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DURING the Gulf War in 1990-91, US intelligence claimed 
that Saddam Hussein was using “white phosphorus chemi-
cal weapons” in Kurdish areas of Iraq. Then in 2004 the US 
used them in Fallujah. In the three-week Israeli offensive on 
Gaza in 2008-2009, 1400 Palestinians were killed, including 
at least 300 children. During the attack, Israel used white 
phosphorus supplied by the US. In 2016 it was reported that 
Saudi Arabia was also using white phosphorus, again sup-
plied by the US, in its war in Yemen. In short, when Iraq used 
this substance, it was a chemical weapon, but when the US 
uses  or supplies it to its allies, it’s a conventional weapon.  

Curiously, the Chemical Weapons Convention states that it is 
not a chemical weapon, even though it is a chemical and, if 
particles of ignited white phosphorus land on a person's 
skin, they can continue to burn right through flesh to the 
bone. The Convention prohibits its use in civilian areas, but 
this rule is regularly flouted, often on the grounds that civil-
ians are ‘collateral damage’. But, more generally, why do we 
ban chemical weapons, but not equally deadly weapons like 
machine guns that rip through bodies and barrel bombs that 
tear them apart? And being hit by a cruise missile with a 
1,000-pound warhead isn’t likely to leave much of a body to 
bury. Last year, US-led military operations against IS in Iraq 
and Syria killed between 11,000 and 18,000 civilians, largely 
from air-launched explosives. Is that alright, then? 

This western hypocrisy about weapons is matched by that 
about humanitarian intervention. If the US, Britain and 
France cared about ordinary Syrians, why were they the 
three countries in the west that took in the least number of 
Syrian refugees (Britain has grudgingly taken in a measly 
11,000 thus far)? And why do they not seem to care about 
the Yemeni children mercilessly slaughtered by the Saudis 
with weapons they have provided? 

We have been here before. Yet again, nationalistic geopoli-
tics poses as a moral crusade. The US believes it has the 
right to infringe other countries’ sovereignty in defiance of 
international law when its military industrial complex deems 
it necessary. Trump is also itching for a war somewhere and, 
if not Syria, then maybe Iran is next on the hit list. Britain 
rides on America’s coat tails, feedings its delusions of power, 
with May posing as a mixture of Elizabeth I, Churchill and 
Thatcher and the Tories applauding her for strong and stable 
leadership at last. 

In this century, the same tragedy has been repeated in Af-
ghanistan, Iraq and Libya. America and her allies should face 
the fact that further meddling in Syria will only prolong its 
civil war and add to the tensions in the wider Cold War which 
they are themselves are helping to stoke up. 

‘LOVE Both’ is an insidious slogan. It puts a 15-year-old 
girl raped by her father or a 50-year-old woman worn out 
by 15 previous pregnancies on equal footing with an egg. 
And those holding these views think of it as a universal 
moral stance – never mind the autonomy and future of the 
women involved. Because ‘Love Both’ has only one out-
come – forcing a woman to give birth to a child, however 
unwanted. 

The sleight of hand lies in the use of the term ‘child’ for all 
the different stages  of gestation. ‘Life begins at concep-
tion’ is the teaching of the all-male Roman Catholic hierar-
chy – and consequently ‘Pro Life’ implies being even 
against the ‘morning-after’ pill. Viruses, bacteria, algae, 
moulds and so on are also life but haven’t evolved yet to a 
state of personhood.  

Nor has a fertilised egg in a woman’s womb. An embryo 
hasn’t had feelings, hasn’t experienced or learned any-
thing, it will take about four months before a foetus moves 
and the brain develops in the third. Yes, the egg has po-
tential – but it isn’t there yet. In other cases, everyone un-
derstands that. If you burn a bag of acorns no-one will 
accuse you of starting a forest fire. Omelettes are made 
without cruelty to chickens. Eggs, zygotes, embryos – 
they’re not babies. They’re a genome’s self-expression - 
but not children. 

Our complications and ‘divisive debates’ come not from 
the science but from an added ‘spiritual’ factor: the soul. 
No one has ever shown us a ‘soul’ and it would be very 
tricky trying to give it any legal standing – especially when 
even clearly existing gene sequences have protection just 
under copyright laws. But ‘soul’ is a comforting concept 
and so let’s just assume such an entity exists. We’re told it 
is invisible, immaterial and immortal. So we can’t deter-
mine when it joins the gestation process (the Catholic 
guess is ‘at conception’, the Muslim one ‘after 40 days’ – 

and how many angels can dance on the grave of a girl that 
gave birth at a grotto…). Neither genome nor foetus ‘are’ 
the soul – it is only somehow attached to them – but to 
believers it’s what really counts, what tots up a list of sins 
or opens a karmic account, what is our deepest innermost 
Self. And here’s the rub: this immortal entity, by definition, 
cannot be killed and so, spiritually speaking, on that level 
nothing of much importance happens in an abortion. And 
yet, back here in the real world, the believers in this im-
perceptible and everlasting entity put its fate on the same 
level as that of an actual mortal woman. 

Isn’t this bizarre! Isn’t it simply… ok, let’s keep it a civilised 
debate… however hard it is to have a rational exploration 
with people for whom reason doesn’t come into their ar-
rogation of the right to tell a woman what is to happen in 
her body, for whom an egg is a chicken and an acorn is an 
oak tree  – and who take their moral guidance from the 
outfit that gave us Inquisitions, witch-hunts, banning con-
traceptives and tampons, incarceration in Magdalene 
laundries and was a cosy shelter for priestly child rapists.  

We have now got to pull them off their moral high horse, 
and we should disrespect an institution that has infected 
us all with pathological guilt complexes about our bodies 
and our sexuality. Because that is where it all comes from: 
declaring a natural function ‘sinful’, making us ashamed of 
our nakedness, spoiling the joy of the most beautiful inter-
action two people can have – and giving us their morass 
of original sin, guilt, judgement day and hell-fire. We have 
to grow up – and out of this dark conditioning. We have to 
retrieve our natural human condition of compassion and 
care. Why not love all – the woman, the man, the children, 
the whole of nature and the universe which work perfectly 
well without any theology (and would be better off without 
so many us…). And ‘god’, if he/she/it exists, will surely 
have mercy on all our ‘souls’. Love life!                                 q 
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Born Asleep 

AVING welcomed my first grandchild, a little girl, 
in December I was looking forward to the birth of 
my first grandson in June. But at 18 weeks gesta-

tion medical staff noticed that his arms and legs were 
shorter than normal, and advised my son and his partner 
that this can be a soft marker for Down’s Syndrome or 
dwarfism. They were offered an amniocentesis, which they 
refused as they didn’t want to risk a possible miscarriage. 

But at 22 weeks, when the baby’s limbs still hadn’t 
grown, the rib cage was now also smaller than normal 
and the skull had developed a clover leaf shape, the par-
ents were told he had a severe skeletal dysplasia, which is 
often lethal. They went through unsurprising denial and 
still hoped a mistake had been made and their baby 
would just be a bit short. 

A blood test had been taken at that appointment and, 
when the results came back at 24 weeks, it confirmed the 
baby had Thanatophoric Dysplasia, the most severe form 
of dwarfism. Thanatophoric comes from the Greek 
‘thanatophorus’, which means 
‘death bearing’. Most babies die 
at birth or within an hour of 
respiratory failure. His mum 
and dad were devastated. They 
already had a pram, cot, baby 
bath and lots of little clothes for 
him. They were looking forward to becoming parents. 

When this happens in the rest of the UK parents are giv-
en options about what they can do next. They can carry 
on with the pregnancy, knowing the child will most 
probably die soon after birth, or they can terminate as 
the law allows for this even after 24 weeks, which is the 
cut off time for most abortions. But we live in Northern 
Ireland, where abortion is illegal in all circumstances due 
to the Offences Against the Person Act of 1861. The pun-
ishment remains life imprisonment. 

Owing to changes in health service arrangements, couples 
from Northern Ireland can now have their travel and ter-
mination covered by the NHS. All so that some of our 
politicians can claim there is no abortion in NI. Of course, 
there is – it’s just exported to another country. The 
hypocrisy of this leaves NI couples in the position where 
they have to leave their family, friends and all those who 
can offer support just when they need them most. 

I went with my son and his partner to the Family Plan-
ning Clinic (FPA) who had told us they could offer ad-
vice. We had to get past protesters at the front door. I 
can’t say they were aggressive, but they pushed leaflets 
with images of what they claim are aborted babies into 
our hands. In the circumstances, this was very distressing. 
The FPA counsellor told us to ignore them when we were 
leaving, but one of them fell into step beside us and said: 

‘Think of your wee baby. God loves you’. My son told 
her, very politely I thought, to go away. I wondered in 
what way God had shown love for this poor baby. 

When we got round the corner to where we were parked 
we were approached by Bernie Smyth of Precious Life. 
She tried to give us more leaflets, which my son declined 
on the grounds that he’d binned the last lot. She too im-
plored them to think about their ‘wee baby’. I have no 
doubt Bernie thinks she’s doing God’s work, but I had to 
tell her they were thinking of the baby who, if he survived 
with a lot of medical intervention, would have to live with 
a breathing and feeding tube, and as his legs and arms 
hadn’t developed very much he would never run or climb 
or do any of the normal childhood things. I left telling her 
she didn’t know what she was talking about as she still 
insisted the pregnancy should carry on regardless. 

The FPA organised the trip and with heavy hearts, my 
son and his partner went to Liverpool  Women’s Hospital 
at 28 weeks for a termination – four weeks after the di-

agnosis of their baby’s devastat-
ing condition. Imagine having to 
watch your bump grow all that 
time knowing it is going to end 
in tragedy. In the rest of the UK 
it can be dealt with much sooner 
if that’s what the couple choose. 

Little Mason was born asleep after a procedure to stop 
his heart on 10th April. He weighed 2lbs 9ozs, but his 
mum went through a painful labour for hours before she 
was able to hold her tiny little son who would have been 
terrifyingly disabled in the unlikely event of his survival. 
The nurses dressed him in baby clothes, tucked a teddy 
in beside him in his cot and took photos of him and 
made prints of his hands and feet for the memory box 
that they put together so the parents have something 
physical to commemorate their very much wanted child, 
who was sadly incompatible with life. 

Like so many before them, this mum and dad had to 
leave our shores to receive the health care and compas-
sion they needed. Both of them were looked after at the 
hospital, from food and a cot bed for the dad to sleep on, 
to kind words of sympathy, and sadness for their grief. 

Thanks to the strict abortion laws in Northern Ireland I 
had a little grandson that I could only see in photos and 
never hold. I’d like to have kissed him and given him a 
grandma cuddle.  We may have no actual abortions car-
ried out here, but what we do to parents who find their 
child has a fatal foetal abnormality is unforgiveable. 
What should be done in these circumstances should be 
left up to the parents and their healthcare professionals.  
Not the law. And certainly not God when the parents are 
atheists.                                                                           q
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Repeal the Eighth on the 25th 
LMOST three years 
ago, I wrote in the 
pages of this maga-

zine’s predecessor, the oft-
lamented Humanist Ire-
land, that the comprehen-
sive ‘Yes’ vote in the Mar-
riage Equality referendum 
was “a victory for humani-
ty”. I also admitted to feel-
ing a “sense of pride and 
inner satisfaction in the days 
immediately after the suc-
cessful referendum. One 
reason is the feeling that Ireland, while perhaps not turn-
ing a corner, has at the very least decided to remain on its 
current path of social liberalisation”. 

Ireland will continue on this same path, regardless of the 
result of the referendum on May 25th. But that vote will 
be a key staging post on that road, particularly given that 
history shows that such opportunities for change do not 
present themselves with great regularity. 

