exchanged, and gambling, 
feasting, drinking and singing naked in the street were 
part of the festivities. 

Not all Christians accepted 25th December, many prefer-
ring 6th January. It was another man who publicised a 
rationale for the former date. He was the 6th century 
theologian and mathematician Dionysius Exiguus (in 
English, Dennis the humble or little). In 525 CE he was 
asked by Pope John I to set out the dates for Easter from 
the years 527 to 626. Dionysus went further and invent-
ed the Christian Era calendar. He calculated that Jesus 
was born on 25th December 525 years previously, 
though it was another 200 years before this Anno  
Domini date became dominant in Western Europe.  

We now know that Dionysius was doubly wrong. The 
flight into Egypt, described in Matthew’s Gospel, if it 
happened at all, must have occurred in 4 BCE at the  
very latest, because King Herod, from whom Joseph, 
Mary and their baby were fleeing, died in that year. So 
Jesus was definitely not born in the year 1 CE. 

The 25th December birth is also wrong. Dionysius ar-
gued that God created the earth on 25th March; it was 
inconceivable that the son of God could have been in any 
way imperfect; therefore Jesus must have been conceived 
on 25th March; and this meant that he must have been 
born nine months later—25th December. 

Yet it is unlikely that Jesus was born on 25th December. 
The event described in Luke of the shepherds watching 
their flocks by night suggests a spring or summer date 
rather than one in the Palestine rainy season. 

In truth, Christians hijacked a pagan festival and used its 
traditions to decorate the nativity myth. Holly and Ivy 
are derived from the Romans, mistletoe came from the 
Druids, who believed it was a magical plant, and Yule 
logs were lit in ancient Scandinavia to honour Thor, the 
god of thunder. The Christmas tree is found in many 

cultures – the Romans themselves 
regarded the fir as sacred and dec-
orated it with red berries. 

Yet we should also stress that 
many Christians have themselves 
objected to this paganisation. Even 
before it happened, the 3rd  

century theologian Origen de-
nounced the whole idea of celebrating the birthday of 
Jesus ‘as if he were a King Pharaoh’. 

Much later, the 17th century Puritans in England and 
Massachusetts banned Christmas celebrations because 
they regarded the ‘debauchery’ as a dishonour to God. 
They also associated ‘Christ’s Mass’ with the Catholic 
Church which they regarded as ‘unchristian’. Some mod-
ern sects want to change the date of Christmas because it 
is unhistorical and because it would provide an opportu-
nity to have a simpler, more exclusively Christian festival, 
stripped of all the drunkenness, gluttony and materialism 
that characterises the modern event. 

As for us Humanists, we’re probably in two minds about 
it all. Some of us think it is a stressful and costly period, 
a commercial contrivance in which there is now a dread-
ful pressure to overspend. Others welcome an opportuni-
ty to celebrate being with family and friends and to enjoy 
a festival to cheer us up in the depths of winter and to 
celebrate the rebirth of the sun. 

Does Christmas really make us more aware of the earth’s 
appalling poverty and man’s inhumanity to man and 
other animals? The world has still a long way to go to 
establish permanent peace and good will to all men. In 
this sense, if asked what we think of Christmas, we might 
reply: “it would be a very good idea”.                           q
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Brexit Blues 
Eamon Murphy 

REXIT is the 
United Kingdom’s 
Donald Trump. 

It is their Marine LePen; 
their Geert Wilders; their 
AfD. It is the manifesta-
tion of a political and 
social discontent that has, 
sadly, been directed to 
entirely the wrong place; 
the result of a combina-
tion of misconceptions of 
national identity and 
failed social and econom-
ic policies. 

I’ve written previously in 
these pages that I don’t 
believe that all citizens 
who vote for the aforementioned politicians or parties 
are racist, or sexist, or anti-progress, although no doubt 
a good many of them are. 
But I do believe that, when faced with a choice between 
“Leave” and “Remain”; between Trump and Clinton, 
between LePen and the mainstream French parties, many 
people can’t be blamed for thinking: “I don’t know if 
what’s being offered to me here is right, but I do know 
the status quo isn’t working for me, nor is it working for 
my children”. With this in mind, millions rolled the dice. 

There is an element of desperation to it all. People have 
lost faith in politicians and institutions, and part of that 
desperation can be blamed on a failure of more progres-
sive-minded politicians and parties to present a coherent 
and realistic vision for a viable alternative. Recently it 
has become more and more apparent what has really 
been voted for in the UK, and it looks more than a little 
chaotic. 

Much of that chaos is driven by unrealistic expectations 
of what Britain could achieve in Brexit negotiations. For 
example, the idea that they could maintain access to the 
customs union without adhering to the EU’s legislative 
standards was simply never going to fly. There will be 
legislative divergence, post-Brexit, between the UK and 
the European Union, and that means there will be cus-
toms barriers – there can’t not be. This may not be what 
British people wanted when they voted for Brexit, if  
indeed they understood what they were voting for at all, 
but the fact that British voters were lied to about this, 
and many other things, isn’t the issue anymore. 

THE IRISH DIMENSION 
In a way, it’s easy for us to scoff and say: “well, this is 
what you voted for, so now you can deal with the mess”. 

But that mess will af-
fect us significantly 
here in Ireland too. In 
the South, the Republic 
of Ireland is using up 
much of its political 
capital (hard won by 
not burning bondhold-
ers and playing ‘the 
good European citizen’ 
throughout the era of 
Irish and European 
austerity) in ensuring 
that ‘the Irish question’ 
is placed at the centre 
of Brexit negotiations. 
Our diplomats appear 
to be doing a very 
good job ensuring that 

Brexit and the effect on this island is as big a priority as 
possible for our fellow Europeans. 
Yet it is also true that there is a limit to how much atten-
tion many of them will pay to it. The geopolitical con-
cerns of Ireland differ greatly from those of other Eu-
ropean countries. In a best case scenario there are six, 
maybe seven, counties who are almost (not quite as much, 
but almost) as concerned about Brexit as we are. Brexit 
will have a significant negative effect in France, Germany, 
Spain, the Netherlands, and maybe half of Belgium. 

For the rest of the continent, the main concerns are the 
ongoing refugee crisis and an increasingly belligerent 
Russia. I would imagine that in the Baltic states they 
worry about Brexit about as much as we on this island 
worry about a potential Russian invasion. 

Brexit is already having a negative effect here, for exam-
ple with the exchange rate. As a rule of thumb: at £0.90 
to the Euro, the profit margin for most firms in Ireland’s 
SME (Small and Medium Enterprise) sector who export 
to the UK is gone. And the current exchange rate looks 
like it may not be cyclical but structural. Brexit is, after 
all, a structural change, and Sterling may eventually 
trend towards parity with the Euro – great for those of 
us who would like a weekend shopping in London, but a 
complete disaster for those working in sectors that rely 
on trade with the UK for employment. 40% of Ireland’s 
SME trade is with the UK, and while SME trade is a 
much smaller proportion of overall trade than that of 
the multinational sector in monetary terms, it is far more 
labour intensive. 

North of the border there is even more at stake. As much 
as Brexit will affect the Republic of Ireland negatively, 
Northern Ireland could be set to lose even more.          ––>
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Aside from threats to the hard-won peace in the six coun-
ties, and the negative economic and social consequences 
of border controls with the south, approximately 87% of 
agricultural income in the north comes from the EU’s 
Common Agricultural Policy. That has the potential to 
knock out the entire rural community. The short-sighted-
ness of the DUP’s ‘Leave’ campaign is highlighted by the 
fact that most of that farm income goes to the Protestant 
farmers who make up their political constituency. 

Whether Britain can negotiate some kind of favourable 
situation on the issue of the border remains to be seen, 
but one thing is for sure: Britain has much less leverage 
at the negotiating table than they originally seemed to 
realise. The prevailing sound they can hear is that of a 
ticking clock; March 2019 will come around faster than 
they perhaps realise. 

THE HOLLOW VICTORY 
What of the ‘Leave’ campaigners? It is only now –  
almost 18 months on from their ‘victory’, fuelled as it 
was by fearmongering and no shortage of untruths – 
that the extent to which the story they sold the British 
people can be seen to be so false. 

Just a few weeks ago, a joint report from law firm Baker 
McKenzie and economic consultancy Oxford Economics 
suggested that £17 billion in British export revenue 
would be lost through Brexit, with the car sector worst 
hit. Tariff and non-tariff barriers would cost that partic-
ular industry up to £8 billion. “But don’t worry”, said 
the Leavers. “Brexit will give the UK the opportunity to 
negotiate its own trade deals; better than the ones we 
already have”. 

The idea that the UK can now embark upon a brave new 
world of trade agreements that will more than make up 
for what they lose in trade with the European Union is 
so ridiculous it’s a wonder it was ever believed in the 
first place. Firstly, trade with other EU countries is going 
to take a big hit; that much is inevitable and self-ex-
planatory. To make up for that loss, the UK will have to 
negotiate bilateral deals with all the countries with 
whom they already deal through the EU while they were 
EU members, AND (and this is the kicker) they have to 
improve upon the deal the European Union received. 

That’s the European Union: the most sophisticated and 
best funded group of trade negotiators ever assembled. 
Add to that the fact that it has been more than four 
decades since anyone had to negotiate a significant trade 
deal directly on behalf of the UK, and now they must do 
so in the current environment with its increasing protec-
tionism (we all know how President Trump feels about 
trade deals), and they must get deals so good that not 
only do they cover the losses from leaving the EU, but 
they pale in comparison. 

It’s a wonder the Remain campaigners didn’t just ask 
Nigel Farage to list the countries that the UK can deal 
with that will make all that happen! I’m sure all this 
newfound ‘independence’ for Britain is wonderful. I’m 
just not sure how much use a lot of it will be! 

MODERN DAY SOVEREIGNTY 
So much of this mess has come about as a result of mis-
conceptions of what constitutes sovereignty. People vot-
ing for Brexit in order to regain their national sovereign-
ty seem to have missed a trick. Sovereignty nowadays is 
less about national self-determination and more about 
who you pool your sovereignty with in order to face the 
challenges presented by this increasingly globalised 
world. Those who think they are leaving the EU in order 
to get their sovereignty back are delusional. Britain is a 
former global power on the wane in terms of  
international prestige and importance, as well as eco-
nomic clout, yet has decided that while it may not face 
the world alone, it would rather not do so alongside 
some of its most obvious geopolitical allies. 

The EU is the most successful regional grouping in mod-
ern history. It will continue to be so, even without 
Britain. The term “biting off one’s nose to spite one’s 
face” has sprung to mind on more than one occasion. 
The EU needs Britain. But I think Britain has yet to learn 
just how much it needs the EU.                                      q                                                                                                         
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 I’m sure all this newfound  
‘independence’ for Britain is 
wonderful. I’m just not sure 

how much use a lot of it will be! 

Dear Sir, 
  
I read William Reville's delightful article on hoax re-
search papers in the social sciences in the Irish Times 
on August 3rd.  He focuses on a hilarious spoof paper 
on The Conceptual Penis as a Social Construct.  This was 
written by a philosopher and a mathematician as de-
liberately and patently idiotic, yet was published in an 
international academic journal.  Reville quotes some 
sentences to illustrate the nonsense, for example:  Tox-
ic hyper-masculinity derives its significance from the con-
ceptual penis and applies itself to supporting neo-capital-
ist materialism.  Reville the meticulous scientist proper-
ly derides the loose philosophy of postmodernism which 
he thinks is responsible for the failure of some social 
scientists to accept what he calls the scientific assump-
tion of objective natural reality.  
  
