
The Fight For Women’s Equality
Less Religion, More Ethics
The Pope’s Fake News
A Citizens’ Assembly for Northern Ireland?
All Quiet on the Western Front
Life After Faith
How Democracies Die
The Philosophy of John Rawls
Support Independent Bookshops
The Music of Debussy
Derry Girls

ALL IRELAND MAGAZINE    |    MARCH/APRIL 2018    |    ISSUE #169



The Irish Freethinker and Humanist • March-April 2018 

  

Less Religion, More Ethics 

N December 2017 the 
BBC announced that it 
plans to increase its 

coverage of religion and 
ethics. This decision fol-
lows a year-long review in 
which audiences of all 
faiths and none said that 
they want to learn more 
about those topics. OF-
COM has already ordered 
the broadcaster to have more religious programmes on 
BBC1 and BBC2. 
  
For an atheist this appears, at least on the surface, to be a 
retrograde step, especially as a recent British Social Atti-
tudes Survey indicates that more than half the UK popu-
lation (53%) now have no religion, rising to nearly three 
out of four 18-24 year-olds. What is more, Northern 
Ireland suffers from a surfeit of religion already, not only 
in the wider society but also on the local BBC, which 
displays a sycophancy towards clerics almost as sicken-
ing as that which the national station shows towards the 
monarchy. Sunday on Radio Ulster is a veritable Godfest: 
religious discussions, religious services, religious music, 
dog-collared DJs. For balance, it’s Father this and Canon 
that. 
  
Yet from a Humanist viewpoint, it depends on how the 
extra coverage is done. If it means more devotional con-
tent or uncritical expositions of religious belief on, say, 
Thought for the Day, then it will reveal a BBC increas-
ingly out of touch with the modern secular age. 
  
Arguably, it would also be contravening both the Human 
Rights Act 1998 and the Equality Act 2010. The former 
incorporates the European Convention of Human Rights 
which guarantees freedom of religion and belief. As case 
law has shown, ‘belief’ includes non-religious beliefs. The 
Equality Act 2010 states that public authorities must 
have “due regard to the need to eliminate discrimination 
on grounds of religion and belief”. 
  
However, the BBC has said that it will strive to represent 
the views of those who “are not engaged with traditional 
religion but are spiritual”. If this means that it will more 
accurately reflect Humanist and other secular views, then 
it is welcome news. The religious do not have a mo-
nopoly of spirituality or ethics, and Humanists would 
certainly like to engage with more programmes that ex-
plore these areas. 
  
In its urge to compete with commercial stations, BBC 
television has become less innovative and challenging. 
Much of its output is dumbed down  – ‘chicken nugget 
television’, as Stephen Fry has called it. BBC Drama, for 

example, neglects a scrutiny of 
life’s moral dilemmas and is 
now dominated by thrillers and 
soap operas. A recent exception 
was Jimmy McGovern’s Bro-
ken, in which Sean Bean played 
a Catholic priest struggling to 
guide his parishioners through 
the trials and tribulations of 
everyday existence in a city in 
northern England. It revived 

memories of the 1970s and early 1980s when the BBC’s 
Play for Today excelled at high quality television. 
  
Broken  dramatised  a number of moral issues, and the 
BBC needs to expand its output in this area, not only in 
plays but also in documentaries and topical discussion 
programmes. ‘Ethics’ should be treated not as an ap-
pendage of religion but as a separate category of broad-
casting in its own right. To imply that religion governs 
ethics is to present a bias in a society where most people 
form their ethical standards independently of religion. 

It is odd that the BBC treats ethics as related only to reli-
gion and not to politics. Machiavelli, who believed in 
political expediency, said that politics have no relation to 
morals. But he was wrong. In fact, morals govern most of 
what we say and do. Sometimes it is argued that ethics 
aims at the good of the individual whereas politics aims 
at public good. This is a false dichotomy, because private 
and public actions affect one another. Sometimes it seems 
as if only some private interests are in the public 
interest – business interests, for example. In any case it 
demonstrates that the two are intimately related. 
  