This referendum, coming as it does almost three years to 
the day after the aforementioned Marriage Equality ref-
erendum, is another chance to check where we stand as a 
society: Whether we are moving on from being a country 
whose moral compass is broadly in line with that dictat-
ed to us by the Catholic Church. This is a litmus test of 
how progressive and liberal a society we really are, and 
how rational and compassionate the Ireland of 2018 is. 

Unlike many who favour repealing the Eighth Amend-
ment, I’ve never made the argument that Ireland’s abor-
tion regime needs to change because of what goes on in 
other countries. Yes, Irish women travel to Britain and 
Europe every day of the week to have abortions, but 
while it is often useful and instructive to compare our-
selves to the societies that we wish to emulate, the argu-
ment that we should legalise something because it’s legal 
in a nearby jurisdiction sits on tenuous foundations. 

Why not legalise prostitution and marijuana, seeing as 
they’re all less than a two-hour flight away in Amster-
dam? People who wish to avail of these vices can and 
will do so etc. I’m sure I don’t need to drive the point 
home further. I believe the Eighth Amendment should be 
repealed, but for the following reasons: 

First of all, the Eighth Amendment should never have 
been added to the Constitution in the first place. Consti-
tutions should form the framework, and imbue the spirit, 
on which the laws of a country are founded and built, 
but the Eighth Amendment instead fundamentally re-
stricts government’s ability to legislate on an extremely 
nuanced and sensitive issue based on evidence, rational 

argument, and social con-
sensus as it may evolve over 
time. 

S e cond ly, t h e E i gh th 
Amendment has led to the 
individual woman (a valu-
able human life) being 
viewed and treated as an 
incubator for a fetus (which 
is only a potential life). She 
is an individual with alien-
able rights, until – by what-
ever means or reason – she 

becomes pregnant, and while the Eighth Amendment and 
its advocates claim to “love them both” and see their 
rights as “equal”, there have been far too many well-
documented (and occasionally tragic) cases where the 
effect of the Amendment and the legislation it has 
spawned has been to infringe upon the rights of the liv-
ing woman, including the right to life-saving medical 
care. 

Humanists, of course, should approach the issue with as 
much love, reason and compassion as possible. While 
abortion is always a sad occasion and never an easy 
choice, there are just too many circumstances where a 
woman may need the procedure – including reasons of 
mental health, physical health, cases of rape or incest, or 
the trauma of having to proceed with a pregnancy where 
the child has a known fatal fetal abnormality – to claim 
that the Eighth Amendment represents a compassionate 
approach the crisis pregnancy. 

It is as simple as this: the government, however imperfect 
a collection of humans they may be, have been elected to 
represent us and to implement legislation based on social 
consensus and on the best objective evidence available. 
The Eighth Amendment restricts their ability to do this. 

The fact that no one can really be sure exactly what kind 
of abortion ‘regime’ might emerge from the legislation 
that would (surely, eventually) be enacted after repeal of 
the Eighth Amendment is not sufficient reason to retain 
it. There have been enough high-profile cases of politi-
cians changing their public stance on abortion to show 
that many are decent people looking to do the right thing 
and can be persuaded by reasoned and evidence-backed 
debate. They don’t need what is effectively a religiously 
motivated insertion to the Constitution preventing any 
evolution of the laws by which we care for pregnant 
women in this country. 

While I’m far less certain of the outcome on this occa-
sion, I hope that like three years previously, I shall wake 
up on Saturday morning, May 26th, feeling a little bit 
proud of my country once again.                                   q        
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 Manx Abortion Reform: 
We’re Almost There 

N the January/February edition of this magazine I 
outlined the fight to introduce a Manx abortion 
reform bill, and concluded that it would reach the 

House of Keys (Manx Parliament) early in 2018. 

It has indeed done so, and survived (without concession) 
all attempts by powerful, well funded opponents to de-
rail it. Only the small print of amendments remains be-
fore the final stages of the Bill. Due to the tactics of some 
pro-lifers, other civil liberties questions have also arisen. 
Those seeking abortion reform elsewhere around the 
British Isles may find our experience useful. 

Previously, resistance to the Bill centred on the local 
branch of LIFE and HEAR (Humanity and Equality in 
Abortion Reform), a lobby group nominally centred 
around a local Baptist church but (interestingly) seeming-
ly underwritten and guided by senior UK Catholics. In 
January other pro-life tourists joined them, most particu-
larly CARE (Christian Action Research and Education) 
and Abort67. 

The intervention and tac-
tics of Abort67 in particu-
lar changed the tone and 
terms of the debate entire-
ly, while possibly removing 
any doubt in the minds of 
the Manx public and gov-
ernment that change was needed. 

Abort67 favour harassing women outside medical facili-
ties and shocking imagery which even exceeds LIFE's 
posters and postcards. Another tactic is to wear body 
cameras whilst protesting and to provoke angry reactions 
from passers-by, which is then posted online to ‘prove’ 
the ‘aggressiveness’ of those who favour choice. It is 
widely believed that the group is US funded and con-
trolled, though Abort67 maintain all funding is from 
(unidentified) UK sponsors. 

Abort67's worst failure was to try to disrupt a well at-
tended women's march down Douglas seafront in Jan-
uary celebrating the suffragette centenary. They hoped to 
hijack the publicity with a roadside counter-demo featur-
ing their repugnant banners. 

Sadly for them, it was a rainy day, and the marchers 
came prepared. As their colourful, noisy procession of 
children, young and older adults approached the counter-
demo a shield wall of umbrellas shot up, protecting chil-
dren from unwanted foetus-porn and coincidentally 
blocking it from the press and TV cameras. Humanity 1, 
Bigots 0, by general agreement. 

CARE's main contribution, fronted by a local doctor, 
was a dubious telephone survey. The amateurish imple-
mentation initially caused local police to warn the public 
to hang up if contacted as it displayed all the signs of a 
personal data-grabbing scam. CARE then identified 
themselves, in the process appearing to suggest the police 
intervention might be a sign of government bias. 

While CARE also claimed their survey (little more than a 
set of loaded, emotive questions with limited answer 
choices) addressed “failures” in the government public 
survey (whose carefully targeted questions and massive 
response I outlined in my last piece) their arguments met 
deaf ears in the House. Both their modus operandi and 
results invite doubt because the evidence-gathering 
methodology was not explained and is therefore inde-
pendently unrepeatable, thus their results appear unveri-
fiable. In particular, there is no indication of how their 
respondents were chosen, whether there was a fair cross-
section of the Manx public, and even if the model was 
adhered to in practice. 

A more dignified pro-life 
intervention to the debate 
came from Monsignor 
John Devine, the most 
senior Catholic priest on 
the island. Following not 
only the public “shock 

tactics” but attempts by some to distribute inaccurate 
material through churches (passed off as official parish 
correspondence), the Monsignor sent an open letter to 
the Chief Minister. In this, while maintaining the church 
line, he distanced local Catholics absolutely from the 
‘lunatic fringe’. To my certain knowledge he wrote at the 
request of parishioners appalled by Abort67's antics. 

I should admit that I know the Monsignor personally 
from another campaign, when he threw the full weight of 
the local Catholic church behind attempts to get the 
Manx government to accept some Syrian refugees. These 
two examples usefully show how, in small communities, 
we can and must find ways to respectfully disagree over 
some issues while working together on others, rather 
than assume an opponent on one is an opponent on all.          

Within the Keys, the earliest attempt to derail the Bill 
came from a veteran politician, who put down a motion 
to have it sent to a select committee for up to six months, 
returning to the Keys for final sign-off. This was com-
pletely rejected, with the Keys voting to scrutinise the 
clauses as a Committee of the House instead. In practice, 
as the whole House becomes the committee, normal de-
bate rules do not apply and the scrutiny of clauses     >>>     
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does become slower. The option of calling expert wit-
nesses also remains, but with all MHKs able to ques-
tion them rather than a three or five member select 
committee. 

Several UK and Irish pro-life groups then took advan-
tage of the “expert witness” process to give presentations 
to the House which were – for many - neither expert nor 
objective and almost universally rejected. 

A more successful user of the process was Jasvinder 
Sanghera of Karma Nirvana, which campaigns against 
‘honour code’ based abuse; she used it to argue for spe-
cific law preventing sex-selective abortion. There was 
some ambiguity over Sanghera's position, as she is also a 
co-founder of Stop Gendercide, which has campaigned 
for abortion on demand to be reduced to seven weeks 
and abortion for social or health reasons to be denied.  
Sanghera confirmed she was only speaking to the House 
on behalf of Karma Nirvana and, while there is no evi-
dence yet of Manx women seeking sex-selective abor-
tion, in response to her presentation a clause was duly 
added to outlaw it in future. 

Despite worries that experienced, more conservative 
politicians might use the house committee decision to 
ambush the Bill, thus far it has survived intact. 60 
amendments to the 17 clause Bill were debated in early 
sessions, of which 18 were intended to hinder it, e.g. 
maintaining the “two doctor agreement” rule of previ-
ous legislation, reducing abortion on demand to 12 
weeks and not 14, and for serious medical or social rea-
sons to 13-22 weeks rather than 15-24. These were de-
feated, largely on grounds of impracticality and that 
conflict with UK legislation would cause legal problems. 

Other amendments sought to add a clause ensuring ‘safe-
ty zones’ around any premises where clinical procedures 
might take place. The correct balance between intimida-
tion and free speech caused extensive debate, but it is 
significant that the pressure for zones came from ordi-
nary members of the public, rather than pro-reform 
groups, in response to Abort67's loathsome campaign. 

As I write, this particular debate continues, but unlike 
the UK some sort of safe-zoning seems assured. Possible 
areas include hospitals, clinics and GP surgeries, as well 
as the homes of medical staff. It is likely to become an 
offence punishable by up to a year in prison to display 
distressing images, photograph or otherwise record indi-
viduals within prescribed places or to harass or prevent 
people using services, but that there would be clear dis-
tinction between this and simply engaging people in 
conversation in the immediate vicinity. 

In conclusion then, the Manx abortion debate only hap-
pened because of humanists. It has proved that a small 
group, if honest, principled and determined enough, can 
directly take on powerful religious lobbies and career 
politicians, engage the public and win. 

In the process, by seeking the middle ground and never 
descending to knee-jerk abuse, it can also create dialogue 
with fair-minded religious believers, to the mutual ad-
vantage of both parties and the society we all live in.    q                
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Thursday 10th May, 
Holiday Inn Express,  

University St, Belfast, 8pm. 

Elaine Farrell 
Senior Lecturer, 

Queen’s University, Belfast 
The Suffragette Movement 

in Ireland 

All Welcome

Thursday 14th June, 
Holiday Inn Express,  

University St, 
Belfast, 8pm. 
All Welcome 

IFH member Bob Rees will launch his new book 
Secular Humanism 

Malachi O’Doherty and Shelley Leggett at the IFH 

meeting on 12th April. Malachi gave a talk on the 
Belfast Agreement.                photo Bertie McCullough
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Karl Marx 200 

N the bright summer of 1989, 
anticipating the wave of 
change that was then break-

ing over the hitherto immovable 
and impenetrable Soviet bloc, 
Francis Fukuyama unilaterally 
declared “the End of History”. 

It was a bold move for the Ameri-
can political scientist, an alum of 
both Yale and Harvard, as well as 
Cornell, but given the level of re-
newal that was sweeping the cen-
tre and east of the European con-
tinent at the time, alongside the 
growing pro-democracy rallies in 
Tiananmen Square, and the run-
away economic success of the 
former Axis powers (West) Ger-
many and Japan, it seemed – for a 
short period at least – that the 
ideological wars had been won. 

Liberal democracy, with economies steered by market 
capitalism, was poised to take over the world, and there 
would be no more wars, Cold or otherwise; for wars 
between true, established democracies are very hard to 
find. 