So far so good.  But I could not resist wondering if is 
this the same admirable William Reville who quite of-
ten professes his sincere religious beliefs.  These, so far 
as I understand him, are mainstream Christian. In his 
second guise I suppose Dr Reville may sometimes re-
cite the Apostle’s Creed, which we might interpret as a 
premodern illustration of the complexities of both 
maleness and femaleness.   I believe in God, the Father 
Almighty, maker of heaven and earth; And in Jesus Christ 
his only Son, our Lord; who was conceived by the Holy 
Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary …. 

David McConnell, 
Blackrock, Co Dublin 

Letters & Emails
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 Echoes of a Shameful Past 

HE Irish famine wasn’t just caused by potato 
blight. It was also in part caused by “political  
decisions that made the suffering of the poor sec-

ondary to economic greed, political ambition and ideo-
logical prejudice”. (historian Christine Kinealy, Irish 
Central, 2010). As well as this, ‘public works’ that were 
meant to help the starving were slow to be established, 
wages were based on ‘piece work’, and a wages ceiling 
was imposed. 

Hmmm. Now what does that remind me of? Oh yes. 
Britain in 2017. Only this time it’s the poor of England, 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland that are suffering 
with a ‘benefits’ system that has left 2,380 dead after 
being found fit for work between December 2011 and 
February 2014 (DWP statistics after Freedom of Infor-
mation, FOI, requests), zero hours contracts, minimum 
wage, and a pay cap that is in 
real terms a pay cut. 

Campaigners for change agree 
the figures need further analy-
sis, but, even so, Labour’s 
Andy Burnham has described 
the Work Capability  
Assessments (WCA), intro-
duced by the last Labour gov-
ernment, as a ‘punishing regime’. But it was the Tory 
government that really ran with the idea, employing 
private companies to carry out the assessments. (during 
the famine private companies were tasked with getting 
food to the starving with obvious results). In fact, it has 
cost more to assess people due to these private  
companies than it would have to pay the benefits in the 
first place, suggesting distaste on the part of the  
government for the unemployed, the disabled and the 
poor. Charities believe the deaths are down to welfare 
reforms, benefit sanctions and delays, but the DWP says 
there is no ‘causal effect’. 

Jacob Rees Mogg, or Jacob Grease Smug, as I like to 
call him, says he finds the rise in food bank use ‘rather 
uplifting’ because it shows we are a compassionate 
country. Yes, the volunteers are uplifting, Mr Mogg – 
not the need for food banks. 

He also claims the increase is due to the Tories telling 
people through Jobcentres that food banks are avail-
able, because Labour failed to as they didn’t want peo-
ple to know help was at hand. Em – you keep him talk-
ing and I’ll ring for the men in white coats. 

His comments also don’t add up as the Tories claim 
unemployment is at its lowest since the 1970s. So why 
are working people having to use food banks, especially 
since the government keeps telling us the economy is 
doing well? 

Some would like to see JRM as next Prime Minister, 
because they see him as a ‘real’ politician who refuses to 
be politically correct. That’s true. He said On Good 
Morning Britain on 6 September 2017 that he doesn’t 
believe in abortion under any circumstances even in the 
event of rape, because life is sacrosanct and begins at 
the moment of conception. 

Yet he has also admitted that his investment firm, 
Somerset Capital Management, has a £5 million  
investment in Indonesian firm Kalbe Farma, which sells 

pills that are used to trigger 
abortion, although they are 
actually for the treatment of 
stomach ulcers. Mogg said:  
“It would be wrong to  
pretend that I like it but the 
world is not always what you 
want it to be” (UK Politics, 
October 2017). 

So not in every circumstance, then. Although, to be fair, 
he has had no personal money in the fund since he be-
came an MP. But before that… It wouldn’t be fair to lay 
all the blame on Rees Mogg, though, when his boss, 
Theresa May, has previously said there are many reas-
ons why people use food banks. I expect hunger is one 
of them. 

She also said there was no money tree, but then  
produced, or promised (they haven’t got it yet) £1 bil-
lion to the DUP to ensure a majority in the House. But, 
proving you don’t get much for your money nowadays, 
the DUP have said it will vote with Labour over the 
issue of women’s pension age increase. As in “give them 
back their pensions you thieving b….!".Oh, how we 
laughed! 

Universal Credit (UC), already a disaster where it’s been 
used, is set to get even worse when it’s rolled out across 
the rest of the UK. For a start it’s only available to those 
ages 18 – 60, so that leaves out the 3.8million women 
who have had their state pension age increased by up to 
six years. So although we’ll go on having to pay nation-
al insurance contributions, even though most of us ––> 
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have many more than the 35 years required to claim the 
state pension, we won’t be able to claim UC, for ex-
ample, if we’re sick. Is this because whoever dreamed up 
UC didn’t know women would be retiring later? Surely 
not. The government has said it wrote to many and had 
a newspaper and leaflet campaign. Oops! After another 
FoI request it transpired the government didn’t start 
writing to anyone for another 14 years after the law was 
changed in 1995, and then sped up the whole process in 
2011 and took another few years to write and let us 
know about that increase. In my own case that was 
2013 – less than three years before I was due to get my 
state pension. 

And just to add insult to injury Dr Phillip Lee, a Tory 
MP, has accused families in Britain of being selfish in 
shirking their duty to look after their elderly relatives. 
He said the UK is becoming an ‘atomised’ country that 
has failed its most vulnerable. Oh the irony! 

Of course his remarks came amidst pressure on the gov-
ernment to spend more on social care, and there’s noth-
ing more guaranteed to set the Tories off making silly 
statements than a request that our money be spent on us 
instead of big business, pay rises and protected pensions 
for them, refurbishment of palaces, and a new floating 
palace for the Queen to replace the Royal Yacht Britan-
nia. 

Another Tory twit a few months ago said grandparents 
should be looking after their grandchildren to let their 
own children go out to work. So, Dr Lee and Mr Twit,  
how do you propose families fulfil all these responsibilit-
ies when they’ll be working into their dotage themselves? 
And where are we going to put all these extra family 
members now that we have to sell our homes to release 
some equity to live on while we wait for our state pen-
sions? 

Dr Lee also wants mobile phones banned to deal with 
cyber bullying. So perhaps we should ban the wheel to 
stop the pollution caused by cars. 

And just in case you were lead to believe the ‘equalisa-
tion’ of state pension meant that women were now 
equal, another story has emerged that shows not much 
has changed. 

Harvey Weinstein, Holywood producer of films such as 
Shakespeare in Love and Gangs of New York, has been 
accused of rape, sexual assault and harassment, and, 
although he denies the accusations, Jeffrey Katzenberg, 
former Dreamworks Chairman, has said he is a monster 
who has been protected by other men he described as a 
pack of wolves. One actress whom he’d asked up to his 
hotel room  – normal procedure apparently for actors 
and actresses to meet producers, script writers, etc – said 
he decided to shower while she was there. He appeared 
out of the shower with nothing on but a bathrobe that 
was open at the front. 

I normally like to give people the benefit of the doubt 
and not believe anything until there’s proof. But I well 
remember running down the middle of the road as a 
teenager returning home after a night at the youth club 
too scared to stay on the footpath after being hauled up 
an entry previously by someone I knew and trusted. My 
kicking and struggling finally made him release me, but 
to this day I’m nervous out on my own at night, al-
though, of course, I’m no longer returning from the 
youth club. 

Not too many years later when I was 19 and working in 
Jersey in the Channel Islands I was given a job in a hotel 
by a manager who gave me an impossibly short uniform 
to wear. He would then follow me around the rooms as I 
cleaned, which was difficult in such a short dress. One 
night he called me to his office, told me as he’d been 
good enough to give me a job it was time I showed some 
appreciation, and then he locked the door. I screamed 
and started kicking it. Luckily for me, his living quarters, 
complete with his live-in girlfriend were just across the 
landing, and he quickly let me out. Then he marched 
back down to the bar, which was next to the dining 
room where I had gone back to setting tables (I wasn’t 
sure what else to do) and proceeded to shout at me in 
front of the guests at the bar. One of them told him to 
steady on, but I’d had enough of what I didn’t know to 
call sexual harassment and left.  

Thankfully I’d met someone I could ring for help – I’m 
now married to him – and he took me to the hotel where 
he worked and I ended up working there very happily 
for another two years. But that didn’t stop Dirty Harry 
as I had taken to calling him trying to get me the sack. 
His hotel and the one I was working in were in the same 
group and he told the owner he had had to get rid of me. 
The owner then asked my new manager why he’d given 
me a job and he replied that all he asked of me was that 
I wait tables and clean rooms (I’d already told him what 
had happened). Much to my delight this was said in 
front of Dirty Harry who thought he’d come to gloat at 
my departure. Although his plan backfired there was no 
punishment for him, of course. And he never did pay me 
what I was owed. 

I had many more encounters over the years of being 
cornered, once driven to a quiet place by one, not unlike 
Harvey Weinstein physically, whom I trusted to give me 
a lift because he was married with children, and to this 
day it makes me mad that when I’m alone I have to walk 
the dogs on main roads in daylight, because I am too 
afraid to go to the quiet places where I could let the dogs 
off the lead. 

So if the public fall from power of someone like Wein-
stein can help stop this behaviour, and women can walk 
where they want without fear of attack, then it’s got to 
be applauded. Even if I do wonder what the difference is 
between him and Donald Trump...                                 q
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Beware of the News 
Bob Rees 

he man who never looks into a newspaper is better in-
formed than he who reads them, inasmuch as he who 
knows nothing is nearer the truth than those whose minds 

are filled with falsehoods and errors”  
– Thomas Jefferson, US President, 1799 
  
If democracy is ‘government of the people by the people for 
the people’ (Abe Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address 1863), then 
clearly the people need to know what is being done in their 
names. This is the job of the news media, the self-proclaimed 
‘people’s watchdogs’. Yet these watchdogs are the lap-dogs of 
those with power, and they manifestly fail to keep the people 
fully informed. If lying is ‘giving a deliberately misleading im-
pression’, then by withholding the facts whilst purporting to 
keep the people fully informed, the news media are liars. It is 
said that only 25% of possible newspaper stories are ever 
printed, and fewer than 2% of them are shown on TV, leaving 
viewers oblivious of 98% of newsworthy events. 
  
Before you get angry, imagine you’re a News Editor. Hundreds 
of stories come in each day, and you are the filter through 
which they must pass. For your millions of readers/viewers, the 
world is whatever you say it is, and they will know nothing of 
whatever you choose to withhold. What you do publish, and 
the context in which you report it, will determine what is ‘hot’, 
what is newsworthy and, by implication, what is ‘normal’. 
You’re a very influential person. But you’re only an employee 
working for others with interests and agendas of their own. 
  
The Owner  
He/she is probably a large multi-national company whose CEO 
hired you and who will eventually fire you. The CEO deter-
mines your newsroom budget, and sets the ratio of space/
time allotted to news versus advertising, and he will ensure 
that you, as Editor, represent the business interests of the 
whole multi-faceted corporation, which may have interests in 
industries as diverse as kids’ cartoons and armaments …. and 
Disney once blacked-out satirist Bill Maher for a remark he 
made about cluster-bombing in Afghanistan. As US journalist 
A.J. Liebling (1904 –1963) explained: “Freedom of the press is 
guaranteed only to those who own one”, but throughout the 
world, there are now only five media-owning corporations 
(Time-Warner, Bertelsmann, News Corporation, Hachette and 
Capital Cities/ABC).  As Editor, you must self-censor ruthlessly 
to ensure that you don’t upset your shareholders, because 
these days there aren’t many places left where a dismissed 
editor can find work. 