The BBC has a duty in its Charter to inform and educate 
as well as entertain. If, instead of allowing contributors 
to preach, it educates its audience about religion and 
ethics so that they can better reach their own conclu-
sions, then it will come closer to fulfilling its proper role 
in the modern world.                                                      q 
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The Fight for Women’s Equality 

NE hundred years since the 
Suffragettes succeeded in 
achieving the vote for some 

women, have women finally got 
equality? I don’t think so. 

It has just been announced that 
Tesco could face a huge bill after 
paying its shop floor workers £8 
per hour for many years while pay-
ing warehouse workers £11. Of 
course, the majority who work on 
the shop floor are women, and it 
has been argued that warehouse 
work is heavier and colder and, 
therefore, more difficult. But the 
shop floor workers have to deal 
with the customers who are obvi-
ously a crucial ingredient for a supermarket, so I would 
argue both jobs have equal value to the business. 

It was always so. The Equal Pay Act of 1970 certainly 
didn’t work in the private sector, where a man and 
woman doing similar jobs in different areas of a business 
would just be given different titles. He would be called 
Office Manager, while his female counterpart could be 
called something like Cashier and, hey presto, justifica-
tion for lower pay for the woman. 

The BBC hasn’t covered itself in glory either with a gen-
der pay gap still in existence in 2018. But it’s not just in 
pay that there are huge gaps. Think of how TV presen-
ters look. Females are always perfectly turned out with 
not a hair out of place, while perfect make up and smart 
clothes are de rigeur. But male presenters, although some 
are well groomed, can have comb overs, missing teeth 
and baggy suits and no one notices, because they are 
there to do a job and their looks aren’t part of it. 

Women in politics are also judged on their looks. Re-
member the headline by the Daily Mail: “Forget about 
Brexit, who won Legs-it?” about Theresa May and Nico-
la Sturgeon? 

Rights for women have always come dropping slow. 
Mary Wollstonecraft kicked off the campaign for 
women’s rights in 1792 with her Vindication of the 
Rights of Women, in which she told women that all the 
attributes considered desirable for them were actually in 
place to keep them in subjection to men. 

Although there were previous attempts at women’s suf-
frage in the form of petitions the first organised women’s 
suffrage campaigns didn’t appear until 1866. But it 
wasn’t until 1888 that they were permitted to vote in 
local council elections. They became the Suffragists, who 
wished to obtain equal voting rights to men by peaceful 

means. But when this still hadn’t 
been achieved by 1903, Emmeline 
Pankhurst set up the Women’s So-
cial and Political Union (WSPU), 
whose members became known as 
the Suffragettes after the Daily 
Mail derisively named them so, and 
coined the phrase ‘Deeds not 
Words’.  

She, her daughters, and her brave 
followers chained themselves to 
railings, broke windows, disrupted 
public meetings and one of their 
number, Emily Davison, died in 
1913 after throwing herself under 
the King’s horse on Derby day. It’s 

not actually known if she committed 
suicide as a return train ticket was found in her belong-
ings, but she fought so ferociously for the campaign that 
the Pankhursts distanced themselves from her. Neverthe-
less, she was arrested many times, went on hunger strike 
seven times and was force fed on 49 occasions.  

Buckingham Palace sent a telegram at the time of the 
Derby incident to the jockey involved which said: 
“Queen Alexandra was very sorry to hear of your sad 
accident caused through the abominable conduct of a 
brutal lunatic woman.” Winston Churchill called the 
Suffragettes ‘a copious fountain of mendacity’, while 
Queen Victoria before him wanted to check ‘this mad, 
wicked folly’. 

Suffragettes in Ulster were imprisoned for their activities 
too, such as burning down Abbeylands House in White-
abbey, where the UVF, who were gun running under Ed-
ward Carson, a fervent opponent of women’s rights, 
were drilling their troops. 

With the Representation of the People Act, 1918, only 
40% of women got the vote due to property restrictions 
and an age restriction of over 30, while restrictions were 
dropped for all men over 21. It wasn’t until 1928 with 
the Equal Franchise Act that women over 21 were finally 
given the same voting rights as men. 