Fukuyama later expanded his essay into a bestselling 
book – The End of History and the Last Man – in 
1992, despite the failure of democracy to take hold in 
China in concert with Beijing’s move to capitalism, and 
for some years afterward The End of History stood as a 
totem to the feel good, free market utopianism of the 
1990s. 

An argument can be made that history began again on 
September 11, 2001, with the deceased 19th and 20th 
century ideologies replaced by a retro, medieval-lite 
clash of civilisations, but the true rebirth of history – 
Lenin as Frankenstein’s monster rising in Red Square, 
like in an old episode of The Simpsons – in fact oc-
curred on 26th July 2015, 26 years after Fukuyama’s 
pronounced time of death, when the Member of Par-
liament for Islington North, soon to be Leader of Her 
Majesty’s Opposition, Jeremy Corbyn, appeared on the 
Andrew Marr Show. 

Karl Marx – Corbyn declared when asked if he was in 
fact a Marxist as often thought – still had many lessons 
for today’s world and his writings were undoubtedly 
‘brilliant’. When pressed for detail, Corbyn admitted he 
had not read as much of Marx’s writing as he perhaps 
should have and hadn’t thought about whether he was 
in fact a Marxist ‘in a long time’. 

What struck one watching the 
interview of the soon to be 
Labour leader, and possible future 
Prime Minister, was that the 90’s 
New Labour of Tony Blair that 
had emerged in the wake of 
Fukuyama’s declaration was gone. 

Mirroring Corbyn’s rise from rela-
tive obscurity, at roughly the same 
time in the United States, Bernie 
Sanders, a politician far to the left 
of the Democratic Party and who 
has similarly been labelled a 
Marxist, rose to prominence in 
the fiasco that was the 2016 US 
Presidential Election. 

Concurrent to Corbyn and 
Sanders building their grassroots 
movements, right wing political 

groups in European countries like 
France, the Netherlands, Germany, Austria, and Poland 
were surging in opinion polls and elections, the whole 
continent over and, even if they were not actually win-
ning elections, they were undeniably shifting the debate 
and the general mood of the ordinary voter in the same 
way as Corbyn and his inveterately Marxist lieutenants 
McDonnell and Abbot were doing in Britain. 

History was back. 

Had he lived in the Old Testament, Karl Marx would 
be two hundred years old this month (May). As it is, he 
died in England in 1883. Today, he is predominantly 
known for writing the brief Communist Manifesto and 
the sprawling Capital, and for giving a framework to 
the ideology by which governments in the Soviet Union, 
China, and Cambodia most notably, put probably as 
many as one hundred million people to death in the 
20th century. 

For those two decades between The End of History and 
Corbyn’s appearance on Andrew Marr, Marx was dis-
tinctly out of fashion. Far fewer Che Guevara t-shirts 
roamed the streets and, on the whole, the Marxist/
Communist thing was thought of as a bit of a blip. A 
bit of a blip that nearly brought on Armageddon when 
the Soviets and United States pointed ICBMs at each 
other with twitchy fingers, but a blip nonetheless. Gales 
of laughter greeted Bertie Ahern when he asserted that 
he was the one of the last remaining socialists in Ireland 
in 2004, two years before he denounced the Dail’s sole 
Socialist Party TD, Joe Higgins as a ‘failed person’ 
whose policies had been ‘rejected’. Socialism – in the 
classic Marxist sense – was a punchline, not a         >>>     
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serious framework for 
policy, and certainly not 
a recipe for winning 
elections, or so it 
seemed. 

The truth is, as usual, 
more tangled than can be 
distilled into a punchy headline. One of the first ques-
tions that history students are faced with on entering 
most third level institutions is: “When did the Roman 
Empire fall?”. Most (hopefully) will have some answer, 
but the point of the question is not so much to find an 
actual date (the classic answer is 476 AD), but to illus-
trate that common preconceptions we hold of the past 
are nearly often not as we imagine them to be. 

Legally speaking, the ‘Roman Empire’ did not cease to 
exist until 1453 AD, by which time it was so far re-
moved from what we think of as ‘Roman’ – think Life 
of Brian: aqueducts, roads, legions – as to be a com-
pletely separate entity. This was acknowledged by writ-
ers from the 16th century onwards, who referred to this 
late, east Mediterranean Roman Empire as the Byzan-
tine Empire. Even by the time of Rome’s supposed ‘fall’ 
in the West, its character and actors were vastly differ-
ent to that of the classic image of Rome, when figures 
like Cicero, Cato, and Augustus trod the Forum. The 
Emperor Julian – the last truly ‘pagan’ emperor who 
attempted to roll back the Christianisation of the em-
pire’s institutions – had been proclaimed Emperor in 361 
in the manner of a Celtic chieftain, something that 
would have been akin to sacrilege in the eyes of Julius 
Caesar. ‘Rome’ had not really fallen; it had evolved and 
metamorphosed into another entity. 

As it was with the Romans, so it is with Marxism. 
Marx’s influence did not suddenly disappear in 1989 
with the ostensible end of the great Communist exper-
iment. Rather, during his lifetime and even after his 
death, his ideas had been transformed into something 
altogether different than which he had intended, a 
common enough occurrence, but the fact remains that 
Marx’s influence was and is everywhere. 

The Irish Water Protests were at their heart a concerted 
effort on the behalf of large sections of the population 
to keep the means of production in public hands. This 
was something that Marx would have understood im-
plicitly. The social welfare pro-
grams and health boards that to-
day are taken for granted in all 
developed countries (except the 
United States) were first instituted 
during his lifetime.  

It was in Marx’s homeland of 
Germany that the first such Old 
Age Pensions and Sickness Benefits 
were legislated by Otto Von Bis-
marck in order to counter the 
growing power of the Socialist 
SPD – ardent and then revolution-
ary followers of Marx’s doctrines. 
Nearly a century and a half later, 
European Democratic Socialism is 

now so deeply engrained 
that even the most right-
wing British government 
in living memory hardly 
dares touch the NHS. 

Rather than being a 
great predictor and or-

ganiser of revolutionary action – his disciple Lenin far 
outweighed him there – Marx was a great theorist, and 
it is fair to put his achievements in the area of histori-
ography alongside those of Aristotle in empiricism and 
Einstein in physics. It is almost impossible now to view 
historical events without taking something from Marx-
ist theory. His method of historical materialism or ‘ma-
terialist dialectic’ as it was later termed to denote 
Hegelian influence, put concepts of class structure and 
economics at the heart of historical events, and for 
Marx it was economics that defined the course of histo-
ry. Most overtly, Marx put his theory to work in ex-
plaining the course of the French Revolution, the effects 
of which were still reverberating in the Germany of his 
youth. 

Marx identified that power in France had been held by 
the nobles and monarchy in the pre-revolution, but a 
rising middle class bourgeoisie had acquired the lion’s 
share of economic clout during the 1700s and their 
lack of corresponding political influence in the nation’s 
affairs was the trigger for unrest that eventually culmi-
nated in the overthrow of the monarchy. He saw the 
same conditions occurring in Germany during the 
1800s, but the theory could just as easily apply to the 
transformation of the Roman Empire. 

Rome’s very essence as a city state changed when its 
economic base shifted from a nation of small farmers, 
invested in the land, to a plantation economy worked 
by slaves captured in its wars abroad. With the demise 
of the citizen farmer who would soldier for his land, 
Rome came to rely on mercenaries and so the state was 
doomed when these private security companies re-
belled. 

For Marx, there was only one possible end to these 
constant capitalist crises and that was full public own-
ership of all property, particularly the means of produc-
tion – and wealth dispersed evenly, “from each accord-
ing to his ability, to each according to his needs.” Even-

tually, all need, want and strife 
would disappear – much like 
Fukuyama imagined in the End of 
History – and only then would the 
utopia known as communism arise. 

This of course has yet to happen – 
anywhere – but with the increas-
ing polarisation of politics in this 
decade, following the shock of the 
financial crisis ten years ago this 
coming autumn, what is clear is 
that the story of Marxism has very 
definitely yet to run its course. 
Two hundred may yet mark just 
the end of the beginning.             q                       
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Karl Marx and his Legacy 

WO hundred years ago in the town of Trier in Germany 
Karl Marx was born. One hundred years later the ideas 
first formulated by Marx and his close comrade and 

friend Frederick Engels were being enshrined in the newly 
created Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic led by 
Lenin and the Bolsheviks. Between 1917 and 1990 over one-
third of the globe had established socialist societies that 
claimed adherence to the principles first enunciated by Marx 
and Engels.


By 2018 this world system had all but collapsed. The first 
adherent, Russia, embraced capitalism with enthusiasm. 
Eastern Europe followed and so too did parts of Southeast 
Asia. China with its billionaires and private companies might 
proclaim an ideological allegiance to Marx but the 
philosopher would find little in the world's largest state that 
would accord with his original ideas.


Cuba still claims to practise ideas of equality and 
internationalism, so intrinsic to Marxism, but undoubtedly it will 
not survive much longer in its present state. The years of the 
US-inspired economic boycott have taken their toll.


Within the space of two hundred years, Marx and what 
became known as Marxism went from a tiny acorn to a 
massive oak tree but, despite its size, it was felled by the very 
society its originator had criticised and analysed so carefully, 
namely capitalism.


What were these ideas espoused by Marx that forced him 
and those like him into exile? Feared by governments across 
Europe and later the world, the philosophy of Marxism was a 
potent force throughout much of the 20th century and remains 
an influence even in the first part of the 21st century. This is 
despite the famous proclamation by Fukuyama that we have 
reached the 'end of history' and that capitalism is and will 
remain in the driving seat.


The image of Marx sat in the reading room of the British 
museum writing his treatises on capitalism has much to 
commend it. Marx was indeed a learned scholar - but he was 
also an activist. A parallel part of his life apart from his research 
was spent organising and participating in the emerging socialist 
movement that grew and developed during his lifetime.


The thinker and the activist went hand in hand. It is 
personified in Marx's observation in his early Theses on 
Feuerbach, published in 1845, that “philosophers have only 
interpreted the world, in various ways. The point, however, is 
to change it”. That is what Marx set out to do.

His most famous work, Capital, is a detailed study of how 
capitalism works, how it developed, how it exploits workers 
and the inevitable crises of overproduction that it creates.


Although harsh critics, Marx and Engels in 1848 pay tribute to 
capitalism's reforming and dynamic nature:


"The bourgeoisie, during its rule of scarce one hundred years, 
has created more massive and more colossal productive 
forces than have all preceding generations together. 
Subjection of nature's forces to man, machinery, application 
of chemistry to industry and agriculture, steam navigation, 
railways, electric telegraphs, clearing of whole continents for 

cultivation, canalization or rivers, whole populations conjured 
out of the ground -- what earlier century had even a 
presentiment that such productive forces slumbered in the lap 
of social labor?" (The Communist Manifesto).


Although capitalism had developed and industrialised large 
parts of Europe and the United States according to Marx, it 
had now become a brake on further economic progress. The 
capitalist class who owned the means of production, 
distribution and exchange according to the philosopher must 
now be replaced by the working class who would take over 
production which would then be based on need, not profit.


Marx's studies of history and economics led him to conclude 
that all previous societies had been divided between two 
contending classes.When asked to draw up the Communist 
Manifesto with Engels in 1848 the famous work opened thus:


"The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of 
class struggles. 

Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, 
guild-master and journeyman, in a word, oppressor and 
oppressed, stood in constant opposition to one another, 
carried on an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open fight, a 
fight that each time ended, either in a revolutionary 
reconstitution of society at large, or in the common ruin of the 
contending classes. 