Resources 
You will have too few journalistic staff.  Your reporters will 
struggle to cover just the routine ‘calendar’ events such as 
AGMs, criminal trials, and parliamentary proceedings. As Edi-
tor, you will be dependent on centralised news agencies like 
Associated Press and Reuters, which have the resources to give 
news coverage around the world – such Newswires offer 

economies of scale because the same piece of news can be 
used many times over by different outlets in different time 
zones, a practice known as ‘churnalism’. You may be required 
contractually to present a story verbatim and unedited as it 
comes down the wire, This puts power into the hands of the 
agency, but it leaves you powerless. 
  
The Advertisers  
In the late 18th century, it was said that the power of the state 
stood upon three estates: the lords spiritual, the lords tempo-
ral and the commons. Whig politician Edmund Burke, speak-
ing in the Commons, famously pointed to the press gallery 

and added “Yonder sits the Fourth Estate, more powerful than 
them all!”  Two hundred years later it can be safely said that the 
fourth estate has been eclipsed by a Fifth Estate, the advertis-
ing industry, on which the fourth estate depends for its very 
survival. The media are not, as they claim, in the business of 
purveying news and education to the people; rather they are 
in the business of purveying the people to their advertisers in 
exchange for money. Advertisers want their audiences soft-
ened up into an uncritical mood, ready to consume. So as Edi-
tor, you must promote consumer values and encourage the 
belief that all problems can be solved by buying stuff. In the 
long run, it is the advertisers who will decide if your newspa-
per/station is to prosper or go to the wall, so you must keep 
them sweet. 

  
The Government  
Editors must be careful to stay within the law of the land 
which, depending on the land in question, can seriously 
cramp your style. In Britain, for example, the government can 
arbitrarily produce a Public Interest Immunity Certificate (a 
‘Gagging Order’) to prevent evidence of its own guilt from 
being published (as in the enquiry into events on ‘Bloody Sun-
day’). There’s also the super-injunction which forbids you from 
reporting that you have been forbidden from reporting an 
important story of public interest. The Official Secrets Act simi-
larly forbids mention of any aspect of the military-industrial-
security-intelligence conspiracy; Editors are also required to lie 
about the grievances of protest groups such as striking miners 
or Irish Republicans; as Lord Annan said “Unbiased  reporting 
must not be given to those who threaten democracy” (contra-
dicting the notion that peaceful protests are the very essence 
of democracy).                                                                                     –––>
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It can be safely said that the 
fourth estate has been 

eclipsed by a Fifth Estate, the 
advertising industry, on which 
the fourth estate depends for 

its very survival



Libel     
The libel laws prevent Editors from publishing truthful ac-
counts of corruption by the wealthy, as when the Distillers 
Company prevented the Sunday Times from publishing infor-
mation about the harmful effects of thalidomide. It is criminal 
libel to defame a rich person’s reputation, and damages can be 
so obscenely expensive that you must be very careful indeed 
not to publish anything which could conceivably be construed 
as defamatory, because the mere possibility of a writ from a 
wealthy hypocrite is enough to gag the bravest editor. 
  
The Lobby    
In the UK, government information is routinely controlled by a 
process known as the lobby system whereby about 150 media 
reporters voluntary agree to report only what they are told they 
may report, and without attribution, in exchange for the ‘privi-
lege’ of being allowed to mingle with government ministers and 
receive off-the-record releases from the Prime Minister’s Office. 
By agreeing to muzzle themselves in this extraordinary way, 
journalists can pick up information more cheaply than they 
could by investigative means, and so they humbly wait in the 
lobby to be lied to. As Editor, you will be obliged to publish 
whatever lies the govern-
ment chooses to leak, if you 
want to stay on the right side 
of those with the power oth-
erwise to make your job im-
possible. 
  
Newsworthiness 
A story must be newswor-
thy: a violent, raunchy or 
scandalous event which 
happened close to home in 
the past few hours, or a 
dramatic visual event which 
involves a famous person.  
By these criteria, a famine in 
China in which a hundred 
million people are slowly 
starving to death is not newsworthy because it isn’t an ‘event’, 
there are no ‘personalities’, it doesn’t threaten the status quo, 
and your readers/viewers are unable to identify with millions 
of faceless victims in a far-off land. As Stalin put it, “One death is 
a tragedy, a million deaths is a statistic” … So you will bin the 
Chinese famine story, and as far as your readers viewers are 
concerned, there is no famine in China.  US journalist Arthur 
McEwan defined news as “anything that makes the reader say 
Gee Whiz!” Accordingly, you must sensationalise and scare-
monger with talk of banks crashing, terrorist threats, and im-
pending disasters. Always stress the conflict aspect of a story - 
because rockets and explosions make better tele-viewing than 
the signing of peace treaties. 
  
The Readers/Viewers  
People don’t want to hear any truth that contradicts their bias-
es – they want only that news that provides daily reassurances 
that all foreigners are untrustworthy and ‘we’ are the good 
guys. US journalist H.L. Menken (1880 –1956) observed: “No-
body ever lost money underestimating the intelligence of the 
general public”. So you must keep it low-brow and entertain-
ing, otherwise they’ll go elsewhere. 
  
Hostile Criticism   
There are various media watchdogs which have taken it upon 
themselves to monitor the news in order to expose ‘evidence’ 

of bias. For example, the US Media Research Center complains 
on a daily basis about leftist bias evidenced, for example, by a 
reluctance to offend minorities. As Editor, you will be under 
constant pressure to give your news a rightist bias, though the 
watchdogs will continue promoting the belief that your cover-
age is biased to the left. Such media watchdogs exist purely to 
put pressure on Editors. 
  
Press Releases  
Good news at last! You will receive copious quantities of free, 
ready-to-use, press releases!  Never mind that they are often 
designed to smother stories of dishonesty, incompetence and 
disgrace in high places, and generally to muddy otherwise 
clear water. The Public Relations industry is founded on Nicco-
lo Machiavelli’s observation (in The Prince, 1513) that “Men 
judge more from appearances than from reality”, and the lucra-
tive business of manipulating appearances and concealing 
sordid reality is truly Machiavellian. Those who use PR either 
have something to hide, or else they are nonentities in need of 
publicity: vacuous ‘celebrities’ whose press releases contain 
non-news of film and music awards, football clubs signing new 
players, pop singers getting married/divorced.  

Typically 95% of the con-
tents of all lifestyle, fashion, 
and travel newspaper sup-
plements consist of little 
more than verbatim press 
releases, and typically 85% 
of financial news is similarly 
planted. US newspaper 
magnate William Randolph 
Hearst once defined ‘news’ 
as “What someone some-
where doesn’t want you to 
print!” That was then; this is 
now, when around half of 
what you will present as 
news is exactly what some 
press officer somewhere 

DOES want you to print.  Given the gaps in the news coverage 
left by your rigorous self-censorship, you will be delighted to fill 
them with ready-made press releases that masquerade as news. 
  
So what you publish after taking account of all the constraints 
will be little more than an insipid mush of inconsequential non-
news, opinion pieces, lifestyle press-releases, and lots of sport … 
aaaaaah sport … the opium of the masses! Topics such as exec-
utive bonuses, bribery scandals, corruption in high places, po-
lice brutality, military-industrial influence, allocation of budgets, 
unregulated offshore banking, or tales of profligacy and waste 
would have been easy enough to investigate, except that inves-
tigative reporting is costly and it upsets people. 
  
You won’t lack excuses for binning important news: maybe the 
source is undependable, or the story is too technical to explain 
properly, or maybe it just lacks sex-appeal. Anyway the story 
might conflict with the financial interests of the owners, the 
stockholders, the advertisers, or the political interests of the 
government, or the readers’/viewers’ prejudices. And there’s 
always deadline pressure and only limited space available. So 
why rock the boat? Especially if there’s the possibility of a crip-
pling libel action... Stay schtum! 
  
But, sadly, freethinkers wanting to form a warrantable opinion 
about a current topic must stay clear of the mass media.         q
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 Hot     Topics                                Hot     Topics 

IRELAND OFFICIALLY 
10% NON-RELIGIOUS 

IN October the Irish Central 
Statistics Office published a 
report on religion in the 2016 
Census. While Ireland re-
mains a predominantly 
Catholic country,  the per-
centage who identified as 
Catholic has fallen sharply 
from 84.2 per cent in 2011 to 
78.3 per cent in 2016. There 
has been a corresponding 
rise in the number with no 
religion which grew by 73.6 
per cent from 269,800 to 
468,400. Those with no reli-
gion now account for just 
under 10 per cent of the 
population (9.8%), according 
to the report (according to 
the European Social Survey it 
is 26%). More Irish people 
now have no religion than 
the 403,000 members of all 
minority religions combined. 
The 10% is similar to the 
percentage in Northern Ire-
land who, according to the 
2011 Census, had no religion. 

Another 125,300 (2.63%) 
declined to answer the reli-
gious question, while the 
corresponding 2011 North-
ern Ireland census figure was 
122,252 (6.8%). Many people 
interpret the religion ques-
tion in both jurisdictions as 
cultural. For this and many 
other reasons, considerably 
more than 10% on the island 
are not religious and the 
number keeps growing. 

PSNI PICK ON SOFT 
TARGETS 

IN July a banner containing 
the words ‘F..k the DUP’ ap-
peared at London’s Pride 
parade. It was presumably a 
response to the DUP-Tory 
deal made after the election. 
Scotland Yard said that a 
complaint was received 
about the banner, but it "did 
not meet the threshold for a 
criminal offence". 

In August a similar placard 
appeared at the Belfast Pride 
but was confiscated by the 
organisers because it 
breached Parades Commis-
sion rules. However, two 
months later 24-year-old Ellie 
Evans, who had carried the 
placard, was interviewed 
after police received two 
complaints, including one 
from DUP assembly member 
Jim Wells, who asked officers 
to investigate it as a hate 
crime. The PSNI intends to 
send a file to the Public Pros-
ecution Service.  

Why the two different ap-
proaches? Is it because of 
Northern Ireland sensitivi-
ties? If so, why are ‘F..K the 
Pope’ and ‘F..k Sinn Fein’ ban-
ners regularly displayed by 
loyalists on bonfires and 
parades without any  
repercussions whatsoever? 

A clue lies in another recent 
incident. Cantrell Close off 
the Ravenhill Road is one of 
Northern Ireland’s shared 
housing projects  – part of 
the Executive's Together 
Building United Communi-
ties programme. In the early 
summer UVF flags went up 
in the close in breach of pub-
lic order legislation and a 
contract signed by the resi-
dents. The police did noth-
ing. Then in  late September 
four Catholic families left 
their homes in the close after 
the PSNI informed them in 
the middle of the night of 
threats made against them. 
Why did the police not offer 
the families protection? After 
public pressure, they arrest-
ed two men but later re-
leased them without charge. 

Northern Ireland is a society 
still riven by paramilitary 
lawlessness, and the suspi-
cion remains that the police 
are reluctant to tackle the 
problem head on, instead 
pursuing soft targets like Ellie 
Evans and other basically 
lawful individuals for minor 
misdemeanours. The law is 
the ultimate weapon that 
the weak have against the 
strong, so it is a sad state of 
affairs when it appears that 
the police in Northern Ire-
land frequently leave the 
strong alone while rigorously 
applying the letter of the law 
to the weak and vulnerable. 

THE POPE’S VISIT 
IN October  it was an-
nounced by the GAA that 
the 2018 All Ireland Football 
Final, which was due to be 
played in August for the first 
time under the GAA's new 
season schedule, had been 
re-scheduled for the first 
weekend of September.  The 

original date has apparently 
been vacated in the expecta-
tion that Pope Francis at-
tends the 2018 World Meet-
ing of Families in Dublin and 
Croke Park stages its con-
cluding mass. 
There you have it: 80,000 
people will come to hear 
from a man who heads up an 
organisation with a lengthy 
history of condemning ho-
mosexuals, oppressing 
women, opposing contra-
ceptives (in an age of HIV 
and unsustainable popula-
tion growth), stigmatising 
divorced people and, most 
abhorrently, presiding over a 
situation of systematic physi-
cal and sexual abuse of chil-
dren in countries across the 
globe and its subsequent 
cover-up. And that's not 
even the whole of it. 