None of this bodes well for the current Women Against 
State Pension Inequality (WASPI) campaign, which is 
only at the Suffragist stage. Despite many petitions, ten 
debates and many, many demonstrations the Tory gov-
ernment is refusing to engage with women who have 
been deprived of their state pension for up to six years 
with little or no notice. 

This has been done in the name of ‘equality’ and to 
bring us in line with the state pension age of men, 
which has also gone up by one year to 66. But for >>> 
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women born in the 1950s equality was not something 
we were familiar with. Even today women with chil-
dren face a widening gender pay gap, leaving them 
33% worse off than men by the time their first child is 
12 (Institute for Fiscal Studies). Many women born in 
the 50s will have started work at 16, (I know, I started 
working after school when I was 14) and worked part 
time or became full time mothers when they had chil-
dren. Workplace pensions just weren’t offered to us – 
that didn’t happen until the 1990s, and the Equal Pay 
Act of 1970 was a farce. 

In acknowledgment of the fact that women had little 
or no access to private pensions, were generally paid 
less, and had time out of the work force to have chil-
dren, women’s pension age was set at 60 to try to 
equalise the amount they would have in their retire-
ment with that of men. After all, what would we have 
paid into private pensions with? The family al-
lowance? 

But, in a disingenuous attempt at equality, the Tory 
government has consigned the 50s cohort of women to 
even more poverty in old age than they previously suf-
fered by putting back our state pension age (SPA) to 66. 
The 1995 Act set the SPA for women to rise gradually 
to 65 by 2020, but no letters were sent out for another 
14 years and not all 
women received them. 
The Department for 
Works and Pensions has 
admitted it stopped writ-
ing at this point as it was 
aware there were plans 
to increase the age again 
for the same group of 
women. No letter. No no-
tice. No pension. And a loss of around £48,000. How 
are ordinary working class women meant to make up 
that amount in two years and often less? And many 
women still haven’t received notification. 

Meanwhile, the government of today is funding adverts 
advising that it’s an offence not to take part in work 
place pensions if you earn over a certain amount. 
 (Ridiculous when you consider how many are on zero- 
hour contracts and minimum wage). Consecutive gov-
ernments failed to inform 50s born women, even 
though the Cridland Report says no one should have 
changes made to their pension with less than 10 years 
notice of a one year increase. We had two years to no 
notice of a six-year increase. Is that equality? Freedom 
of Information requests have shown that while the cur-
rent government claims women were notified via mag-
azines, advertising campaigns, etc. no proof of this can 
be given as it would cost too much money to do the 
research. 

I received a letter in 2011 telling me I had 35 contribu-
tions which, at the time was five more than needed for 
the state pension. Nowhere in that letter was I in-
formed that I wouldn’t receive my state pension until 
six years after my 60th birthday. I now have 41 contri-
butions and some women have up to and over 50, and 
we are still paying! What are we going to get for those 
extra contributions? Not a thing. 

I also received a letter telling me I had a gap in my con-
tribution record, and I could pay nearly £300 to fill it. I 
couldn’t understand why I needed to do that when I al-
ready had enough so I rang Pensions Forecast and was 
told by a very helpful young man that I didn’t have to 
pay for the gap because that was money that would sim-
ply go to the Treasury and would be of no value to me. 
As far as I’m concerned the Government tried to defraud 
me of yet more money. He also told me it’s possible to 
stop paying contributions altogether if earnings fall be-
low taxable level. However, that means should you fall 
ill, which is all the more likely in your 60s, you can’t 
claim sickness benefit. 

We are an abandoned decade of women. A one year dif-
ference in age for those born in the early 50s can mean a 
difference of three years’ state pension age. For the rest of 
us it’s a six year wait. The age won’t rise again to 67 until 
2026. 

Having tried to tell women suffering, from what all MPs 
including some of the Tories themselves and the DUP 
have called this scandal, that they should get apprentice-
ships or go see the ‘Older People’s Champions’, of which 
there are three in the whole of the UK to find work the 
current Pensions Minister, Guy Opperman, is now trying 
to turn the young against us by announcing that it is 

they who will have to car-
ry the burden of paying 
our pensions. But we 
were the young paying 
for the generations before 
us – that’s how the sys-
tem works, and we didn’t 
consider it a burden.  