In the earlier epochs of history, we find almost everywhere a 
complicated arrangement of society into various orders, a 
manifold gradation of social rank. In ancient Rome, we have 
patricians, knights, plebeians, slaves; in the Middle Ages, 
feudal lords, vassals, guild-masters, journeymen, apprentices, 
serfs; in almost all of these classes, again, subordinate 
gradations. 

The modern bourgeois society that has sprouted from the 
ruins of feudal society has not done away with class 
antagonisms. It has but established new classes, new 
conditions of oppression, new forms of struggle in place of 
the old ones. 

Our epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie, possesses, 
however, this distinct feature: it has simplified class 
antagonisms. Society as a whole is more and more splitting 
up into two great hostile camps, into two great classes 
directly facing each other — Bourgeoisie and Proletariat.”


This view of history as one of a struggle between contending 
classes attracted many followers. Tony Blair, no friend of 
Marxism said that Eric Hobsbawm was his favourite historian. 
Hobsbawm along with Christopher Hill, EP Thompson, 
George Rudé and others were members of the 

Communist party historians group who pioneered what 
become known as history from below.


In history, literature, art, film, economics, as well as  politics 
Marxism, has had a profound influence. Marxism, its adherents 
claim, is a science that can unravel the workings of the world 
and make sense of what is happening. In politics, it can be 
used as a tool to understand the machinations of the modern 
state.                                                                                        >>>
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Political parties for Marx and Engels represented social 
classes. At the time that they were writing in the mid to late 
19th century, the emerging working class in the countries of 
western Europe were without representation. At a time when 
democracy was frowned upon they supported the struggle for 
the franchise and particularly championed the Chartists in 
Britain who were agitating for the right to vote for working men. 
The two writers, apart from making a theoretical contribution, 
participated in early attempts to form socialist organisations 
across Europe. They were instrumental in the creation of the 
International Working Men's Association, the first successful 
attempt at organising the working class at an international level 
and building solidarity with the workers of different nations.


Marx and Engels may be long dead, but the idea that politics is 
at its crudest level about class remains very much at the heart 
of any serious attempt at political understanding. In Britain, the 
contemporary slogan of the Labour party, ‘for the many, not 
the few’, although a long way from being Marxist, does reflect 
the idea that politics is about representing social classes.


Much has changed in the two hundred years since Marx's 
birth. Some of the changes seem to conflict with the ideas 
made famous by the German philosopher. Capitalism on a 
world scale is still the dominant means of production. The 
idea that the working class would face increasing 
impoverishment due to the continuing crisis of capitalism has 
not happened. Living standards for those in the advanced 
capitalist world have continued to get better. The right to vote 
resisted by the ruling class in Marx's day has now been won 
by many workers throughout the world. Contrary as well to 
Marx and Engels assumption, the working class in the 
capitalist countries did not flock to the banner of socialism 
but instead gave their support to the parties of capitalism.

In some ways, Marx and Engels underestimated the power 
and influence of ideology in maintaining the existing social 
order. Yet it was Marx in The German Ideology who spelt out 
the powerful relationship between ideas and the class that 
ruled society:


“The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling 
ideas, i.e. the class which is the ruling material force of 
society, is at the same time its ruling intellectual force. The 
class which has the means of material production at its 
disposal, has control at the same time over the means of 
mental production, so that thereby, generally speaking, the 
ideas of those who lack the means of mental production are 
subject to it. The ruling ideas are nothing more than the ideal 
expression of the dominant material relationships, the 
dominant material relationships grasped as ideas.” 

It was left to one of Marx’s followers, the Italian communist 
Gramsci, to fully explore the complex and subtle workings of 
ideology and its influence, and how the dominant ideology 
can be combatted.


Marx and his analysis have stood the test of time. Capitalism 
with its power and sweep so vividly highlighted in the 
Communist Manifesto has continued to develop the world. 
Industrialisation in no longer confined to Europe. Every 
continent on the planet is industrialising, factories, mills, 
workshops are now commonplace. With this industrialisation 
goes the creation of vast networks of commerce, finance and 
travel. The working class on a world scale has increased 
since Marx's day. The child labour of the Manchester cotton 
mills of the 1840s which Engels wrote about has been 
replaced by child labour in Bangladesh, the Philippines, 
Africa and South America.


Inequality has grown too. The gap between rich and poor in 
the advanced capitalist countries is mirrored by the widening 
gap between wealth and poverty in the developing world. In 

developed capitalist countries obesity is a killer, while in 
those countries still developing malnutrition is commonplace.


Can Marxism survive when it appears that the dreams of its 
founders have come to nothing? Two hundred years after his 
birth it would appear that little of Marx's aspirations have been 
fulfilled. The new socialist society that would be built on the 
ruins of the old has not transpired. The twentieth century held 
out such hopes with over one-third of the globe supporting 
governments that claimed adherence to Marx's ideas. 
Revolutions in Russia, China, Cuba, and parts of South East 
Asia saw parties based on Marxism come to power.The means 
of production became the property of what were allegedly 
workers states. Marx's works became a staple diet in the 
education system and in China, Marx's follower, Mao Tse Tung 
developed his ideas as did earlier Lenin in the USSR.


The world socialist system looked set to outstrip capitalism 
just as Marx predicted. But it never happened. Capitalism 
proved resilient and continued to make sustained economic 
progress. So much so that by the early 1990s most of the 
countries, including the pioneering USSR that followed Marx 
ideas had collapsed. All of them to a greater or lesser extent 
embraced capitalism and reverted to the previous social 
order. To paraphrase Marx, a counter-revolution had occurred


So at the beginning of the 21st century, Marx's legacy looks to 
be in tatters. Capitalism is still the dominant mode of 
production. Attempts at a socialist society have proved a 
failure. Marxist political parties although they still exist in 
developed capitalist countries are small and ineffectual 
although in other parts of the world they still exert an influence.


Should we therefore bury Marx as just another 19th-century 
philosopher whose ideas have not stood the test of time? 
The answer must be an emphatic no. Marxists would argue 
that attempts at building a new society in Marx's name came 
to nothing because of the failure of those in control. They 
were not whatever they started out as socialist societies in 
the Marxist sense. The working class was not the ruling 
class. In the USSR for example somewhere along the road in 
the construction of the new society the working class had 
been usurped; they were no longer the ruling class. In any 
case, Marx would have argued that all new societies face 
setbacks and counter-revolutions. 


Because the first attempts at a socialist society failed the 
idea of socialism cannot be permanently consigned to the 
history books. As the Chartists might have said, 'but will 
share rise again’. Equally with the philosophy of Marxism. 
The way that Marx understood the world and as a tool of 
analysis Marxism still flourishes. Politics apart, Marxism 
forms a core and fundamental critical position in academic 
spheres used to reflect on and understand history, art, 
literature, science and psychology. 

Despite the apparent failure of Marx's vision the seeds that 
gave rise to it are still there. Inequality still exists, capitalism still 
has its crises, workers still do not enjoy the full fruits of their 
labour. In addition,  whole new factors have arisen, the rise of 
new technology and even the very destruction of the planet.


Capitalism so praised by Marx for its rapid industrialisation 
has now, because of its unplanned nature threatened the very 
existence of humankind. Global warming and the devastation 
of natural habitats throughout the world may again bring 
Marx's idea back to centre stage.


His idea that capitalism in its pursuit of profit would let 
nothing stand in its way and that this form of production 
needed to be replaced by social ownership and planning may 
yet attract new audiences looking for solutions to 21st-
century problems.                                                                            q
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 Hot     Topics                                       Hot     Topics 

NOT THE BEST ROLE 
MODELS 
ACCORDING to a poll of 
16-year-olds, 54% of them 
wanted to be famous, and 
only 4% want to be teach-
ers. In 2016 a reality TV star 
became President of the 
United States. We live in an 
age when the need for 
celebrity heroes is almost a 
frenzy.


More often than not, 
though, the wrong role 
models are followed. Rarely 
are they writers, philoso-
phers, teachers, doctors or 
humanitarian aid workers. 
The vast majority of young 
people prefer to hero wor-
ship film stars, pop stars or 
sports stars. And all too 
often they are not the ideal 
people to imitate.


They may be good actors, 
singers, musicians, foot-
ballers, cricketers, rugby 
players, or whatever. But 
their talent may have noth-
ing to do with their charac-
ter or conduct in real life.


Although the recent trial of 
four rugby players resulted 
in acquittals, their be-
haviour towards the woman 
in question was abom-
inable, though typical of the 
laddish culture that is all too 
prevalent in Irish society. 
References to ‘top shag-
gers’, ’spit roasting’, ‘sluts’ 
and ‘brasses’ display an 
appalling lack of respect for 
the woman in question and 
women in general. These 
men are not good role 
models and Ulster Rugby 
and the IRFU must take 
decisive action to stamp 
out this sexism in their 
players.


Yet there are lots of other 
sportsmen who set bad 
examples and get away 
with it. As a letter in the 
Belfast Telegraph indicated,


George Best was idolised as 
a sporting icon. An airport 
was named after him and 
soon there will be a George 
Best Hotel in Belfast. He 
received the next best thing 
to a state funeral.


But, off the pitch, by his 
own admission, he bedded 
more than 1,000 women, 
was accused of domestic 
violence, had a conviction 
for violently assaulting a 
woman, was jailed for as-
saulting a police officer, and 
drank himself through two 
livers and, ultimately, to 
death. Hardly an ideal role 
model either. It suggests a 
business ethic that is only 
concerned about the image 
of a person in the here and 
now. The past is another 
country so long as it brings 
in the money.


HELL HATH NO FURY 
POPE Francis has appar-
ently ruled that hell doesn’t 
exist, according to an Italian 
journalist. When they die, 
unrepentant sinners just 
disappear. However, the 
Vatican has rushed to say 
that the pope was misquot-
ed. It seems that hell hath 
no fury like a misunder-
stood pope. According to 
the Catholic Catechism, the 
souls of sinners descend 
into hell, where they suffer 
"eternal fire”. Yet some 
theologians argue that hell 
is not a physical location, 
but rather a condition or 
state of mind. In this sense, 
hell is said not to exist.

Perhaps the pope agrees 
with them. After all, hell 

completely contradicts the 
whole concept of a loving 
and merciful god. And to 
send non-believers to hell, 
as Jesus wanted, seems… 
well, the height of paranoia. 
Why punish people so cru-
elly for an opinion?


THE GREAT MEDDLER 

AMERICAN criticism of 
Russian election meddling 
is hypocritical in the ex-
treme, given that the US is 
the worst such meddler of 
the past century.


Even ignoring well-docu-
mented actions taken in 
Latin America and South-
East Asia throughout the 
20th century, the recent 
history of US meddling is of 
an order of magnitude 
worse than that of Russia.


In the Ukraine, a sensitive 
country on Russia’s border, 
the US helped promote a 
coup in 2014, three months 
before scheduled elections. 
This after 20 years of push-
ing NATO into former Sovi-
et-bloc countries. Else-
where, in 2016 following an 
illegal and unconstitutional 
coup in Honduras, the US 
supported the junta’s con-
solidation of power.


Then there was the illegal 
invasion of Iraq, the over-
throw of the government of 
Afghanistan, and – how 
ironically - the US interven-
tion to influence Russia’s 
Presidential election in 
favour of preferred candi-
date Boris Yeltsin. And 
that’s on top of the med-
dling of the Cold War.


The US is for democracy 
promotion when this is in its 
interests, and against such 
promotion when it is not. 
Strategically important allies 
like Saudi Arabia are given a 
free ride, while unfriendly 
undemocratic countries are 
subjected to subversive 
behaviour in the name of 
democracy. The hollowness 
of the US commitment to 
democracy promotion is 
evidenced by how quickly it 
is dropped when real inter-
ests come into play.