Can one imagine any other 
individual or organisation 
being given such adulation 
or credence on the basis of 
their record? Boggles the 
mind. 

BRAGG’S BLUNDER 
MELVYN Bragg believes it is a 
disgrace that the Bible is no 
longer read or taught in 
schools. Does he mean Cain 
killing Abel? God’s Flood 
genocide? Or the story of the 
blind Samson pushing down 
the pillars of the Philistines’ 
temple, killing thousands? Or 
Joshua’s slaughter of the 
innocents in Jericho? Or God 
raining fire and brimstone on 
Sodom and Gomorrah? 
Moses burning the golden 
calf, grounding it into pow-
der, and then forcing it down 
the throats of all the people?
… etc. etc. etc. Does Bragg 
really want to give children 
nightmares?                              q 
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Lines in the Sand 
Colin Corkey 

 
HIS painting is entitled Beidaihe and subtitled 
'No More Sand Art’, the latter borrowed from 
the title of a poem by the Romanian Jewish 

writer Paul Celan whose parents died at the hands of 
the Nazis. Measuring four feet high and three feet wide, 
the medium consists of sand from a Donegal beach, 
small fragments of shell from the North Coast and old 
roofing felt stained and weathered. The text, taken 
from a Sam Burnside poem, was applied using a sharp-
ened stem of willow as a pen and dipped in a white 
clay slip. 

On a calm, cool evening in late August, as the sun was 
setting over the Donegal hills, I sat overlooking a sandy 
cove in the North Coast. As the incoming tide was fast 

approaching I made a quick 
thumbnail sketch of a child's sim-
ple drawing on the sand before 
the encroaching waves obliterated 
the physical telltale marks and 
remnants of an afternoon's fun on 
the beach. In his poem The Way 
Finder the acclaimed Derry poet 
Sam Burnside refers to the tide-line 
as the 'meeting of two eternities'. 
'...Here is the tide-line,/the place 
where the sea does its housekeep-
ing;/twice daily…' 

In 1958 the idyllic seaside resort 
of Beidaihe on the coast of north-
ern China provided the venue for 
a huge meeting of the Chinese 
Communist Party led by Mao 
Zedong. This resulted in 'The 
Great Leap Forward' or 'Mao's 
Great Famine' causing unimagin-
able suffering and millions of 
deaths over the following three 
years. Ever since that time the 
Chinese government has been in 
denial that this was anything 
more than a natural disaster and 
continues to emphatically down-
play the catastrophic results to 
this day. The menacing tide of 
time conveniently plays a major 
part in the 'whitewashing' of such 
a history. 

Perhaps not quite on the same 
scale, but nevertheless echoes of 
this are evident closer to home, as 
the legacy of the past continues to 
be an issue for many. The prover-
bial 'line in the sand' so often ex-

pressed in conjunction with the need to 'move on' bears a 
coldness devoid of empathy and can be anathema espe-
cially to those who continue to bear the physical and psy-
chological scars of the 'Troubles'.  

In his latest book The Gift of Anger Arum Gandhi, 
grandson of the great spiritual leader, emphasises anger 
as a fuel for change provided it is controlled and leads 
to forgiveness but not forgetting. We forget at our peril. 
As a child’s drawing on the sand will be swept away by 
the next tide, the memory will still live on. Seamus 
Heaney puts it succinctly:  

The dotted line my father’s ashplant made   
On Sandymount Strand   
Is something else the tide won't wash away.                           q
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The Iron Rule of John Charles McQuaid 

IANNA FAIL, which first 
came to power in Ireland in 
1932, was largely deferen-

tial towards the Catholic Church. 
The Taoiseach, Eamon de Valera, 
a devout Catholic of conservative 
religious views, neither smoked 
nor drank and “his strictures 
extended beyond the evils of 
drink to the evils of jazz, the evils 
of betting on the races, the dan-
gers from indecent books” (quot-
ed in J.H. Whyte: Church and 
State in Modern Ireland, 
1923-1979, Gill and Macmillan, 1984, p40). As a young 
man he considered joining the priesthood and claimed 
that he had a vision of Jesus at Blackrock College in 
1928. He also made several public pronouncements 
which implied that the only true Irishmen were 
Catholics. The most explicit occurred in his St Patrick’s 
Day broadcast to the United States in 1935: “Since the 
coming of St Patrick, fifteen hundred years ago, Ireland 
has been a Christian and a Catholic nation. All the ruth-
less attempts made down through the centuries to force 
her from this allegiance have not shaken her faith. She 
remains a Catholic nation” (Catholic Bulletin, 1935). 

THE 1937 CONSTITUTION 
The constitution, Bunreacht na hÉireann, which de 
Valera introduced in 1937 was heavily infused with reli-
gious thought and phraseology. Its Preamble begins: “In 
the Name of the Most Holy Trinity, from Whom is all 
authority and to Whom, as our final end, all actions both 
of men and States must be referred…Humbly acknowl-
edging all our obligations to our Divine Lord, Jesus 
Christ, Who sustained our fathers through centuries of 
trial…”. Article 6 states that “all powers of government 
… derive, under God, from the people”. In Catholic the-
ory the phrase ‘under God’ means in practice ‘under the 
Church’, since it is the only authentic voice of God on 
earth. Article 40 gives a Catholic interpretation of free-
dom of speech in that the ‘organs of public opinion’ must 
not be used ‘to undermine public order or morality or the 
authority of the State’. The publication or utterance of 
blasphemous, seditious or ‘indecent’ matter is also an 
offence. Article 44 on Religion begins: “The State ac-
knowledges that the homage of public worship is due to 
Almighty God. It shall hold His Name in reverence, and 
shall respect and honour religion”. 

De Valera found a useful ally in drawing up Bunreacht 
na hÉireann in John Charles McQuaid, then Headmaster 
of Blackrock College, with whom he had established a 
friendship since the late 1920s. Other inputs came from 
John Hearne, the legal adviser to the Department of Ex-
ternal Affairs, and the Jesuits notably Fr Edward Cahill. 

But there is no doubt that Mc-
Quaid’s contribution was sub-
stantial. Indeed John Cooney 
heads a chapter in his biography 
of McQuaid, ‘Co-maker of the 
Constitution’. McQuaid’s influ-
ence was present in the Preamble, 
in the definition of a nation and 
the status of private property, and 
he was also a key figure in de-
termining the constitutional pro-
hibition of divorce and its outline 
of education and social policy. 
“Most controversial of all, per-

haps, was his input into establishing that the role of moth-
ers was in the home” (John Charles McQuaid: Ruler of 
Catholic Ireland, p103). In this respect Article 41.2.2 was 
blatantly sexist: “the State shall, therefore, endeavour to 
ensure that mothers shall not be obliged by economic ne-
cessity to engage in labour to the neglect of their duties 
within the home”. 

One issue where McQuaid did not get his way was in 
regard to the status of the Catholic Church. Both he and 
Fr Cahill wanted it to be designated as ‘the One True 
Church’. De Valera felt that he had to avoid an outcry 
from Protestants and therefore went with the formula-
tion that “the State recognises the special position of the 
Holy Catholic Apostolic and Roman Church as the 
guardian of the faith professed by the great majority of 
the citizens” (article 44.1.2). In the next section the State 
recognised other Christian denominations and Jewish 
congregations. Article 44 was actually praised at the time 
by leaders of Irish Protestant churches and by Jewish 
groups. But it only gave the appearance of pluralism. The 
vague phrase ‘special position’ reads in this context as 
merely a statement of demographic fact, and in any case 
Catholic doctrine does not claim the right to political 
and legal influence on the basis of the size of its flock but 
on the basis of its claimed objective truth; and yet the 
whole document is riddled with Catholic teaching on the 
family, on education, on divorce, on private property, on 
the limits to freedom of speech and on public morality, 
and the external reality since 1922 was that the Catholic 
Church was effectively the state church in all but name. 

THE MOTHER AND CHILD CONTROVERSY 
This reality was demonstrated by the Mother and Child 
controversy. In 1948 Dr Nöel Browne, a 32-year-old 
member of the radical republican party Clann na 
Poblachta, became Minister for Health in the new coali-
tion government led by the Fine Gael leader John Costel-
lo. Browne’s parents died of tuberculosis, and he himself 
had suffered from the disease. One of his pressing con-
cerns, therefore, was to tackle the problem and to this end 
he began an emergency bed programme, which was    ––> 
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highly successful, providing two thousand extra beds for 
T.B. patients in a little over years and getting the death 
rate from the disease tumbling down from 124 per 
100,000 in 1947 to 73 per 100,000 in 1951. However, 
the infant mortality rate in Ireland was still the highest in 
western Europe, and Browne proposed to tackle this 
problem by implementing the Mother and Child scheme 
in the 1947 Health Act introduced by Fianna Fáil but in 
abeyance owing to a legal challenge and the govern-
ment’s fall in February 1948. The plan was to provide 
free anti and post natal care for mothers and free health 
care to all children under the age of 16 – in short, a par-
tial national health service. It also proposed health educa-
tion for children and for women in regard to motherhood 
and free gynaecological care. At the time there was no 
opposition from any Dáil Deputy, but the Catholic hierar-
chy did voice its objections in a private letter to de Valera. 

Unaware of this opposition, Browne submitted his pro-
posals privately to the Irish Medical Association in July 
1950. It opposed the scheme on the grounds that it was 
a dangerous step towards complete state control of med-
icine and in any case the treatment was not subject to a 
means test. Then in Sep-
tember details of the plan 
were published in the press. 
On 10th October McQuaid 
summoned Browne (right) 
to his palace in Drumcondra 
and read out a protest letter 
which the hierarchy then 
sent to the Taoiseach. It ex-
pressed disapproval mainly 
on the grounds that: it was 
“in direct opposition to the 
rights of the family and the 
individual”; “the right to 
provide for the health of 
children belongs to parents, 
not to the state”; “the right 
to provide for the physical 
education of children belongs to the family and not to 
the state”; the state had no right to give instruction on 
education in regard to motherhood; and there was no 
guarantee that gynaecological care would not include 
provision for birth limitation and abortion, which would 
be contrary to Catholic principles.  

McQuaid also objected to the absence of a means test, 
according to Browne in his autobiography, asking “why 
it was necessary to go to so much trouble and expense 
simply to provide a free health service for the 10 per cent 
necessitous poor”. This weird comment was, as Browne 
says, “not only wrong, since the percentage involved was 
30 not 10, but surely represented a strange attitude from 
a powerful prelate of a Christian Church towards the life 
and death of the necessitous poor and their children 
(Nöel Browne: Against the Tide, Gill and Macmillan, 
1986, pp159-161). 

On 6th March 1951 Browne released a pamphlet outlin-
ing the scheme to the press and to all the members of the 
Catholic hierarchy. There followed several meetings and 
phone calls between Costello and McQuaid at which the 
former bizarrely asked permission of the Archbishop to 
write to Browne. On 8th March McQuaid replied to 

Browne, repeating his earlier disapproval. On 21st 
March Costello duly wrote to Browne, telling him that 
“my withholding of approval of the scheme is due to the 
objections set forth in the letter to me from the Secretary 
of the Hierarchy, written on behalf of the Hierarchy, and 
to the reiteration of their objections by His Grace the 
Archbishop of Dublin, as Archbishop of Dublin” (J.H. 
Whyte: Church and State in Modern Ireland, Appen-
dices, p432). The repetition of the titles is a clear indica-
tion that the Prime Minister of Ireland was yielding not 
merely to the hierarchy’s objections but to the superior 
power of the Catholic Church itself.  