We wanted our mums and 
dads to enjoy their twilight years, and our dads under-
stood too well that women carried the responsibility for 
the care of the children, the housework, the shopping, 
cooking, looking after other family members who need-
ed help and working when they could. The shame is that 
as a society we are not in open revolt about what has been 
called The Great Pension Heist. How is the government 
who not only implemented these changes without fair 
notice but sped up the timetable for the same group of 
women any different to those responsible for the losses at 
Carillion or BHS? 

I am no Feminazi. I am aware that men too face chal-
lenges, and that the prospect of working until 65/66 
without the diversion of time out to have children is 
daunting. But it’s not time off – it’s just different work, 
albeit one carried out with love and not a little sacrifice. 
So no – I don’t believe women have achieved equality, 
because equality shouldn’t have to be about doing and 
behaving exactly like men. Until society is re-organised 
to value the many unpaid roles that generally women do 
we can never be equal. Women always reached pension 
age with smaller pensions than men and many have no 
private pension at all. So far from achieving equality this 
government has made sure this group of women will 
suffer greater pensioner poverty than those who went 
before us. And we’ll suffer it for longer. Disgraceful that 
this has been endorsed by a female Prime Minister. 
Deeds not words ...?                                                    q               
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Is The Belfast Agreement Dead?  

HE Belfast or ‘Good Friday’ 
Agreement was signed 20 
years ago on 10th April 1998. 

It was a first, yet crucial, step on 
the road to permanent peace in 
Northern Ireland. It neither 
strengthened the Union nor paved 
the way for Irish unity. Rather, it 
secured the border to please Union-
ists but made it permeable to please 
Nationalists. The amendments to 
Articles 2 and 3 of the Irish Consti-
tution meant that Irish nationality is 
no longer a duty but instead a mat-
ter of choice. Taken in conjunction 
with acceptance of the principle of 
consent, which republicans used to 
describe as a ‘partitionist fudge’, the 
democratic legitimacy of Northern 
Ireland was implicitly conceded by 
nationalists. The alleged moral au-
thority for republican terrorism no 
longer existed. Crucially, violence 
was not victorious. 

Nor were there to be any free-
standing cross-border bodies. The 
North/South Ministerial Council 
and the implementation bodies 
must proceed by agreement and are 
accountable to the Assembly. Effec-
tively, therefore, there is a Unionist 
veto. These cross-border bodies 
have the potential to be whatever 
the participants successfully make 
of them. What is there for Union-
ists to fear in such an arrangement? 

The Assembly is also a gain for 
Unionists, though they conceded a 
power-sharing executive and ‘paral-
lel consent’, which ensures a na-
tionalist veto. The Executive 
Committee comprises ministers in 
proportion to their party strengths, 
which means that Unionists share 
power with Sinn Fein. But there 
was nothing new in this: they did 
so already in local councils. 

Nationalists gained in the sense 
that there is the potential in the 
cross-border bodies for practical 
advance towards a position of joint 
sovereignty. But it is no more than 
a potential, and unionists could, if 

they wished, scupper it. Nationalists 
also gained an equality agenda, a 
commitment to human rights, and 
power-sharing in Northern Ireland. 
Although partition is formally ac-
knowledged, the border is made 
more flexible and less important. 
Nationalists still have the right to 
campaign peacefully for the laud-
able end of Irish unity but no longer 
can they claim any right to the 
means of death, destruction and 
double talk. There is no alternative 
to persuasion. The endorsement of 
the Agreement in referenda, north 
and south of the border, was an 
exercise in ‘national sovereignty’ in 
which a majority of the two parts of 
the island of Ireland spoke clearly 
for exclusively peaceful change. 

The release of prisoners, policing 
and decommissioning are all highly 
emotive issues. As the Agreement 
puts it, “the achievement of a peace-
ful and just society would be the 
true memorial to the victims of vio-
lence”. Demilitarisation by the 
paramilitaries was the best guaran-
tee of this outcome. It was what the 
overwhelming majority of the peo-
ple in Ireland desperately desired, 
and the paramilitaries had no alter-
native but to deliver sooner rather 
than later.       