Indeed, any honest assess-
ment of US democracy 
would admit the real threats 
to it lie within the US: fake 
news, the political influence 
of money and corporations, 
gerrymandering of congres-
sional districts, and the way 
the first-past-the post elec-
toral system blocks emer-
gence of new parties. Rus-
sia’s Facebook interven-
tions are in the ha’penny 
place. Moreover, Russia’s 
actions are par for the 
course of international rela-
tions, with the US long be-
ing the best exemplar.     q
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Sectarianism Lives! 

WAS born in 1944 and brought 
up for the first six years on the 
Oldpark Road in north Belfast. 

One side of the road was nick-
named the ‘Bone’ – nationalist and 
Catholic – and the other side all 
unionist and Protestant. Both sides 
are now nationalist and Catholic 
due to the movement of popula-
tions during the troubles. 

In 1950 the family moved to East 
Belfast, where my Dad hailed from, 
and closer to his work in Short 
Brothers and Harland. We were 
located in the newly built Cregagh 
estate which was overwhelmingly 
Protestant. Like most loyalists, as a 
lad I gathered wood for the bonfire 
before the 12th of July, and I recall 
that the adults seemed to get drunk 
and sing sectarian songs till the wee 
small hours on the Eleventh Night. 
The small number of Catholic fam-
ilies in the estate got offside or bat-
tened down the hatches. 

In 1953 we celebrated the Queen’s 
coronation when everyone had to 
fly the flag, everyone that is, except 
our house, because my dad refused 
to be intimidated. I got a lot of 
stick from my mates but, looking 
back, that took some courage and 
I’m proud of his stand. 

At the age of 15 I got my first job as 
an apprentice iron turner in James 
Mackie & Sons in west Belfast. 
Mackie’s was situated on the 
Springfield Road, a religious inter-
face but with an overwhelmingly 
Protestant workforce. I worked in 
the Gun Shop, so called because it 
made guns during the war. Out of 
150 workers in the Gun Shop there 
was one token Catholic. All the elec-
tricians in the factory were Protes-
tant. I remember the day I started 
my Journeyman being continually 
asked “Is he OK?” – meaning was I 
one of them, a Prod. Coming up to 
the 12th  July the place was covered 
in orange décor. What Paddy the 
only Catholic thought about it, I 
shudder to think. 

After one year in Mackie’s I moved 
to Short Brothers and Harland 
where working conditions were 
much better due to a strong Trade 
Union organisation. Again the 
workforce was predominately 
Protestant but sectarianism was 
certainly not as “in your Face” as in 
James Mackie, though it was well 
known if you wanted the Charge 
Hand, or Foreman’s job you needed 
to join the Masonic Order. 

During my early life I was certainly 
influenced by my peers with their 
slogans: Taigs cannot be trusted, 
they breed like rabbits, keep coal in 
the bath, and so on. I was terrified 

of Catholic priests though I was 
well into my teens before I saw 
one. I was football mad (still am), 
supporting Glentoran, my local 
team. Linfield, the best supported 
team in the Irish League, did not 
play Catholics during that time and 
this appalling bigotry lasted for 30 
years and was approved by their 
mainly loyalist fans. 

When I finished my apprenticeship, 
I applied for a job in the Drawing 
Office of a company called Mission 
Manufacturing in East Belfast. 
Three were interviewed for the post 
and, though the only Catholic ap-

plicant had by far the best qualifi-
cations, I got the job. No Catholics 
worked in the place, nor would 
they be considered. 

I moved abroad in 1966 and didn’t 
return until 1995. Due to civil 
rights legislation, discrimination in 
the workplace is mainly a thing of 
the past, but prejudice and bigotry 
seem as bad as ever, if not worse. 
Schools are almost entirely segre-
gated between Catholic and Protes-
tant. I was speaking to a friend 
recently who attended a parents’ 
evening at a council estate school 
which was addressed by a DUP 
MLA. He apparently finished his 
speech with “no surrender” which 
received rapturous applause from 
all the parents. 

Recently I attended an “Irish Free-
thinker and Humanist” meeting in 
Belfast on the subject of Transgen-
der. One of the speakers was a 
working class woman from loyalist 
Sandy Row who came  from a fami-
ly of nine children. She had a 
daughter who she always consid-
ered a tom boy until at the age of 
14 she informed her mother she was 
transgender. Not knowing what 
transgender meant, the parents 
proceeded to find out and with 
some soul searching accepted the 
situation.  

The next problem was convincing 
the family and, with the exception 
of two evangelical cousins who 
would have nothing to do with their 
transgender relative, this was 
achieved. Next the grandad was 
tackled and after a lot of explana-
tion, he accepted the situation. 
Conor, now a boy, started courting 
a girl called Saoirse. The grandad 
went mad: “I’m not having my 
grandchild going out with a Fenian”. 

The last couple of stories sum up 
what we are still up against. Sadly, 
sectarianism is still ‘alive and  
kicking’!                                            q 
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The grandad went 
mad: “I’m not hav-
ing my grandchild 
going out with a 

Fenian” 
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The Case for Reason, Science, 

Humanism and Progress 

HOUGH the moral and intellectual case for hu-
manism is, I believe, overwhelming, some might 
wonder whether it is any match for religion, na-

tionalism, and romantic heroism in the campaign for 
people’s hearts. Will the Enlightenment ultimately fail 
because it cannot speak to primal human needs? Should 
humanists hold revival meetings at which preachers 
thump Spinoza's Ethics on the pulpit and ecstatic con-
gregants roll back their eyes and babble in Esperanto? 
Should they stage rallies in which young men in coloured 
shirts salute giant posters of John Stuart Mill? I think 
not; recall that a vulnerability is not the same as a need. 
The citizens of Denmark, New Zealand, and other happy 
parts of the world get by perfectly well without these 
paroxysms. The bounty of a cosmopolitan secular 
democracy is there for everyone to see. 

Still, the appeal of regressive ideas is perennial, and the 
case for reason, science, humanism, and progress always 
has to be made. When we fail to acknowledge our hard-
won progress, we may 
come to believe that perfect 
order and universal pros-
perity are the natural state 
of affairs, and that every 
problem is an outrage that 
calls for blaming evildoers, 
wrecking institutions, and 
empowering a leader who 
will restore the country to its rightful greatness. I have 
made my own best case for progress and the ideals that 
made it possible, and have dropped hints on how jour-
nalists, intellectuals, and other thoughtful people (includ-
ing the readers of this book) might avoid contributing to 
the widespread heedlessness of the gifts of the Enlight-
enment.  

Remember your math: an anecdote is not a trend. Re-
member your history: the fact that something is bad to-
day doesn't mean it was better in the past. Remember 
your philosophy: one cannot reason that that there is no 
such thing as reason, or that something is true or good 
because God said it is. And remember your psychology: 
much of what we know isn’t so, especially when our 
comrades know it too. 

Keep some perspective. Not every problem is a Crisis, 
Plague, Epidemic, or Existential Threat, and not every 
change is the End of This, the Death of That, or the 
Dawn of a Post-Something Era. Don’t confuse pessimism 
with profundity: problems  are  inevitable, but problems  
are solvable, and diagnosing every setback as a symptom 

of a sick society is a cheap grab for gravitas. Finally, drop 
the Nietzsche. His ideas may seem edgy, authentic, 
baaad, while humanism seems sappy, unhip, uncool. 
What's so funny about peace, love, and understanding? 

The case for Enlightenment Now is not just a matter of 
debunking  fallacies or disseminating data. It may be cast 
as a stirring narrative, and I hope that people with more 
artistic flair and rhetorical power than I can tell it better 
and spread it farther. The story of human progress is 
truly heroic. It is glorious. It is uplifting. It is even, I dare-
say, spiritual. It goes something like this. 

We are born into a pitiless universe, facing steep odds 
against life-enabling order and in constant jeopardy of 
falling apart. We were shaped by a force that is ruthlessly 
competitive. We are made from crooked timber, vulner-
able to illusions, self-centeredness, and at times astound-
ing stupidity. 

Yet human nature has also 
been blessed with resources 
that open a space for a kind 
of redemption. We are en-
dowed with the power to 
combine ideas recursively, 
to have thoughts about our 
thoughts.  We have an in-

stinct for language, allowing 
us to share the fruits of our experience an ingenuity. We 
are deepened with the capacity for sympathy – for pity, 
for imagination, compassion, commiseration. 

These endowments have found ways to magnify their 
own power. The scope of language has been augmented 
by the written, printed, and electronic word. Our circle 
of sympathy has been expanded by history, journalism, 
and the narrative arts. And our puny rational faculties 
have been multiplied by the norms and institutions of 
reason: intellectual curiosity, open debate, skepticism of 
authority and dogma, and the burden of proof to verify 
ideas by confronting them against reality. 

As the spiral of recursive improvement gathers momen-
tum, we eke victories against the forces that grind us 
down, not least the darker parts of our  own nature.  We 
penetrate  the mysteries of the cosmos, including life and 
mind. We live longer, suffer less, learn more, get smarter, 
enjoy more small pleasures and rich experiences. Fewer  
of us are killed, assaulted, enslaved, oppressed, or ex-
ploited by the others. From a few oases, the territories 
with peace and prosperity are growing, and could     >>>
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someday encompass the globe. Much suffering remains, 
and tremendous peril. But ideas on how to reduce them 
have been voiced, and an infinite number of others are 
yet to be conceived. 

We will never have a perfect world, and it would be dan-
gerous to seek one. But there is no limit to the betterments 
we can attain if we continue to apply knowledge to en-
hance human flourishing. 

This heroic story is not just another myth. Myths are 
fictions, but this is true – true to the best of our knowl-
edge,  which  is  the  only  truth can have. We believe it 
because we have reasons to believe it. As we learn more, 
we can show which parts of the story continue to be 
true, and which ones false – as any of them might be, 
and any could become. 

And the story belongs not to any tribe but to all of human-
ity – to any sentient  creature with the power of reason 
and the urge to persist in its being. For it requires only 
the convictions that life is better than death, health  is  
better than sickness, abundance is better than want, 
freedom is better than coercion, happiness is better than 
suffering, and knowledge is better than superstition and 
ignorance.                                                                                        q 

The above is an extract from Steven Pinker’s latest book 
Enlightenment Now, published by Allen Lane (2018). It is 
included by kind permission of the author. It is reviewed 
on pages 19 and 20. 

 

Awaken 

Those who have no purpose

have joined the living dead.

Those who have no dreams

are like a corpse that's been bled.

Those who have known not love

are like the old who want the grave,

and those who have no friend

live life like a lonely slave.

Those who have no joy

are like a bride about to wed

abandoned at the alter

now lies crying in her  bed.

Those who are dystopian

cannot help how they feel

the past a poisoned prison

laughter to them not real.

For these are the things that truly matter

in a dangerous world 

where innocent lives shatter.

Awaken to this moment

treasure beating flowing blood

look not back in anger

for life is all that's good                                   John J May 

Autumn’s Journey 

There is no frost

Put down on grass to tread ones foot;

On the leaf, all crisp; and cusp to dine

Magical cold nature of patterned rhymes

Look hard. And see –

Rather lovely

There is no ice

Upon which to skate,

A lake transformed liquid to solid;

Nipping at hands and toes –

Rather fantastic

There is no snow to cover,

To excite

Out of the ordinary and ringing quiet –

Rather beautiful

Compare then –

A heaven of repetition love; all done to death

A life here now of content, sweet harmony;

No Sir, this is not living

On sterile, safe, summer seas

I yearn for steps of winter

And a happy wonderland,

Beyond that snow clad wind faced, skeleton tree

To find the leafless wood;

The final golden leaf meets ground

Touches an old friend to live again;

My earth, the wind and stars around

I sing into winter

Dance into the bare wood –

Life and Me.                                                Paul Wilkinson
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Steven Pinker (below), born in Montreal in 1954, is 
Johnstone Family Professor in the Department of 
Psychology at Harvard University. He is the author 
of eight major books, including The Better Angels 
of Our Nature (2011), which argues that violence in 
human societies has steadily declined over time, 
and identifies six major conditions which caused 
this decline.
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After Θ God  

REVIOUSLY, I recounted how my brother Paul 
was banished from home when he was only 16, 
and I was just five. And David? 