On 4th April the hierarchy sent a statement to Costello 
again rejecting the proposals as contrary to Catholic 
social teaching. The next day McQuaid met the 
Taoiseach and described the hierarchy’s letter as a clear-
cut condemnation of socialistic state medicine. Costello 
later agreed to brief the Cabinet on 6th April. As a result, 
all except Browne rejected the scheme. Even MacBride, 
the leader of his party and its other member in the Cabi-
net, deserted him. Relations between the two were in any 
case poisonous, as demonstrated by Browne’s scathing 

letter in reply to MacBride’s 
order on the night of 10th 
April for him to resign from 
the government. He casti-
gated his party leader for his 
‘two-faced hypocrisy and 
humbug’ and ‘unwholesome 
brand of politics’ and re-
called the executive meeting 
at which MacBride had ac-
cused him of political ‘inex-
perience’ by allowing him-
self to be photographed with 
the Protestant Archbishop of 
Dublin. Browne commented: 
“this puerile bigotry is 
scarcely calculated to assist 
the cause of national reunifi-

cation which you profess to have at heart” (see Appen-
dices, pp422-423, J.H. Whyte: Church and State in 
Modern Ireland). 

The following evening Costello informed McQuaid that 
Browne had resigned but had, without permission, sent a 
long statement to the press. He had actually handed the 
editor of the Irish Times his correspondence with Mc-
Quaid, Costello and MacBride. It appeared in the paper 
on 12th April along with an editorial headed ‘Contra 
Mundum’, which stated: “This is a sad day for Ireland… 
an honest, far-sighted and energetic man has been driven 
out of active politics. The most serious revelation, how-
ever, is that the Roman Catholic Church would seem to 
be the effective Government of this country”. (Irish 
Times, 12th April, 1951). Seán Ó Faoláin put it succinct-
ly in the monthly magazine The Bell in the April issue. 
The case showed that the Republic had two parliaments: 
“a parliament at Maynooth and a parliament in 
Dublin… The Dáil proposes; Maynooth disposes. The 
Dáil had, when up against the Second Parliament, only 
one right of decision: the right to surrender”. 

The role of McQuaid in the crisis should not be underes-
timated. As Cooney suggests, Browne “was defeated  ––>
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ultimately by the condemnation of the bishops on Mc-
Quaid’s official dictation. McQuaid’s detailed notes con-
firm that from as early as October he effectively stalked 
the increasingly beleaguered Browne, until he was fully 
satisfied that he was isolated in Cabinet and was helpless 
in the face of the vested interests of the medical profes-
sion with whose leaders McQuaid dealt behind the 
scenes” (John Charles McQuaid, Ruler of Catholic Ire-
land, p273). That role was noted at the time by many 
Protestants in the north. The writer Sam McAughtry, 
who lived in the loyalist Tiger’s Bay area at the time, was 
interviewed by John Cooney, who quotes him as saying: 
“If you can imagine that the essence of our fears was 
that Catholic politicians were controlled by their priests, 
John Charles McQuaid embodied those fears. Before 
then, McQuaid was unknown to us. In destroying 
Browne, he emerged from the shadows. He was the 
Catholic leader” (op. cit. p275). 

NOT SINGLE SPIES, BUT IN BATTALIONS 
As we have seen, McQuaid was a co-maker of the essen-
tially theocratic Irish Constitution even before he be-
came Archbishop of Dublin. Then for more than three 
decades in that post from 1940 to 1972 he was a malign 
influence,  imposing a puritanical and intolerant Chris-
tianity on Irish politics and society – what his biographer 
John Cooney has called an ‘austere spiritual terrorism’. 
Above all, there was an obsession with sex, displayed in 
the imposition of a strict code of sexual conduct, an op-
position to ‘filthy’ books, a snooping on people about 
their sexual conduct, an obsession with purity, a segrega-
tion of boys and girls, an insistence that girls become 
housewives, an opposition to mixed sports, and so on. 
The opening up of his archive material in 1997 revealed 
an Irish version of the East German Stasi: an intelligence 
system of covert information from his spies in government 
departments, the medical, legal and teaching professions, 
the army and the Garda, the Knights of Columbanus, the 
Legion of Mary and various other ‘collaborators’ and 
‘helpers’, as he himself called them, who reported to him 
on sexual libertines, socialists, Jews, Protestants and any 
other deviants from Catholic orthodoxy. 

What was not exposed, however, was the widespread 
physical and sexual abuse by Catholic clergy in church 
institutions that were occurring under his primacy. The 
Ryan Report on Child Abuse (2009) focused largely on 
sixty residential Reformatory and Industrial Schools 
operated by Catholic orders and funded and supervised 
by the Irish Department of Education. It found that sex-
ual and psychological abuse was ‘endemic’ in Catholic-
run industrial schools and orphanages in Ireland for 
most of the 20th century. It focused on a 60-year-period 
from 1936 and  took submissions from 2,000 people 
who said they had suffered physical and sexual abuse. 
McQuaid knew what was happening in these institu-
tions but did nothing to reform them. 

Although the Murphy Report also in 2009 on the 
Dublin Archdiocese limited its timeframe from 1975 to 
2004, it heard about abuse by individual priests from the 
1940s. The report was highly critical of McQuaid’s atti-
tude, accusing him of showing “no concern for the wel-
fare of children”. It stated that four Archbishops from 
McQuaid on (Dermot Ryan, Kevin McNamara and 
Desmond Connell were the three others) all refused to 

pass information on clerical abuse to local police. During 
McQuaid’s period three prominent cases involved Fa-
thers Paul Magennis, Ivan Payne and Patrick Hughes.  

Complaints against McQuaid himself were not forward-
ed to the Murphy inquiry until May 2009, just as it was 
winding down, and were addressed in a supplementary 
report. It refers to two child sex abuse complaints 
against him, as well as a separate ‘concern’. One com-
plaint alleges abuse of a 12-year-old boy by McQuaid in 
1961. However, McQuaid was not mentioned by name 
but is described as a cleric who ‘has been dead for many 
years’. The Irish Times established that the cleric referred 
to in the report is McQuaid, but these allegations have 
so far produced no real evidence to back them up. 

Like Paisley in the North, McQuaid in the South embod-
ied the tragic irony of Irish Christianity. In contrast to 
the ‘gentle Jesus, meek and mild’, they epitomised a nar-
row and dogmatic form of the Christian faith which 
displayed intolerance and aggression towards its oppo-
nents and an iron grip on its followers. In this they sym-
bolised Brian Friel’s judgement of the Irish as a ‘retarded 
people, divided by similarities’. The sad fact, too, is that 
this blatant distortion of the kind and peaceful message 
of Jesus was allowed to dominate each community large-
ly unchallenged. Paisley and McQuaid were allowed to 
stamp their authority and malign vision on the island 
and thus gave proof to Lecky’s verdict that “if the char-
acteristic mark of a healthy Christianity be to unite its 
members by a bond of fraternity and love, then there is 
no country where Christianity has more completely 
failed than Ireland”.  

Let us now hope that bigoted Ireland’s dead and gone; 
it’s with Paisley and McQuaid in their graves.               q  
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The Big Questions 
If swimming develops poise and grace, 
then what about ducks walking? 

Whither Atrophy? 

If we're here to help others, what are the others here 
for? 

Is Karl Marx's grave a Communist plot? 

What is behind the National Front? 

Will the 2020 Olympics be restricted to athletes with 
perfect vision? 

If there's afterbirth, why no afterlife? 

Why is there only one Monopolies Commission? 

Are EXIT signs on the way out? 

Do the Wasps have a Bee team? 

If absolute power corrupts absolutely, where does 
that leave God? 

Who is General Failure, and why is he reading my 
hard disk? 

If music be the food of love, why don’t rabbits play 
banjos?
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 Pax Humani?  

OME years ago, I read in a pacifist publication 
that representatives of the Anglican Pacifist Fel-
lowship, Pax Christi, and a humanist organisation 

had jointly laid white poppies at the Conscientious Ob-
jectors’ Commemorative Stone in Tavistock Square, 
London, to mark International Conscientious Objec-
tors’ Day, which falls on 15th May. Their joint gesture 
was intended as a practical demonstration that people 
of differing religions and beliefs could  – and should  –
work together, instead of inciting conflict. 

Though an engaged peacenik, at the time  I wasn't 
aware of the stone or the day. Even more intriguing, 
what was a humanist? Because it was that very article 
which caused me to find out. 

In fact, if it wasn't for that article in a small alternative 
publication whose name I now forget, I might never have 
gone on to help found a hu-
manist group. In turn that 
group has campaigned (suc-
cessfully) for social and legal 
change in a small country 
where Christianity (and its 
least tolerant interpretations) 
formally held far more sway 
than is healthy. The odd thing 
is, nobody at what is now 
Humanists UK seems to know 
anything about the event, 
though my memory is that it was Robert Ashby, then the 
Chief Executive, who was the humanist representative. 

A few years later, while representing Isle of Man Free-
thinkers at a Humanist Council of the Isles meeting, I 
asked his successor, Hanne Stinson, if there was a BHA 
peace network. She admitted that because of the second 
Gulf War there had been renewed interest, and I recall 
giving my contact details for a planned humanist inter-
net forum or chat group which might get things going. 
Sadly, for various personal reasons, Hanne had to step 
down from her post a little later, and nothing further 
came of the plan. 

Inspired by the brilliant Campaign Against the Arms 
Trade Faith Network success last month in closing 
down a major London Arms Fair by acts of civil dis-
obedience, I recently contacted both Humanists UK and 
the National Secular Society. I asked what  they knew 
of links between humanism and the UK peace move-
ment. 

Answers came there none, so, undeterred, I asked else-
where. From what I now know, the untold story is a 

fascinating one, and the failure to build on it seems 
rather tragic. 

You see, there is a direct link between the Conscientious 
Objectors’ Commemorative Stone and the NSS. In fact, 
it was at the 1976 funeral of Joseph Brett, a conscien-
tious objector, led by Bill McIlroy (then secretary of the 
NSS), that the idea was sparked – by Bill himself. In his 
address he hoped that maybe one day conscientious objec-
tors throughout the UK would be remembered, nationally 
and locally, in the same way as military personnel. 

The suggestion was seized on by UK pacifists such as 
the Peace Pledge Union, and by 1998 a planning group, 
the Right to Refuse to Kill Group, was meeting in the 
Bertrand Russell Room at Conway Hall to implement 
it. Finally, in 1994, the stone was unveiled on In-
ternational Conscientious Objectors' Day by Sir 

Michael Tippet, President of 
the Peace Pledge Union. Each 
year since 1998 there has been 
a memorial ceremony at the 
stone, though I can uncover 
no current formal humanist 
involvement. 

But Valerie Mainstone, an old 
friend of  Bill McIlroy in 
Brighton, did have some good 
news for me, and an intriguing 

suggestion. For in 2015 and 2016 members of Brighton 
Secular Humanists joined Quakers and the Women's 
International League for Peace and Freedom at 
Brighton’s war memorial at 2 PM on Armistice Sunday 
to remember those who refused to kill. The events were 
attended by approximately 25 and 50 people respective-
ly, and preceded by wreath-making workshops attended 
by members of the participating groups. 

Valerie is also keen to revive Bill's vision for not just 
national  but local peace memorials (e.g. gardens) and 
annual ceremonies. And why not? 