Here, then, was a classic example 
of a compromise, a fudge if you 
like, but when fundamentalist val-
ues clash a fudge is a damned good 
thing. Instead of the zero-sum game 
of one tribe succeeding at the ex-
pense of the other, its assumption is 
both a win-win settlement in which 
each side gains something of what 
it wants (indeed the gains are mu-
tual, for the advances for one tribe 
are based on those for the other) 
and a lose-lose outcome in which 
neither is granted its ultimate ob-
jective. As such, the fudge is there-
fore only a starting point, from 
which progress can be made to-
wards changing the mutually ex-
clusive objectives of each tribe into 
a shared aim acceptable to all.  

The Agreement created a space in 
which stability could be rooted and 
an alternative grammar of politics 
developed which transcends the 
antagonistic vocabulary of Protes-
tant and Catholic, Planter and 
Gael, Orange and Green. This 
Third Way is not entirely new; in-
deed some of its ingredients are as 
old as political thought itself. For it 
embraces ideas such as ‘consensus’, 
‘community’, ‘integration’, ‘liberal’, 
‘tolerant’, ‘pluralist’, and ‘secular’.  
These are all values of the Enlight-
enment, and yet their novelty in the 
context of Northern Ireland is glar-
ingly transparent. 

Unfortunately, the Agreement’s 
example of compromise has not 
been followed by the two main 
parties or communities. The 
Agreement has not failed. It is the 
people who have failed the Agree-
ment. The middle ground, so vital 
to stability and cohesion, has been 
obliterated by Sinn Fein and the 
DUP, whose only unity is their 
hardline stances. In the last elec-
tion, two thirds of the voters gave 
one or other of them their vote. Yet 
probably about the same percent-
age are exasperated by their failure 
to re-establish an executive after 
more than a year.                      >>> 
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Most of the same people who put 
the DUP and Sinn Fein in power 
are critical of their failure and 
keen to label the MLAs as ‘out for 
themselves’, ‘incompetent’, or 
worse. 

One explanation of this apparent 
self-contradiction is to argue that 
most people in Northern Ireland 
are not hardline unionists or na-
tionalists but moderates who fear 
the perceived hardliners in the op-
posing side. When it comes to elec-
tions, they vote for the party best 
placed to block the hardline posi-
tions they fear. This mistrust will 
continue as long as these two par-
ties refuse to compromise and be 
seen to compromise. 

Consider three issues. When Mar-
tin McGuinness stepped down as 
Deputy First Minister of Northern 
Ireland in January 2017, the fail-
ure to introduce legislation on the 
Irish language was listed as one of 
the chief reasons he effectively 
pulled the plug on the Executive. 
The St Andrews Agreement 2006 
states: “The Government will in-
troduce an Irish Language Act re-
flecting on the experience of Wales 
and Ireland and work with the 
incoming Executive to enhance 
and protect the development of the 
Irish language.”  

Here ‘the government’ means the 
British government. It has failed in 
its commitment, mainly because it 
has caved in to unionist opposi-
tion. Yet the DUP signed up to that 
2006 agreement. Moreover, it in-
sists that Northern Ireland is 
British, but refuses to accept what 
Wales and Scotland have as part of 
the UK. The SDLP, Alliance, Green 
Party and People Before Profit as 
well as Sinn Fein, also support an 
Irish Language Act. At the 2017 
election more than 50% voted for 
these parties. So the DUP opposi-
tion is not only ‘unBritish’ but also 
undemocratic. 

As far as same-sex marriage is 
concerned, similar points apply. In 
2015 a majority of MLAs voted in 
favour (53 to 52), but the DUP 
deployed a Petition of Concern to 
prevent its implementation. Yet 
again the DUP, which claims to be 
British, has behaved in a very 
unBritish way. In both these cases, 
it is fighting a losing battle as they 
will be law sooner or later. Why 
therefore dig a hole and stay in it? 