One day my mother wailed in pain, accusing David:  
“He slammed the door on my hand!” 
“It was an accident!” cried David. 
“He did it on purpose!” she insisted. 
“It was an accident!” David pleaded. 

I do not know whether or not it was an accident and 
probably my father didn’t know either. He felt trapped 
between his second wife and the sons of his first mar-
riage and he ordered David out to what we called ‘the 
passage’, the narrow pathway that had linked the front 
and back gardens of our house. Now it was enclosed 
with a pitched roof, a door at either end. I heard the door 
slam from the kitchen to the passage, then David’s thrash-
ing and cries of pain, which seemed to last for ages. 

Another time I remember my dad ordering David, who 
was seven years older than me, to strip in the living 
room, while I was there. I can’t recall if he was beaten 
but I know I felt embarrassed for my brother, naked in 
front of me. Neither the expulsion of Paul nor the vio-
lence and humiliation visited upon David deterred my 
parents’ dutiful exercise of their religion.  

I recall in 1970, when I was eight, a likeable elderly 
Christian Brother quizzing pupils about our families’ 
religious practice. 
“Hands up, boys, who goes to mass every Sunday?” 
Every hand shot up. 
“Hands up if your mammy goes to mass every day.” 
Several hands shot up, including mine. 
“Hands up if you have a relative a priest.” 
Several hands ascended. He asked us to elaborate. 
“Sir, my Uncle John is a priest in South 
Africa”, I answered with pride. 
“Isn’t that fabulous, boys?” 
“Yessir!” resounded the class. 

I used to hate going home from school 
on washing day. The tension was palpa-
ble. My mother would concede she 
would be ‘up to high do’. Maybe it was 
before she was prescribed diazepam. She 
had to pull the washing machine out 
from the wall so she could feed the 
clothes through the wringer at the back. 
The tiny kitchen would look like a war 
zone, with clothes on the table, on the 
floor, in the machine and sticking out of 
the wringer. 

My mother, like the washing, was strung out. She was in 
the trenches, fighting to the death with the soiled clothes. 
If it was raining she couldn’t hang out the wet clothes. If 
it was dry and they were on the line, she would watch 
the clouds like a prowling enemy, darting out to take in 
the washing at the first drop. 

A boy my own age used to call to see if I’d like to come 
out to play. I liked him, but my mother didn’t approve of 
him. She felt he was ‘common’. I didn’t want to cross her, 
so I discouraged my friend’s visits and he stopped calling; 
a lost chance for friendship. I used to play with other boys 
on our street. One boy told me his dad was an engineer. 

“He’s not an engineer”, my mother told me scornfully. 
“He’s a mechanic”. 
I didn’t know what either job was, if there was any dif-
ference between them or why it mattered. But it mattered 
to my mother. 

David, like Paul before him, disappeared from home 
aged 16 or 17. I was about ten. I didn’t know where my 
brother had gone or what caused his departure. There 
was a vague sense that he might be in London; or maybe 
Spain. We had no contact details for him so we didn’t 
know if he was alive or dead. 

After he’d left, I was prohibited from entering David’s 
bedroom. In fact, his bedroom was kept locked. It was 
strange growing up in a small three-bedroomed house 
with one bedroom permanently locked. David’s disap-
pearance, and the fact that he, like Paul before him, was 
rarely spoken about, intrigued and perplexed me. When-
ever I asked about him, I was fobbed off. 

I sensed my father’s anguish but I had to resign myself to 
not knowing where David was or why he had vanished. 
My mother acted as if it was perfectly natural for young 

siblings to disappear and never come back. 
“Once I turn against someone, that’s it”, my 
mother once said to me. 

Home felt unsafe for this five-year-old, wit-
nessing Paul’s banishment; this 10-year-old 
grappling with David’s permanent, unex-
plained disappearance and the implacable 
conspiracy of silence. My father saying 
nothing. My mother pretending this was 
normal. I wanted to understand. I craved 
security; that I wouldn’t be next, falling foul 
of my mother’s steely stated incapacity to 
forgive and its terrifying consequences seen 
through the eyes of a young boy.   

© Joe Armstrong 2018
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Whose Jerusalem? 

ESPITE all the overwhelm-
ing events in different 
places in the Arab world, 

the plight of the Palestinian peo-
ple keeps coming over and over 
again to dominate the news head-
lines. Major changes in the region 
such as allowing women to drive 
in Saudi Arabia was dwarfed by 
the decision made by the US pres-
ident Donald Trump to recognise 
Jerusalem as the capital of Israel. 

Trump's recognition was not a surprise as he promised to 
do that during his election campaign as well as building a 
wall along the borders with Mexico and preventing citi-
zens of seven Muslim countries from entering the US. The 
surprise was that someone dared to do it against In-
ternational Law and the will of the International Commu-
nity. This is because Jerusalem is an occupied city which 
was taken by Israel in 1967 war and illegally annexed  
and declared as its capital. It followed the annexation with 
discriminatory measures against its Arab Palestinian popu-
lation aimed at reducing their numbers in the city. At the 
same time, and against International Law, Israel started 
confiscating Palestinian land to build Jewish settlements 
and transfer part of its population to these settlements. 

In the immediate aftermath of Trump's decision, dozens of 
Palestinians were killed in protests against the action. It 
also encouraged Israel to introduce measures which it 
might not have taken if it was not encouraged by that 
decision. These measures include making it legal to confis-
cate Palestinian land – according to Israeli laws. Israel also 
passed a bill to extend the authority of the Israeli Higher 
Education Council over the higher education institutes in 
the illegal Israeli settlements and in effect considering these 
settlements as part of Israel. Moreover, the central com-
mittee of the Israeli Likud party, which is the main coali-
tion partner in the government, voted for a resolution urg-
ing its members in the Israeli parliament to bring legisla-
tion to annex the West Bank illegal settlements to Israel. 

For the long term, however, while the continually ex-
panding and increasing Israeli settlements finished off 
any hope for the two sides to live beside each other in 
peace, Trump's announcement ensured that the two state 
solution is dead and buried as East Jerusalem was sup-
posed to be the capital of the future Palestinian state. 

The decision does not seem to be costly at all for the US. 
This is largely to do with the unelected dictators in the 
region who were either brought to or kept in power by 
different colonial powers. Historically, these dictators 
always favoured the interests of their colonial masters 
over the desires of their own people who they see as a 
threat, especially after the Arab Spring. 

Recognising Jerusalem as the 
capital of Israel could not be 
more timely. It came exactly 100 
years after Britain issued the in-
famous Balfour Declaration in 
1917 to create the state of Israel 
on Palestinian land. This led to 
the ethnic cleansing of most of 
the Palestinians and the creation 
of Israel in 1948 which the Pales-
tinians call the Nakba (catastro-
phe in Arabic) and commemorate 

on 15th May of every year. 

This year's Nakba 70th anniversary commemoration 
started early on 30 March which is the Land Day when 
the Palestinians mark the killing of six unarmed Pales-
tinians during peaceful protests against the confiscation 
of Palestinian land by Israel in 1976. Different events 
take place including poetry reading and traditional dance 
with mass rallies and demonstration every Friday to-
wards the borders with Israel to affirm the Palestinian 
refugees right to return to their homes according to the 
UN General Assembly resolution 194 and International 
Law. So far Israel responded to peaceful protesters with 
snipers and lethal force. 15 Palestinians were killed in-
stantly on the first Friday of protests and more died of 
their wounds later. Ten more Palestinians were killed on 
the second Friday including a photo journalist who was 
covering the events and a 16-year-old child. 

Like previous American administrations, Trump's gov-
ernment prevented the UN from condemning the killing of 
Palestinian civilians and supporting their right to a peace-
ful protest. It also prevented the UN from endorsing the 
call issued by its Secretary-General Antonio Guterres to 
investigate the latest killings in Gaza which has been under 
Israeli siege since the 1990s. This siege has caused a lot of 
suffering as Israel restricts movement and the entry of ba-
sic life necessities including life saving drugs. 

The mainstream media is also biased against the Pales-
tinians. For example, the BBC report said that some of 
the Palestinians were killed by Israeli soldiers while Israel 
itself is not disputing that all civilians were killed by its 
troops. Another BBC newsreader referred to the Israeli 
army snipers as security forces. Locally, the Irish News 
referred to peaceful protests as clashes. 

Clearly there is no prospect for a just peace with Israel 
acting with full impunity as if it is a state above the law. 
This is why it is important for ordinary people to stand 
for justice by boycotting Israel and by urging their MPs 
and TDs to support a just peace based on the rule of law 
and UN resolutions. Against such a backdrop of injus-
tice, Dublin City Council should be commended for sup-
porting the BDS movement.                                                      q
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The Darkening Age 

HIS fascinating book contains a col-
lection of tales of outrageous inci-
dents that took place in Rome and 

the Near East between 130 and 530 CE in 
the run-down from the birth of the Christ-
ian religion to the Dark Ages. It’s a shame 
that its author Catherine Nixey chose not 
to put them into chronological order, be-
cause they fail to tell a coherent story, but I 
have tried below to summarise the first 
three chapters in order to give a sense of 
the book’s contents and significance. The 
subject is topical because our Summer 
School later this year will be devoted to 
Freethought and Censorship.

 

In Rome around 170 CE, philosophers, 
scholars and thinkers were still trying to 
figure answers to the big questions of life 
using logic and reason when a strange 
new group came into their midst praising 
ignorance and basing their beliefs entirely 
on blind faith … the Christians. To the philosophers, Chris-
tianity seemed to be the epitome of blockheadedness. If 
you wished to show that something was true, you couldn’t 
just to declare it to be so; surely you had to prove it?


A certain Greek intellectual named Celsus was particularly 
incensed by the rise of what seemed to him to be an idiotic 
new religion, fearing that it might damage Rome (as Gibbon 
subsequently attested in The Decline and Fall, Chaps 15 – 
16). Celsus had studied Christianity and he was under-
whelmed by it. In his book On the True Doctrine, for exam-
ple, he insisted that there was no virgin birth. Mary had 
been impregnated by an off-duty Roman soldier called 
Panter. And he felt that the notion of a bodily resurrection 
was ‘revolting’. He asked why Jesus’ teachings contradict-
ed so many of those in the Old Testament – had their God 
changed his mind? And why was there such a long gap 
between the Creation and the sending of Jesus to save 
mankind? And anyway, why didn’t God send Jesus to 
somewhere a bit more populated than a desert? Why in-
deed would an omniscient omnipotent god need to send 
anyone at all? And so on and on.  


Celsus concluded that the Christian injunctions were in-
tended for fools: “Let no one educated, no one wise, no 
one sensible draw near. For these abilities are thought by us 
to be evils”. As Nixey points out, the (polytheistic) Roman 
Empire had always been generous in embracing and ab-
sorbing new creeds, but the Christians’ deliberate empty-
headedness was simply unacceptable, if only because it 
would irritate the incumbent Gods.


The Christians and the Jews had been experiencing ongo-
ing sporadic persecution at the hands of the Romans, ever 
since Nero had blamed them for the great fire of Rome in 
64 CE. But then in 312 Emperor Constantine converted to 
Christianity and in 313 he decreed that people should be 
free to follow whatever religious beliefs turned them on. For 
the Christians at least, the persecution was over.