In working to achieve this we would simply be follow-
ing a path blazed by earlier humanists. Let me sum-
marise the sequence of events again here. A permanent 
memorial to peacemakers and the establishment of a 
day to remember them, suggested by a major figure in 
the National Secular Society, planned in a room named 
after perhaps the world's most famous atheist and pio-
neering anti-nuclear campaigner, in a building owned 
by the NSS. 

What are we waiting for? Divine inspiration?              q 
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Each year since there has 
been a memorial ceremony 
at the stone, though I can 
uncover no current formal 

humanist involvement 
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 The Haves (and Have Nots)  
of a Famous Burial Site 

HE burial site in question is the graveyard at 
Knock,  Co Mayo; as you will see, permission for 
admittance varied in accordance with the Canon 

Law status of the deceased. 

!  

Above is the Basilica at Knock, which was totally re-
vamped internally in 2015-16. The bill for the work 
was €11.4 million which the Church hopes to pay in 
full by the end of 2017. I am told that the actual final 
figure has increased substantially,  as is the way of ma-
jor redevelopment projects. The current estimated num-
ber of visitors to the Shrine, according to a Church 
spokesman, is 1.6 million per annum. “The figure… is 
calculated on the number of (Communion) hosts that 
are given out each year. It's based on a complex Lour-
des system. We're bigger than Guinness in terms of visi-
tor numbers but receive very little promotional as-
sistance from the tourist agencies”.  The Church plans 
to expand visitor numbers to 3 million people per an-
num as a result of the refurbishment. 

.

!  

Bottom left is the sizeable burial plot allocated to nuns 
of the Bon Secours Order. The remains of many of these 
nuns were exhumed from the infamous Mother and 
Baby Home site at Tuam and reburied at Knock when 
the HSE / Western Health Board redeveloped the site of 
the Home in 2001 for a reported €4 million.  

And finally,  by way of contrast,  below is a tiny plaque 
just outside the Knock graveyard gates. As well as 
commemorating their own dead child,  the parents paid 
tribute to all local children who had been denied the 
right of burial in consecrated ground. “May Our Lady 
of Knock bless the unbaptised Children buried else-
where in Knock Parish”… .  We might have added “and 
the diocese of Tuam, and all the parishes of Holy Ire-
land.” 

!  

It would be nice if the Church published financial re-
turns for pilgrimage attractions such as Knock Shrine 
on an annual basis. It would be nice if our governments 
applied tax laws equally to religious and secular organi-
sations. It would be nice if the remains of the children 
secretly disposed of in Tuam Mother and Baby Home 
and other religious administered institutions were final-
ly allowed equally dignified burial rites to those afford-
ed to their so-called guardians. It would be nice if rich 
religious orders paid their fair share towards the com-
pensation due to victims of their “care” regimes.   

But this is the world as it is.  As Bob Dylan sang “Mon-
ey doesn’t talk, it swears.” Amen to that.                     q 
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Poetry Corner  

Furry Bees Swarming 
CRACKED by winter frost 
the old sealed chimney 
tempts swarming bees 
out of the wild flowers 
to locate in the tight space. 
Flying in with massive 
loads of pollen over 
several months they keep 
the Queen Bee happy. 

As the narrow chimney  
swells with honeycombs 
and time comes for the  
colony to escape, they  
move down the chimney,  
fill the kitchen, paper the  
walls, carpet the floor, 
seal the windows and 
cover the back of the door 
with a warm cosy brown fur. 

The local beekeeper visits 
wearing protective clothing, 
he coaxes the Queen Bee 
to enter the nucleus he uses. 
The swarm follows, allowing 
light enter the cottage again, 
later, removing two buckets  
of honey from a cracked 
chimney, he feeds it back 
to the bees busy in his hives. 

Coffee Kiosk 
I order black coffee 
and an oatmeal biscuit 
full of chocolate chips, 
sit on the silver chair 
beside a silver table 
glowing bluish from a sky 
that looks as delicate 
as the Child of Mary 
cloaks we wore at 
processions while 
we marched around the 
town for Corpus Christi. 

Accents from around 
the globe humming, 
taking me to cities 
in other countries 
where I visited galleries, 
had new experiences 
met people from 
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This Love 
THOUGHTS about you now 
Rise like soft butterflies in flight 
Caught upon a summer breeze 
Then fall once more from sight. 
This  love can't find that cheek to kiss 
Nor hold those hands so warm and brown 
But some sweet bond within my mind 
Holds you to me yet. 
You walk with me, I talk with you 
I never will forget 
That you, my dad, though we're apart 
Live safely now within my heart. 

(Weeping now) 

Shelley Leggett

To Russie 
GOODBYE my fearsome, faithful friend, 
For us you put your life on the line, 
Duty hours from nine to nine, 
Knocking off when you felt it time. 
No more a child's adoring smiles, 
The magnetism of dog and stranger, 
The mutual trust, the power of love, 
Small arms outstretched, no place for danger. 

Our one-time stop/start strolls have changed 
To silent walks at steady pace 
Past posts and trees and daily walkers 
Who bid 'good day' if they glance our way. 

A week after you had to die 
I looked through tears at the midnight sky 
And saw your shape formed in a cloud 
Cradled now in a Heavenly shroud.  

                         Colin Corkey 
(our beloved Airedale Terrier 'Rusko' passed away 
on 1st September, 2017, aged 11 years) 
———————————————————— 

Mary Guckian

other nationalities 
who enriched my life. 
Coffee boosting those 
golden memories  
on the Boardwalk 
alongside the dark 
flowing Liffey today.

Holiday Inn Express, University St, Belfast 
Thursday 9th November, 8pm 
Moving Beyond Sectarianism  

Peter Osborne  
Chairman, Community Relations Commission 
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Beyond God and Religion 

F, as Humanists, we think that attacking religion is 
not enough, then we should be clear about exactly 
what it is that we are rejecting and why. We cannot 

move to a better world unless we understand what is 
wrong with this one. If we want people to behave in a 
more kind and loving way, then we need to analyse what 
is unkind and unloving about the present.  

Of course, there is a well known Irish joke about an Eng-
lish tourist in the wilds of Connemara who asks one of 
the locals for directions to Letterfrack. The Irishman 
replies: “Well sir, if I were you, I wouldn’t start from 
here”. There is something of the wise fool in this re-
sponse. If our goal is a new way of living in peace and 
harmony, then it may be better to start afresh rather than 
attempt to tweak an old system we have inherited. In-
stead of tinkering with the old model, we should get on 
with producing a new one. But this assumes that religion 
and its influence has been all bad. Are there not some 
things in our heritage worth preserving? 

RELIGION 

RELIGION is a slippery concept about which there is 
much disagreement. Even the Latin origin of the word is 
disputed. Cicero (106-43BCE) thought it stemmed from 
the word ‘relegare’, meaning to reflect on something. 
Then, again, is it from ‘relegere’, to read again, or from 
‘religare’, to bind fast? In the latter case it could refer to a 
bond of piety to any institution which binds people to-
gether, just like the family.  

Definitions reflect this confusion and tend to be either 
too narrow or too vague. It may be taken to mean simply 
a commitment to certain ideals of life  – any committed 
faith. For many, it is the more narrow belief in and wor-
ship of a spiritual or supernatural being or beings. Daniel 
Dennett defines religions as “social systems whose partic-
ipants avow belief in a supernatural agent or agents 
whose approval is sought” (Breaking the Spell, 2006, 
p9). Yuval Noah Harari in his recent book Sapiens 
(Harvill Secker, 2014) defined it as “a system of human 
norms and values that is founded on a belief in a super-
human order”. H.L. Mencken, in his Treatise on the 
Gods, said that "whether it happens to show itself in the 
artless mumbo-jumbo of a Winnebago Indian or in the 
elaborately refined and metaphysical rites of a Christian 
archbishop, its single function is to give man access to 
the powers which seem to control his destiny, and its 
single purpose is to induce those powers to be friendly to 
him".   

In this narrow conception of worshipping and pleasing 
supernatural powers, an atheist cannot be religious, nor 
would he/she want to be. Humanists reject religion in the 

narrow sense, and most of us think that the world would 
be a better place without it. I wouldn’t say that religion is 
‘the root of all evil’, the title of  a TV documentary pre-
sented by Richard Dawkins in 2006. But in this doctrinal 
and dogmatic sense, it is oppressive, destructive and divi-
sive. It has been a force for control, manipulation, repres-
sion and authoritarianism. It has suppressed free speech. 
It has restricted scientific advances. It has peddled a neg-
ative and repressive view of sexuality and morality.  

Above all, religion has stirred intolerance, hatred and 
bloodshed because  – and here in Ireland is a classic  and 
tragic case  – it promotes tribalism and violence. It di-
vides insiders from outsiders, the saved from the damned. 
Rather than assuming good intentions, adherents are 
often taught to treat outsiders and non-believers with 
suspicion. “Be ye not unequally yoked with unbelievers,” 
says the Christian Bible. “They wish that you disbelieve 
as they disbelieve, and then you would be equal; there-
fore take not to yourselves friends of them,” says the 
Koran. 

These destructive consequences of religion in the narrow 
sense have led atheists and Humanists to be highly criti-
cal. Some believers would say too aggressively critical. 
Yet a critical intellect is what we seek develop in our 
children. It is not something to be abandoned when we 
become adults. Humanists want to make the world a 
happier place. We cannot achieve that goal if we do not 
remove the obstacles to its achievement. 

Yet we cannot spend all our mental energy being nega-
tive. Constantly knocking God becomes a sort of mental 
masturbation which doesn’t produce anything construc-
tive. We older humanists have been there, done that and 
worn the Atheist teeshirt. We need to move on to seek a 
positive philosophy beyond religion. 

And, anyway, there is another conception of religion 
which doesn’t seek orthodoxy of belief and creed but 
instead seeks orthopraxy, namely right practices and val-
ues. As Tim Whitmarsh points out in his 2016 book Bat-
tling the Gods, ancient Greek religion didn’t have a fixed 
set of beliefs and there was no attempt to impose theo-
logical orthodoxy.  

Another way of putting this is to say that ancient Greeks 
distinguished between mythos and logos. The latter was 
rational philosophy, but that was understood only by a 
few. For the earliest Greek thinkers like Homer and Hes-
iod, the myths spoke of the gods but they also embodied 
philosophical, psychological and ethical ideas about the 
real world. In his 1609 work The Wisdom of the An-
cients Francis Bacon argued that these ancient myths are 
allegories which contain moral truths. In this sense,   ––>    
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religion conveys a much looser and broader idea about 
the nature of ultimate reality, whatever it is. Similarly, 
the ancient sages of India and China did not see religion 
as belief in a set of doctrines but instead a matter of 
work, values and discipline. 

Some argue that we are all on a religious path because it 
relates to the philosophical questions about life and 
death that most of us have, at one time or another, asked 
ourselves and others. In this view, religion is the quest for 
meaning. In The Scientific Study of Religion (1970), 
John Milton Yinger writes: "Religion is a system of be-
liefs and practices by means of which a group of people 
struggles with the ultimate problems of human life". 
Einstein said that he was religious in the sense that he 
was aware of something that the human mind cannot 
grasp and whose 'beauty and sublimity reaches us only 
indirectly and as a feeble reflection'. The British philoso-
pher and mathematician A.N. Whitehead (1861-1947) 
defined it mysteriously as “what the individual does with 
his own solitariness”  – a very private activity indeed.  

SPIRITUALITY                                                       

YET, to use the word religion in this 
wider sense is misleading. I think 
that the word spirituality is more 
accurate. What do we mean by this 
term? In his book Beyond Religion, 
published in 2011, the Dalai Lama 
suggests that our basic human spiri-
tuality  – an underlying disposition 
toward love, kindness and affection 
 – is more fundamental than religion. 
For the Dalai Lama, spirituality is 
about cultivating those inner values 
which we all appreciate in others.  