It is not clear what other matters 
have been discussed during the last 
thirteen months, but one impor-
tant aspect of legacy issues is the 
question of responsibility for the 
Troubles. Here Sinn Fein have a 
moral duty to make a statement 
about the IRA’s role. Its campaign 
to bring about a united Ireland 
through violence failed. It led to 
the legitimisation of the killing of 
Protestants (and many Catholics 
too). It led to heartbreak and ha-
tred and the balkanisation of poli-
tics. 

As Sean Mallon said recently, “true 
republicanism is about finding 
ways to live together, in peace and 
harmony, with respect for each 
other and a respect for the country 
in which we live” (Irish Times, 9th 
February). If the people in North-
ern Ireland cannot live together 
here, then they cannot live together 
as part of anywhere else. 

It may be said that it is totally un-
realistic to expect Sinn Fein to ad-
mit that its ‘war’ was wrong. That 
just will not happen. Yet if it can-
not do this, then it appears as if, 
once again, it is the unionists who 
have to make the concessions  

which Sinn Fein then pockets on 
the road to more concessions, and 
so on. Equality appears to be just a 
Trojan horse tactic rather than a 
genuine commitment. It creates the 
suspicion about the hardliners in 
Sinn Fein that we mentioned and 
simply reinforces the DUP vote. 

The current crisis makes direct rule 
likely. This doesn’t suit anyone in 
the North. Brexiteers in the Con-
servative Party may countenance a 
hard border as the price to pay for 
complete withdrawal from the cus-
toms union and free market. This 
would be disastrous for Northern 
Ireland. The onus is therefore on 
both extremes to get back into ne-
gotiation and make concessions for 
the general good of the community. 
If they fail to do so and thereby 
endanger the relatively peaceful 
society we have enjoyed for the last 
20 years, then history will not for-
give them.                                    q                 
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Valentine’s Day Sadness as DUP and Sinn Fein announce they aren’t 
getting back together. From The Ulster Fry: ulsterfry.com
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The Philosophy of John Rawls 

OHN Rawls was an Ameri-
can philosopher. He was 
born in Baltimore, Mary-
land, in 1921, the son of a 

prominent attorney in the city. 

Though he had a generally happy 
upbringing, two of his brothers 
died in childhood from diseases 
that they contracted from Rawls 
himself. Biographer Thomas 
Pogge refers to these tragedies as 
“the most important events in 
John's childhood”. 

Rawls graduated summa cum 
laude from Princeton University 
with a Bachelor of Arts degree in 
1943. During the last two years of 
his course, he developed a deep interest in theology and 
religious doctrine. At one point he considered attending a 
seminary to study for the Episcopal priesthood and 
wrote an intensely religious senior thesis. 

However, in February of 1943 he enlisted in the Ameri-
can Army. It was during his three years of military service 
that he lost his Christian faith. Despite being promoted 
to Sergeant, he also became disillusioned with the mili-
tary, particularly after witnessing the aftermath of the 
atomic bombing of Hiroshima. 

He was eventually demoted to Private after refusing to 
discipline a fellow soldier. By the time he was discharged 
from the army, he was a firm atheist. He almost immedi-
ately returned to Princeton to pursue a doctorate in 
moral philosophy. 

He completed his PhD in 1950 and taught at Princeton 
until 1952 when he received a Fulbright Fellowship to 
Oxford University (Christ Church), where he was influ-
enced by the liberal political theorist and historian Isaiah 
Berlin and the legal theorist H. L. A. Hart. 

After returning to the United States he worked at Cornell 
University, another Ivy League school, where he became 
a full professor of philosophy in 1962. Soon afterwards 
he attained a tenured position at MIT, but he almost 
immediately moved to Harvard University. He taught at 
Harvard for almost forty years and there he trained some 
of the leading contemporary figures in moral and politi-
cal philosophy, including Thomas Nagel, Allan 
Gibbard, Onora O'Neill, and Elizabeth S. Anderson. 

During this time, Rawls published widely, but perhaps 
his three most important books were: A Theory of Justice 
(1971), which focused on distributive justice and at-
tempted to reconcile the competing claims of the values 

of freedom and equality; Political 
Liberalism (1993), addressing the 
question of how citizens divided 
by seemingly intractable religious 
and philosophical disagreements 
could come to endorse a constitu-
tional democratic regime; and 
The Law of Peoples (1999), 
which focused on the issue of 
global justice. 