Unfortunately, Constantine’s anti-pagan 
attitude hardened during his reign and 
before he died in 337 he had ordered the 
destruction of some minor Roman tem-
ples. This set the tone for the increasingly 
militant Christians. Augustine of Hippo 
(354 – 430) argued that it was necessary to 
convert heretics to Christianity by force if 
needs be – far better for them to suffer a 
little compulsion in this life than eternal 
damnation in the next. Those who wor-
shipped the wrong god were to be 
stopped by force, even lethal force ... 

entirely in the spirit of love, and for their 
own good, of course.


And so the Christians proceeded with ever 
more intolerant and repressive laws, prais-
ing ignorance and sending packs of thug-
gish monks to destroy beautiful works of 
art dedicated to the Greek and Roman 
gods, such as the sophisticated Temple of 

Athena in Palmyra in 385 (subsequently repaired, only to be 
completely destroyed again by ISIS in 2016); and the Great 
Library of Alexandria, the greatest library in the world con-
taining over 500,000 scrolls, all burned to ashes in 391; and 
the temple of Serapsis, known as ‘the most beautiful build-
ing in the world’, with its tens of thousands of books, re-
duced to rubble in 392. Thousands of temples and shrines, 
and all traces of beauty and knowledge were trashed and 
disfigured by zealous Christians intent on making their mark 
on the world by eradicating all traces of the skill, wisdom 
and beauty that had flourished hitherto, in accordance with 
St Augustine’s decree. Naturally, they burned Celsus’ book 
to ashes so that no scrap of it survived, but paradoxically we 
still know of his work because the Christian apologist Origen 
of Alexandria, in his efforts to refute Celsus’ arguments, 
wrote a book Contra Celsum, in which he quoted Celsus 
verbatim! An own-goal by the Christians, you might say.

 

In 386 CE, the Christians had passed a law forbidding peo-
ple from ‘contending’ about religion in public, thus ‘disturb-
ing the peace of the Church’, an offence which was now 
considered to be high treason, punishable by death. And in 
391, Emperor Theodosius decreed that paganism was 
henceforth illegal. As Nixey observes, “The long and inglo-
rious practice of Christian censorship was beginning”, as its 
monasteries set about methodically erasing the works of 
Archimedes, Aristotle, Cicero, Democritus, Pliny and 90% 
of all classical literature, presaging a thousand years of 
stagnation, barbarity and ignorance throughout Europe, 
that would last until Gutenberg invented his printing press 
in 1440, frustrating but not halting the Church’s ongoing 
censorship of knowledge – the Index of Prohibited Books 
continued in force until 1966.


Strange, though, that even in the 21st century, our educa-
tion system is still in the hands of the same Church that 
has always been so diligent in its censorship of  truth and 
beauty.                                                                               q 

The Darkening Age is published by Macmillan
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 Enlightenment Now 

N 1784 the Prussian philosopher 
Immanuel Kant famously asked the 
question: what is Enlightenment? 

He answered that it was the emergence 
of mankind from a condition of self-
induced immaturity. In short, it was a 
liberation from an inability to think for 
ourselves, which was not the result of 
lack of intellect but lack of courage to 
use our reason and intelligence. 

The history of Enlightenment since 
Kant’s essay is not one of uninterrupted 
advance. As well as an Enlightenment, 
represented by thinkers such as Kant 
and Voltaire, there was a counter-En-
lightenment, represented by thinkers 
such as Herder, Fichte, Hegel and Niet-
zsche. They argued that, in holding hu-
mankind to be naturally good, the En-
lightenment ignored the evidence of hu-
man nature. It also mistakenly held every problem to be 
resolvable partly by reason, ignoring the role of emo-
tions, and partly by science and technology, ignoring the 
fact that they could be put to evil uses. Last, but not 
least, by maintaining that secularism was the way for-
ward, it also ignored humankind’s need for religion or its 
derivatives. 

The path from Herder, Fichte, Hegel and Nietzsche led 
inexorably to Adolf Hitler. National Socialism  – a pecu-
liar and virulent form of fascism  – was the nadir of anti-
Enlightenment philosophy. None of these thinkers was a 
fascist as such: they were philosophers, not politicians. 
But their ideas, albeit often in twisted and distorted form, 
penetrated deep into the German culture and poisoned it.  

If the Enlightenment was an attempt to promote the use 
of reason and science, to liberate the individual from 
arbitrary authority, and to establish a compassionate and 
humane morality, the anti-Enlightenment, which these 
German philosophers by and large typified, was an exal-
tation of the opposite values of emotion, superstition, 
collective authority and an aggressive ethic of power and 
dominance. Hitler had a way of putting it. Culture, he 
argued in Mein Kampf, was opposed to civilisation and 
superior to it. “Civilisation means the application of rea-
son to life”, he wrote but, opposed to this universal prin-
ciple was what he called ‘life forces’. These were the ‘irra-
tional impulses’ which were ‘more characteristic of the 
German mind’.  

It wasn’t just Nazism that was defeated in 1945. It was 
the counter-Enlightenment it epitomised. For the next 
half-century Enlightenment values again achieved hege-
mony in the western world. The universal principles of 

human rights and our common humani-
ty were elevated above ethnic, racial, 
religious or tribal differences. After 
1945 many of these values were en-
shrined in law. Internationalism was 
strengthened at the expense of national-
ism. There was a growing awareness of 
the interdependence of all of us on the 
planet, economically, politically and 
socially. People almost everywhere were 
seen as interconnected in a global village 
through the use of media technologies, 
particularly the worldwide web.  

This global awareness was not just a 
physical reality. It is also, as Einstein 
said, a widening of our circle of com-
passion to embrace all living creatures 
and the whole of nature in its beauty. 
Global organisations such as the UN 

promoted our common humanity, while 
the European Union played a major part in keeping Eu-
rope peaceful for the last 70 years and was deservedly 
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2012. So dominant 
were liberal humanist values in the second half of the 
20th century that Francis Fukuyama proclaimed that it 
was ‘the end of history’, the title of his 1992 bestseller. 

Yet the wheel has turned once more. We seem to be living 
again in more pessimistic times. A new Cold War is 
threatening between Russia and the West. North Korea 
and America are warning of nuclear fire and fury. Au-
thoritarian populism and xenophobia are challenging 
cosmopolitan liberal democracy far and wide, and the 
threat of environmental degradation hangs over the en-
tire planet. 

Enter Steven Pinker. In his new book Enlightenment 
Now, he acknowledges the existence of both Enlighten-
ment and counter-Enlightenment ideas. The latter are 
assisted by what he calls ‘progressophobia’ – the tenden-
cy of intellectuals to be pessimists because optimism is 
not thought to be ‘cool’. What is called ‘negativity bias’ 
means that bad is stronger than good. Thus a critic who 
pans a book or film is perceived as more competent than 
a critic who praises it, and the same may be true of critics 
of society. “Always predict the worst, and you’ll be hailed 
as a prophet”, the American musician and satirist Tom 
Lehrer once advised. 

Yet the evidence does not support these prophets of doom. 
If life is better than death, if health is better than sickness, 
if sustenance is better than hunger, if abundance is better 
than poverty, if peace is better than war, if freedom is bet-
ter than tyranny, if knowledge is better than ignorance, 
and so on, then progress is real and spectacular.            >>>                                     

19

Brian McClinton

I



Enlightenment Now is partly a follow-up to Pinker’s 2011 
book The Better Angels Of Our Nature, whose main 
argument was that violence and the conditions which 
promote it have been in long-term decline throughout the 
world. Here he extends the theme of progress by seeking 
to demonstrate that life has been getting better in terms of 
health, sustenance, wealth, inequality, the environment, 
peace, safety, terrorism, democracy, equal rights, 
knowledge, the quality of life, and happiness. As with the 
earlier work, he relentlessly backs up his case with a 
mountainous pile of data – a barrage which includes no 
fewer than 75 graphs. 

Life expectancy across the globe has risen by about 10 
years in half a century; the world is 100 times wealthier 
than it was 200 years ago; the number of people living in 
extreme poverty has been falling on average by 137,000 a 
day for the last 25 years; between 2000 and 2015, the 
number of deaths from malaria (which in the past killed 
half the people who had ever lived) fell by 60 percent; 200 
years ago only a handful of countries could be considered 
remotely democratic, whereas today two thirds, however 
imperfectly, are; and the rights of racial minorities, women 
and gay people continue to advance. 

It seems to me that most of the progress Pinker records is 
irrefutable. Critics like John Gray repeat the mistake they 
made over Better Angels by failing to counter the mass of 
empirical evidence that Pinker presents. However, he 
perhaps overstates his case. He accepts, for example, that 
inequality has greatly increased in recent years. But he 
states that “income inequality is not a fundamental 
component of well-being” (p98). This is questionable. 
According to Pickett and Wilkinson in The Spirit Level 
(2009) more equal societies almost always do better. Their 
book highlights the pernicious effects that inequality has 
on societies in eroding trust, increasing anxiety and illness, 
and encouraging excessive consumption. 

Similarly, Pinker rejects what he calls the “misanthropic 
environmentalism that sees modern humans as despoilers 
of a prison planet”. Instead, while not complacently 
optimistic  – waiting for solutions to appear – he is 
conditionally optimistic – believing that we can solve the 
problem if we employ the same tools that have worked in 
other areas. Yet a strict environmentalist would suggest 
that it is precisely those approaches that have created the 
existential threats to the planet in the first place. 

Pinker is well aware that progress is not linear and that  
counter-Enlightenment values such as nationalism and 
authoritarian populism are current worries. But he argues 
that reason, science and humanism can defeat them, as 
they have often done during the two centuries since Kant 
wrote his essay.  

A critic might ask: what has humanism got to do with it? 
Pinker defines it very broadly as “the goal of human 
flourishing – life, health, happiness, freedom, knowledge, 
love, richness of experience”. But he does not ignore the 
more negative anti-religious element of the modern 
humanist worldview. And all the research backs him up. 
The most secular societies are generally the most peaceful, 
the most altruistic, the most crime-free and the most 
happy. Pinker’s 556-page tome is a magnificent testament 
to the rightness and success of liberal secular humanism.   q 
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Global Warming: A Humanist Issue! 

THE Galway Humanist group, in conjunction with the 
Humanist Association of Ireland, are organising an event  
at the Galway Bay Hotel in Salthill, Galway on 1st July,  
2018  (beginning at 1:30 PM), to discuss how climate 
change might impact Ireland and the world as a whole.   

The main guest speaker will be 
Dr Cara Augustenborg, an 
environmental scientist by 
training “and a media pundit 
by passion!” Image magazine 
recently named her as one of 
18 “women to watch” in 2018. 
She lectures in Climate 
Change and Environment at 
University College Dublin and 
Corporate Environmentalism in 
International Business Man-
agement at National College of 
Ireland; works as Head of Sci-

ence, Communications & Fundraising for Friends of the 
Earth Ireland; serves as Chairperson of Friends of the 
Earth Europe; and this year launched the 'Down To 
Earth' slot on Newstalk's “Hard Shoulder” with Ivan 
Yates.  
 
Cara was appointed by Minister Denis Naughten as an 
advisor to Ireland’s Environmental Protection Agency in 
2016 and to the first National Dialogue on Climate Ac-
tion in 2017. She also serves as an adviser to Cool 
Planet Experience's Climate Champion programme 
and was the first person in Ireland to join Al Gore's 
Climate Reality Programme in 2013. 
 
In 2016, the Sunday Independent named Cara as one 
of the 20 most influential people to lead the low carbon 
transition in Ireland and GreenNews.ie called her one 
of five women in Ireland making incalculable contribu-
tions to Irish environmental issues. Her blog, ‘The Ver-
dant Yank’ gives her take on "green" issues from an 
Irish-American perspective and was awarded Ireland’s 
best political and current affairs blog in 2016.  Other 
expert speaker(s) will be invited to share the platform 
with Dr Augustenborg. 