Yet we don’t need to take only the 
Dalai Lama’s word for it. Let’s look 
at three of the most well known so-
called New Atheists. Here’s a quote 
from an interview: “Spirituality can 
mean something that I’m very sym-
pathetic to, which is a sort of sense 
of wonder at the beauty of the uni-
verse, the complexity of life, the magnitude of space, the 
magnitude of geological time. All these things create a 
sort of frisson in the breast, which you could call spiritu-
ality. But I would be very concerned that it shouldn’t be 
confused with supernaturalism”. The speaker? It was 
Richard Dawkins on Al Jazeera TV. 

And here is Sam Harris: “spiritual experiences often con-
stitute the most important and transformative moments 
in a person’s life. Not recognising that such experiences 
are possible or important can make us appear less wise 
even than our craziest religious opponents”. That is a 
sentiment expressed in this book: Waking Up: A Guide 
to Spirituality without Religion, published in 2014. Har-
ris, incidentally, defines spirituality as self-transcendence. 

And here is Christopher Hitchens in a debate with Tony 
Blair in 2010: “There is something beyond the material, 
or not entirely consistent with it, what you could call the 
numinous, the transcendent… it’s in certain music, land-

scape, certain creative work, and without this we really 
would be primates. It’s important to appreciate this and 
religion has done a very good job of enshrining it in mu-
sic and architecture”. We should remember that, al-
though Marx said that religion was the opium of the 
people, he also said that it was “the heart of a heartless 
world”. 

So both believers and non-believers can be moved to 
tears by a religious work like Bach’s St Matthew Passion. 
But the music doesn’t even have to be overtly religious. 
There is a flash mob of part of the last movement of 
Beethoven’s 9th Symphony taken in the Spanish city of 
Sabadell, north of Barcelona, which brings tears to my 
eyes. It has been watched about 75 million times. The 
9th is a good example of a piece of music which is spiri-
tual without being religious, and of course it is also the 
anthem of the European Union. The faces of the crowd 
including the children warm the heart and make us feel 
that “all people really are our brothers and sisters”. 

How do we connect these apparently diverse notions of 
spirituality? To realise that we as individuals are small 

and insignificant in the context of the 
cosmic vastness creates a feeling of 
solidarity and sympathy with other 
living things. Truly, we are all in it 
together. We then come to realise that 
we are only significant in relation to 
this larger whole. This knowledge 
opens our eyes to the truth about 
existence: that the meaning of life 
does not lie externally beyond life in 
some heavenly hereafter but it lies 
internally in the world beyond our 
own puny individual lives. In truth, 
the meaning of life lies in the contri-
bution that we make to the lives of 
others and the living planet around 
us. To be spiritual is therefore to 
make our contribution to human 
happiness and wellbeing and to bring 
out the best and brightest in the hu-
man spirit.  

A CALL TO ACTION 

AS Humanists, one way is to promote the values we 
hold dear. They include love, freedom, equality, justice, 
happiness, compassion, reason and tolerance. These and 
many more are the core values of Humanism  – though, 
like many religions, we too can claim that the greatest of 
these is love.  Spirituality is ultimately what it means to 
be human and how we can best express our humanity. 
So we cannot leave the world as it is. The human spirit is 
too important to be left to priests, mullahs or spiritual-
ists. We need to confront the unloving and materialistic 
nature of the present. We cannot just passively accept the 
sufferings of humanity; we need to overcome them. How 
do we deal with poverty, sickness, injustice, exploitation, 
discrimination, ruination of the natural world? So spiri-
tuality is not just passive. It is also a call to action. It is a 
call to a humane philosophy which is based on caring 
for others and other living creatures and the fragile plan-
et we all share together.                                                  q
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Francis Bacon saw myths as allegories 
of moral truths
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 Positive Humanism  

ORLDWIDE, there seems to be no consensus 
on what exactly humanism is. Both its conno-
tations and denotations vary over time and 

across different cultural contexts. Even today  – and if 
only looking, say, at the small country of the Nether-
lands – humanism displays a broad range of appear-
ances. It ranges from (1) radical atheism at one edge of 
the spectrum (“religion is a dangerous delusion, and it 
should be conquered”); through (2) a more tolerant 
freethinking, a little further on the spectrum (“we can 
do without religion, we are better off without it”); to 
(3) agnosticism, somewhat more to the middle of the 
spectrum (“we don’t know and we cannot know if 
there exists anything beyond”); to (4), still further on 
the spectrum, the so-called inclusive humanism (“al-
though I may not be a believer myself, the majority of 
the world population is religious in one way or another, 
so let’s keep the dialogue open to learn from one anoth-
er”); to (5) forms of religious humanism at the other 
edge of the spectrum. In the Netherlands, all these ‘hu-
manisms’ are represented in the Dutch Humanist Asso-
ciation. 

Remarkably, all forms of humanism just mentioned 
define themselves in relation to religion, and the most 
prominent among them do this in a negative way (a-
theism, a-gnosticism, the negative freedom in freethink-
ing). I will take a different direction by articulating and 
defending ‘positive’ humanism: a humanism on its own, 
defined from within itself. Of course, humanism is al-
ways related to, and therefore influenced by, other 
views, convictions, life stances, philosophies of life, and 
religions, but humanism’s approach to these should, in 
my view, be offered from its own powers. 

Yet, those ‘negative’ definitions do point at an impor-
tant feature of humanism: its fundamentally critical 
character. In my view, humanism is to be understood 
primarily as a critical tradition in Western culture. Ini-
tially claiming that humanism is a tradition does not 
exclude other, more general or abstract conceptions of 
humanism, such as humanism as a particular life stance, 
a philosophy of life, a worldview, an existential orienta-
tion, an educational practice (Bildung), a meaning 
frame, or a paradigm. On the contrary, humanism en-
compasses all these matters. I call these definitions ab-
stract, though, because they tend to waive the temporal, 
historical, developmental, dynamic, and interactive 
character of humanist tradition in favour of some 
steady essence or identity. That tendency is quite under-
standable from an apologetic perspective, in contexts or 
situations where humanism should be defended, for 
instance, from assaults from the orthodox religious 
fringes. 

HUMANISM AS A CRITICAL TRADITION 

LET us first look at humanism from a historical point 
of view. It is generally accepted that humanism origi-
nates from the Renaissance, although it can justifiably 
be claimed that its roots go back to Antiquity. The so-
called ‘Renaissance humanists’ such as Desiderius 
Erasmus (1469–1536), Thomas More (1478–1535), and 
Michel de Montaigne (1533–1592) took a critical posi-
tion toward the cultural conditions of their time, par-
ticularly toward religion. Roughly stated, one might say 
that their contributions included a correction to the 
dominant theocentric worldview toward a more an-
thropocentric worldview. Instead of total dependence 
on God’s grace, humans came to be seen as having a 
free will (Erasmus). Instead of being the only saviour, 
Jesus came to be seen as a valuable teacher. Instead of 
directed at life after death, human life in its earthly and 
bodily conditions came to be seen as worthwhile and 
beautiful in itself. Still, their critical stance toward 
church and religion did not allow these Renaissance 
humanists to be atheists in the modern sense. They con-
tinued to be Christian believers during their entire lives. 
Their humanism coexisted, so to speak, with their 
Christian faith. 

The main resource for their criticism was classical An-
tiquity. By digging up and dusting off classical literary 
and philosophical texts, and reviving attention to Ro-
man and Greek sculpture, painting, and architecture, 
they brought about enormous innovations in literature, 
the fine arts, and religion. The revitalising of classical 
sources not only explains the name of the historical 
period—re-naissance, or re-birth—but it is typical for 
humanism as a tradition. Tradition (from the Latin 
trans-dare) means the passing on, giving back, or giving 
further. A humanist tradition in a culture passes on 
something from sources of that culture, which may 
have become lost, forgotten, or unserviceable. Human-
ism revitalises cultural sources (such as texts and pieces 
of art), gains inspiration from them, and passes them on 
to the audiences of that humanism’s time period. 

Humanism does so if and when such is thought neces-
sary for the sake of humanity, in the sense of humane-
ness (humanitas in Latin). The Renaissance humanists 
propagated the meaning and beauty of human life—
using long-forgotten sources from Antiquity—to 
counter the dominant thinking of abstract, rigid, and 
theocentric medieval scholasticism, because this kind of 
thinking and its ideas were thought to fall short of what 
human life is all about according to the humanists: hu-
maneness. We return to this important notion of hu-
manity or humaneness in the next section.              –––>
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The lost, forgotten, or unserviceable sources that hu-
manism revitalises not only include ideas from texts 
and works of art that historically existed at one time 
but also ideas that express meanings and values belong-
ing to humanity as such, according to humanism, 
whether they have actually been realised or not. These 
also need to be passed on. In the 18th century Enlight-
enment, another important period in the history of hu-
manity and in the history of humanism, humanists 
championed the individual’s ability and right to think 
for oneself—autonomy in the context of various het-
eronomies. The nineteenth-century (particularly Ger-
man) Bildung-humanism advocated freedom and edu-
cation (paideia) in an age of industrialisation where 
many people were exploited or enslaved. Freedom, au-
tonomy, and dignity are values that, from a humanist 
point of view, have to be passed on whether or not they 
have been fully accomplished and to what extent. To-
day, autonomy should be defended by humanism 
against the pressure of heteronomous influence from 
the media and the markets – currently increasingly 
dominant.  

THE POSITIVE CLAIMS OF HUMANISM 

TAKING humanism to be a critical cultural tradition 
that uncovers and interprets sources from that culture 
does not yet specify the meanings and values to which 
humanism is committed. 
The concept of tradition 
does not imply the content 
or the substance that is 
passed on in a tradition. 
However, our primary def-
inition of humanism indi-
cates that it is for the sake 
of humaneness that the 
humanist tradition strives, including in its critical char-
acter. To discuss the content of humanism, let me start 
with the latter. 

Inherent to the critical character of humanism is that it 
is also self-critical, for criticism can only be credible 
and plausible if it includes self-criticism. Criticising 
from an immune position makes no sense. This applies 
even more strongly to humanism, which is always part 
of and rooted in the culture that it criticises. That self-
critical character is related to the essential object of 
humanist criticism, which is dogmatism. All varieties of 
humanism mentioned already—radical atheism, free-
thinking, agnosticism, the so-called inclusive human-
ism, and even religious humanism—criticise in one way 
or another, and with different degrees of passion, the 
dogmatic aspects of religion. Dogmatism is understood 
here as taking a principle, idea, conception, or belief for 
granted as incontrovertibly true and unquestionable, 
without consideration for evidence, arguments, or the 
opinions of others, and legitimised by the authority of 
power, prejudice, custom, peer pressure, and so on. Ba-
sically, in my own words, dogmatism takes an answer 
for granted without pondering the question that could 
have led to that answer, or possibly to other answers. 
Humanism does persistently ask the questions behind 
the given answers of culture. Of course, this applies 
also to the answers of humanism itself. They should 
also be questioned. 

Regarding its critical and self-critical character, human-
ism resembles philosophy. Philosophy is generally un-
derstood to mean the systematic study of concepts, 
premises, and principles underlying people’s primary 
relationships—that is to say people’s relationships to 
themselves, to others, and to the world around them. 
More specifically, philosophy includes the systematic 
study of the practices of science and has an integrative 
duty toward them. Like humanism, philosophy oper-
ates as a critical tradition that reassesses, reinterprets, 
and rejuvenates the thinking of earlier philosophers in 
response to cultural, social, and scientific developments. 

For example, today’s philosophy is reviving Descartes’ 
early-seventeenth-century dualism, which despite many 
twentieth-century refutations is very much alive thanks 
to current neuroscience. Brain research poses a funda-
mental challenge for both humanism and philosophy of 
the 21st century. Although humanism (as an intellectual 
and artistic tradition) and philosophy (as a systematic 
academic discipline) cannot be equated, there is a key 
parallel between humanism and philosophy in their 
performance as critical, self-renewing traditions. Both 
are interpretative. Both are forward-looking precisely 
because they are traditional, in the sense that they pass 
on something valuable to the culture in which they op-
erate. Humanism transfers valuable knowledge by criti-
cally reviving earlier humanisms with an eye to safe-

guarding humaneness in the 
21st century.  

Depending on time and 
context, humanists consis-
tently articulate, explore, 
and call attention to the 
values that constitute hu-
maneness. But humanists 

also personify and demonstrate those values. The way 
that the humanist tradition can be articulated through 
exemplars who personify and demonstrate these values 
is discussed in the third section. 

Humanism and philosophy resemble each other not 
only by operating as traditions but also by offering 
their anti-dogmatic incentives. Dogmatism is the natur-
al enemy of both philosophy and humanism. Therefore, 
both are per se self-critical. Philosophy not only ques-
tions social and natural reality but itself as well. Indeed, 
a feature distinctive to philosophical questions is the 
way that the question is itself part of the question. A 
philosophical question, directed at any domain of reali-
ty, always also asks about whether this is the best pos-
sible question to acquire what we want to know, what 
kind of answers come into view by this question, and 
which possible answers are thereby excluded. For in-
stance, the seemingly obvious question, ‘what is … ?,’ 
usually taken as the primary and most fundamental 
question to be asked, is actually directed at fixed 
essences. The world opened up by a ‘what is?’ question 
consists of ‘things with properties,’ including humans as 
special things with special capacities, such as reason. 
This limited ontology can be circumvented by asking the 
meta-question: Is that ‘what is’ question the best possible 
question to be asked about human life, values, history, 
tradition, as so forth? Not asking this meta-question 
would be dogmatic because, precisely as a              –––>
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consequence of not asking, it takes one (customary) 
answer to this meta-question for granted: the answer 
that ‘what is?’ is the best question. Philosophy and hu-
manism share their anti-dogmatic spirit and conduct. 
Related to their anti-dogmatism, they also share their 
hermeneutic character. We have seen already the 
hermeneutic character of humanism’s critical stance 
toward culture. And among all philosophies, hermeneu-
tical philosophy is particularly alert to dogmatism.  

THE CONTENT OF HUMANISM 

Having discussed its critical character, we now come to 
the content of humanism. Our conception of humanism 
as a critical tradition gives a clue to why it substantive-
ly matters. It is for the sake of humaneness that human-
ism criticises what falls short of this standard. Although 
the concept of humaneness does not lend itself to an 
unambiguously positive description and its meaning 
presumably varies through time and across cultures, we 
still can operationalise it into a concrete understanding. 
At the University of Humanistic Studies, humaneness is 
defined in terms of meaning in life and humanisation. A 
humane life is a meaningful life in just circumstances. A 
meaningful life can be conceptualised as a life in which 
basic needs for meaning are jointly fulfilled, such as 
purpose, moral worth, self-worth, competence, com-
prehensibility, connectedness, and excitement. The hu-
manist way of making meaning is characterised by four 
core convictions : 1

1. the principle that all humans are entitled to 
human dignity and that, based on this, people 
should treat each other as equals; 

2. the belief that all religious and worldview ori-
entations in knowledge and deed are context-
sensitive constructs—even if those orientations 
themselves do not acknowledge this—and are 
as such hermeneutically accessible products of 
culture; 

3. the responsibility of people to use their free-
dom to develop themselves in relation to oth-
ers (Bildung) and to seriously engage in caring 
for themselves and others, as well as for nature 
and the environment, and in so doing develop 
their personal abilities and talents; and 

4. the belief that life is ultimately all about the 
fate of specific, unique, physically and mental-
ly vulnerable, and irreplaceable people, who 
can love and be loved and are trying to find 
meaning in life. 

From these basic principles, we can better understand 
how humanist traditions are focused on humanity or 
humaneness. This focus is developed and motivated by 
certain values that make up the building blocks of hu-
manist tradition. Humanism stands for values such as 
liberty (understood as autonomy and resilience), re-
sponsibility (understood as the duty to care, for which 
one is answerable), justice (understood as upholding 
institutions and arrangements that protect people from 

exploitation and humiliation), solidarity (understood as 
spiritual and material care for one another), pluralism 
(understood as the right to individual and group identi-
ty), art of living (understood as refined moral conduct 
toward oneself and others), and sustainability (under-
stood as long-term care for the inhabitability of the 
planet). Taken together these values lay down the road 
map, so to speak, to humaneness. 

Based on these (operationalised) values, humanism 
holds an open worldview, a stance of critical thinking, 
and the virtues of self-reflection and dialogue—ac-
knowledging and promoting the autonomous and re-
sponsible role of humans in shaping their lives. While 
humanism has its own views on humaneness, it claims 
no monopoly on it. Humanism’s critical stance implies 
that humaneness is continually rediscovered, reassessed, 
and defended in a dialogue with other domains of cul-
ture: literature, arts, philosophy, worldviews, and reli-
gions. 

A beautiful example of a humanist tradition that demon-
strates all the features and values just mentioned is the 
essay tradition in—and, in a way, between—literature 
and philosophy. Since the Renaissance philosopher 
Michel de Montaigne, the essay has become a genre ex-
ercised and practised by many authors from different 
countries. In the Netherlands, for example, Multatuli 
(1820–1887) and Rudy Kousbroek (1929–2010) sus-
tained a humanistic essay tradition since Montaigne.  

While the humanist tradition has no holy books of its 
own, the essay can be considered a typical humanistic 
genre. Although there is not one essential quality to 
define the essay, the genre can be circumscribed by a 
‘family resemblance’ of qualities: critical, open argu-
mentative, truth-seeking, examining, creative, morally 
interested, challenging boundaries, more narrative than 
systematically reasoning, concrete and detail-oriented, 
and, most of all, exemplifying a specific style such as 
ironic, humorous, self-mocking, polemic, or persuasive. 

The example of this humanistic essay tradition shows 
how the idea of a ‘humanist tradition,’ while indicating 
the humanist tradition since the Renaissance (or since 
Antiquity), basically refers to a variety of smaller-scale 
traditions, which in the end may cohere in a greater, or 
in the great, humanist tradition.                                         q        

NOTE: Joachim Duyndam (PhD in philosophy) is professor 
of Humanism and Philosophy at the University of Human-
istic Studies in The Netherlands. His research departs from 
the hypothesis that ‘humanism’ covers traditions of mak-
ing meaning and applying certain values, embodied by 
exemplary figures, aiming at enhancing people’s resili-
ence. His published articles (in English) include titles such 
as ‘Hermeneutical Mimesis’, ‘Humanism, Resilience, and 
the Hermeneutics of Exemplary Figures’, ‘Ideals Today 
between Wishful Thinking and Realism’, and ‘Empathy and 
the Potential Body of Imagination’.  See also: Duyndam, J. 
(2017). ‘Humanism as a Positive Outcome of Secularism’, in 
Ph. Zuckerman & J.R. Shook (Eds.), The Oxford Handbook of 
Secularism (pp. 706-720), Oxford University Press.              u                                                                                                      
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Roaming with the Romans 

Roger Kelly 

COUPLE of years 
ago I met up with an 
old friend from Lon-

don and we walked the 
length of Hadrian's Wall 
from Bowness on Solway 
near Carlisle to Wallsend 
just outside Newcastle in the 
North of England. My friend 
was a bit of an expert on the 
history of the Roman Em-
pire and during the walk I 
not only enjoyed the magnif-
icent scenery and the healthy 
exercise but also extended 
my knowledge about the 
Roman Empire. 

For those of you who may not be aware, Hadrian's Wall 
was begun in CE 122 by the Emperor Hadrian and it has 
been estimated that it took 15,000 men to construct it, 
probably within six years. I can highly recommend the 
walk. It is about 100 miles long and can be walked in 
roughly five days which is about 20 miles a day and for a 
reasonably fit person should not prove too taxing. 

One of the striking facts I learned was that very few of 
the 'Romans' who lived along Hadrian's Wall were from 
Rome, or even Italy. Roman soldiers were a great mix of 
people from all over the empire: Spaniards, Gauls, 
Africans, Syrians and Arabians. Interestingly one special-
ist archery unit were Syrians, some of whom came from 
Palmyra. I also gleaned that there were other units of 
African soldiers stationed on Hadrian's Wall around CE 
193. The most celebrated example of black Romans in 
Britain is the case of a Roman military garrison at the 
fort of Burgh-by-Sands in Cumbria. This establishes that 
black people were present in Britain in antiquity and 
probably intermarried with the local population – some-
thing I'm sure white racist groups in Britain would not 
be too happy to learn about. 

During the walk I was reading The Empire Stops Here 
by Philip Parker. This book can be heavy going but is 
studded with astonishing facts and from a humanist per-
spective revealed interesting information about the rise of 
Christianity towards the end of the Roman Empire. 
While the Emperor Constantine established tolerance for 
Christianity with the Edict of Milan in 313 CE, it really 
wasn't until the Edict of Thessalonica in 380 CE that 
Christianity became the sole authorised religion. Parker 
states that “when Christianity took hold during the later 
stages of the Roman Empire, the worshippers of the old 
Greek and Roman gods saw their religious liberties re-

moved, their books burned, their temples and ancient 
statues smashed and destroyed”. 
  
One of the most shocking acts of religiously inspired 
violence in the ancient world is associated to Cyril, the 
Christian Patriarch in 412 CE. He had created a body of 
monks called the ‘parabalami’, basically to terrorise pa-
gans and other non-Christians. The prominent philoso-
pher Hypatia who lived in Alexandria was attacked by a 
Christian mob including the pious parabalami. She was 
said have been stripped naked, stoned to death and her 
body mutilated by the mob.  

Another example of Christian intolerance was the de-
struction of the Serapeum in the temple of Serapis which 
housed the Great Library of Alexandria. At the end of 
the 4th Century the library was burnt to the ground by 
Christian mobs, who destroyed a priceless trove of an-
cient works. The survival of even a few would have filled 
many of the huge gaps in our knowledge of antiquity. 
During the month of June 2015 when I was walking 
Hadrian's Wall and reading the above, Isis were demol-
ishing the ancient architecture of Palmyra and stoning 
people to death, but their inhumanity was certainly 
equaled by the zealots of Christianity – a fact which is 
rarely mentioned in most history books. 

An exception to this is a recent book I have come across 
titled The Darkening Age: The Christian Destruction of 
the Classical World by Catherine Nixey (Macmillan, 
2017). Interestingly she asserts that “the triumph of 
Christianity was an unmitigated cultural catastrophe, 
which laid the intellectual foundations for 1,000 years of 
theocratic oppression”. It is a devastating indictment of 
Christianity’s destruction of the liberal and tolerant  
civilisation that prevailed in the classical world.  

While I set out on walking Hadrian's Wall as a hiking 
adventure, I didn't realise I 
would learn so much about 
the incredible history of the 
Roman Empire and the early 
establishment of Christiani-
ty, which was certainly not 
very Christian.                 q 

Footnote  
Please feel free to contact me 
for details about walking 
Hadrian's Wall as I can sug-
gest the best maps, good 
B&B's and pubs along the 
route.  Please ring Roger  
on 07778583435.               
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