A maximum of 140 people are welcome to register for 
this free event on a first-come, first served basis. If you 
wish to attend, please contact Jenny with details of 
names and numbers as soon as possible at  this email: 
humanistswest@gmail.com                            Tom White 



Miss Diver’s Cottage 
Colin Corkey 

N the 1950s and early 60s during our annual 
Donegal holidays in the month of August my 
mother would have taken us with her on occasions 

to visit this exceptional woman who lived her life in 
such isolation. The only access to her cottage was along 
a three-mile stretch of beach, tides and weather permit-
ting. There was no road nor track to her home and the 
surrounding area was and still is today inaccessible due 
to rough, marshy terrain.  

Miss Diver was disabled, the result of a broken leg 
years before which had never been properly medically 
treated. She used a kitchen chair as a walking aid and 
chewed tobacco. She lived a self-sufficient life with her 
faithful dog ‘Jack’, a beautiful Old English sheepdog. 
Jack had belonged to an Englishman who one day left 
him in her care with the promise that he would come 
back for him at some later date but he never returned. 

Although Miss Diver and Jack have long since departed 
and their little home has all but disappeared, the paint-
ing for me stands as a symbol of the stoicism and re-
silience of the human spirit in the face of extreme ad-
verse circumstances, buoyed up, no doubt, by the com-
panionship and devotion between an old woman and 
her beloved dog.                                                                   q 
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 A War (Krigen) 

HE current war in Afghanistan 
 – “one of the most immoral 
acts in modern history”,  

according to Noam Chomsky – is 
now almost 17 years old and shows 
no sign of ending. The Taliban are 
gaining ground and control nearly 
half the country’s districts. There are 
still 10,000 American troops there 
and a few hundred British in a 
NATO force numbering a few thou-
sand more. It is a war with huge 
civilian casualties: 31,000 killed and 
29,000 injured since 2001. In July 
2017 the UN reported that civilian 
deaths have reached a record high, 
with 436 children killed in the pre-
ceding year. A later report in Feb-
ruary this year reported 10,453 
civilian casualties in 2017 (3,438 
people killed and 7,015 injured). 

Denmark was one of 50 countries 
fighting in the NATO coalition. Danish politicians 
framed it from the beginning as a humanitarian cam-
paign, assisting Afghans in retrieving their country from 
the Taliban and helping women gain rights, rather than a 
retaliation for 9/11, as it was generally seen in the United 
States. When they pulled combat troops out in 2013 after 
12 years  – disillusioned and convinced that their soldiers 
were sent on a wrong and impossible mission – their 
forces had lost 43 men, the highest per capita casualty 
rate of any coalition member. Today there are about 150 
Danish soldiers in Afghanistan in a largely advisory role. 

This is the background to writer-director Tobias Lind-
holm’s film A War, (Krigen) nominated in the Best For-
eign Language category at the 2016 Academy Awards, 
shown recently on BBC4 and available on DVD. Lind-
holm is already known as a screen writer for the Danish 
TV series Borgen and the films Submarino (2010) and 
The Hunt (2102), and as director of the films R (2010) 
and A Hijacking (2012). 

A War is a compelling movie about a Danish army com-
mander brought to trial for killing 11 civilians in  
Afghanistan. It’s a work of two halves: a nerve-wracking 
portrayal of the horror and fog of war and a court-martial 
drama that teases out the ethical dilemmas of military 
violence. 

Pilou Asbaek (who also starred in Borgen and A Hijack-
ing) plays Claus Pederson, commander of a unit of Danish 
peacekeeping soldiers in Helmand province. The men exist 
in a climate of fear, boredom and frustration, not knowing 
whom to trust and wondering why they are even there in 

the first place. When one of them is 
killed by an IED and another, Lasse 
Hassan, is left an emotional wreck, 
Pederson decides to try to boost 
morale by sharing the burden and 
leading the daily patrols himself. 

One day a local man arrives at the 
Danish base pleading for his family 
to be given refuge, but Pederson 
rejects the request because it’s 
against protocol. Next day, he de-
cides to lead a patrol to the village 
where the family live and root out 
the Taliban, but they’re too late and 
find the family’s dead bodies instead. 
It becomes clear that the Taliban 
have set an ambush and, when Lasse 
Hassan is critically injured, Pederson 
sends a message that he has visual 
confirmation of the enemy position 
in Compound 6 and asks for an air 
strike. He can’t actually see whether 

the Taliban are inside but orders the bombing because 
otherwise he couldn’t have had the wounded man airlift-
ed to hospital. A few days later, it emerges that 11 inno-
cent civilians including 8 children have been killed and 
he is arrested for a war crime and sent back to Denmark. 

Throughout the first half of the film, Lindholm intercuts 
the Afghan drama with scenes back home in Denmark, 
as Pederson makes regular contact with his wife Maria 
(Tuva Novotny) by satellite phone and skype. She is 
struggling to bring up their three children on her own. 
Their eldest son Julius is in trouble at school for fighting 
with another pupil and their youngest Elliot has to be 
rushed to hospital after swallowing pills.  

Kids are also prominent in many of the Afghan scenes: 
sharing a kite with the soldiers and clustering playfully 
around them; being used as human shields by the Tal-
iban; and seeking refuge along with their parents. Also, if 
Maria is currently the sole protector of their children, her 
husband is the protector of his fellow soldiers, who call 
him ‘Papa’ for good reason. Yet he is also meant to be the 
protector of Afghan children. Where does Pederson’s 
primary duty lie? To his family? To his men? Or to 
Afghans and their children? 

At the court martial, Pederson’s defence lawyer tells him 
that the key question is whether he had reasonable cer-
tainly of a PID (Positive Identification). Was Compound 
6 a civilian or a military target? Perhaps it was both. 
Maria, horrified by the prospect of him being locked up 
for the next four years, persuades him to say that he had 
PID. “Never mind what you should have done, the    >>>
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Call Me By Your Name 
GAY cinema romances are all the rage. In 2017 Moonlight won 
the Best Film Oscar, and this year Call Me By Your Name won the 
award for best adapted screenplay by 89-year-old James Ivory. 
God’s Own Country, about a love affair between a Yorkshire 
farmer and a Romanian migrant worker, has received several 
awards, including a nomination at the 2018 BAFTAs for Out-
standing British Film, and it won the Best Film award at the 
Berlin Film Festival. 

Call Me By Your Name sucks the viewer in with a sumptuous set-
ting in a spacious stone villa in Northern Italy. In this sultry sum-
mer of 1983 youthful tanned bodies soak up the sun, pluck juicy 
apricots from the orchard, swim in the nearby river, cycle along 
dusky lanes and dance and copulate in the moonlight. As if that 
wasn’t enough sensual pleasure, there’s even a thick layer of high 
culture on top: Lisztian variations of Bach on piano and guitar, 
medieval poetry, references to Stendhal, Heraclitus and Heideg-
ger, and learned discussions of archaeology and philology. 

In the midst of this aesthetic plenitude a romance develops 
between 17-year-old Elio (Timothée Chalamet) and 24-year-old 
Oliver (Armie Hammer), hired for 6 weeks by Elio’s archaeolo-
gist father as a research assistant. At first, Elio resents this smug 
usurper who has taken his bedroom, while Oliver seems more 
interested in the female talent who swoon over his Adonis 
physique. But soon it is Elio who is smitten.  After small  initial 
signals by Oliver who massages Elio’s shoulders ostensibly for 
relaxation, Elio makes the first hesitantly reciprocated move.     

To read some 
reviews, this 
might seem 
t o b e t h e 
beginning of 
a beautiful 
love affair, 
but it’s nothing of the sort. Elio has had a girlfriend, so presum-
ably his sexuality is in a state of adolescent flux. Oliver has also 
had a girlfriend back home for two years, as we and Elio discov-
er when he rings him six months later to say that he is about to 
marry her. This hammer blow (pun intended) establishes that 
for Oliver there was nothing deep or meaningful in their rela-
tionship. It was just a summer fling. But Elio of course sees it 
differently. The first cut is the deepest, and his heart is broken. 

This imbalance in the romance is accentuated by the two ac-
tors. Chalamet is very good, but at times he looks even younger 
than 17 (he is now 22), whereas Hammer looks even older than 
his real age of 31. Moreover, he is very wooden in the part, 
which tends to exaggerate the vacuousness of the character he 
plays. Ultimately, he appears as a predator, which is hardly the 
film’s intention. 

Even the sex scenes are clinical and unconvincing. For real pas-
sion and real love, Francis Lee’s God’s own Country is a much 
better film. Its two protagonists – played by Josh O’Connor 
(Larry of The Durrells) and Alec Secareanu – are men of the soil 
with no culture or pretensions, but we can believe that their 
love affair is for keeps.                                                                                BMcC 

important thing is what you are going to do now”. And 
she adds: “You may have killed eight kids but you have 
three living ones at home”.  

She is not the only one to believe that a lie is justified in 
the circumstances. One of his men testifies that he re-
ported to Pederson about seeing a muzzle flash from 
Compound 6. Although the prosecution expresses sur-
prise at this late evidence, it is accepted and Pederson is 
acquitted. But he is tormented by guilt, and clearly his 
life will never be the same again. This kind and thought-
ful man feels like a war criminal. At the end, while tuck-
ing in his son, he notices the way his feet resemble the 
feet of the corpse of the local Afghan’s daughter. He 
then goes outside for a smoke and gazes into the night 
where he sees only the darkness in his own soul. 

At a personal level, the real war in A War is waged 
within the mind of Pederson himself. It is his moral 
struggle as he makes a choice in the heat of battle, then 
later when he has to make another choice relating to 
this first one, and finally when he has to live with the 
consequences of those choices. Yet the movie is also a 
thoughtful examination of the moral morass of war 
itself, where there are no black and white choices. The 
title of ‘a’ war is not only specifically about one man’s 
war but also about the hell of all wars, which deprive us 
of our humanity and make us less than we are. 

There are no heroes in A War, and no ‘villains’ either, 
for there are no close-ups of the Taliban. In fact, some 
ex-Taliban fighters feature in the cast, as well as Afghan 
refugees. Noticeable, too, is the fact that Lasse Hassan 

is played by Dulfi Al-Jabouri and Pederson’s second-in-
command and close friend Najib Bisma is played by 
Dar Salim. This appears to add a further laudable di-
mension to Pederson’s desire to protect his men. 

Lindholm’s extraordinary film is such a welcome 
change from the usual Hollywood war fare – nationalist 
gung-ho heroics by ‘good’ guys taking out the ‘bad’ 
guys, typified by American Sniper. It is also a total con-
trast to Kathyrn Bigelow’s Zero Dark Thirty, a film 
about the hunt for Osama bin laden, which was also 
nominated for an Oscar, and which clearly justifies tor-
ture and extra-judicial execution. Bigelow plays silly 
cinematic war games while claiming to be ‘neutral’ or 
even anti-war. Zero Dark Thirty followed in the wake 
of her Oscar winning movie The Hurt Locker, another 
hollow apologia for American imperialism. 

That is indeed the crucial point. America dragged 50 
countries into an immoral and unjust war because she 
hit out in revenge for 9/11. Not a single American fea-
ture film has exposed this war for what it really is. 
What does it say about the land of the free and the 
home of the brave that its culture cannot even be re-
motely critical of its government’s foreign policies, espe-
cially when it has had 17 years to grasp the truth? 

While A War does not openly question the Afghan inva-
sion, it contradicts the claim that the coalition was there 
to protect the civilians and therefore invites us, by im-
plication, to ask why they were there at all. Stripped of 
the usual American melodrama and heroics, it invites us 
to think. And that is a great achievement.                     q