A Theory of Justice is perhaps the 
work for which he is best known, 
and should be compulsory read-
ing for all humanists, as well as 
anyone with an interest in politi-
cal philosophy and the concept of 
what constitutes justice in society. 
It includes the first mention of a 

thought experiment that Rawls called the ‘original posi-
tion’  – a hypothetical scenario in which a group of per-
sons is set the task of designing the kind of political, social, 
and economic structure they want for the society which 
they will then occupy. 

Each deliberates behind a so-called ‘veil of ignorance’. By 
this, Rawls meant that each individual has no knowledge 
of what their own characteristics in this society will be. 
They know not whether they will be male or female; 
what race or ethnic group they will be; how old or wise 
or intelligent; what skills or education they shall have; or 
indeed whether they will have a physical disability, suffer 
from mental illness, or neither of these things. They 
know not where they will be born, or into which social 
class. 

The only thing that each person knows about themselves 
is that they are in possession of the basic capacities nec-
essary to fully and wilfully participate in a system of mu-
tual cooperation, and that they will be a member of the 
society they are creating. 

Under such a hypothetical situation, no one is driven or 
inhibited by vested interests as they have none, aside 
from the knowledge that if there exists in this society a 
section of the population that is homeless, destitute, de-
nied certain basic services or human rights, or subjected 
to discrimination based on gender, ethnicity, or sexuality, 
there is a proportionately equal chance that they them-
selves will be negatively affected in this way. It is, there-
fore, in their own self-interest to ensure that everyone in 
society has some basic standard of living, some minimum 
guarantee of security, and some promise of protection of 
their basic rights. 

Such guarantees may amount to many things. They may 
mean that everyone in society has a roof over their   >>>       
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heads, has sufficient in-
come to live life with 
dignity, or is not discrim-
inated against based on 
things that are beyond 
their control. But in my 
own (humanistic, and 
admittedly socially de-
mocratic) view it stands 
to reason that, being ignorant of all of these facets, those 
designing society, knowing that they have a proportion-
ately equal chance of being born in any of these condi-
tions, will design a society where the condition of the 
least well off is as good as it possibly can be. 

Indeed, I find it hard to imagine that if one were in-
volved in designing a society in this way, and doing so 
from behind a ‘veil of ignorance’ as per Rawls, one 
would not attempt to design a society without homeless-
ness, a society with a (relatively) equal share of wealth 
and resources, and a society with equal 
rights for all regardless of gender, race 
or sexuality. 

One would approach the project with 
as much love, tolerance, and compas-
sion as could be mustered. Proposals 
that we would ordinarily think of as 
unjust – such as that black people 
should not be allowed to vote, or 
women should not be allowed to hold 
high ranking public office or have to 
leave their job upon getting married, or 
that gay people should not be allowed 
to marry at all – would never be pro-
posed in this original position of Rawls 
because it would be irrational to pro-
pose them. The reason is simple: there 
is a relatively high chance that the de-
signers of this society will be black or 
gay, and a 50% chance they will be a 
woman! 

In the situation described, it would make sense that we 
would always strive to improve the position of the worst 
off, lest we by chance inhabit such a position. 
The logical follow on for your author is that if this is 
how we would behave if given a blank slate, we should 
also strive to do so in the society in which we actually do 
inhabit, veil or no veil. 

It has been suggested that in creating the concept of the 
original position, Rawls drew on his experiences in post-
war Japan where the US Army was challenged with de-
signing new social and political authorities and a new 
society for the country. 

Rawls’s 1993 work Political Liberalism looked at the 
question of ‘political legitimacy’ in the context of in-
tractable philosophical, religious, and moral disagree-
ment among citizens regarding what constitutes ‘the hu-
man good’ or ‘the common good’. He argued that such 
disagreement was reasonable and the result of ‘the free 
exercise of human rationality’ under the conditions of 
free and open enquiry; things that a liberal state is de-
signed to safeguard. 

At the heart of the book is 
the insistence that in or-
der to legitimise itself and 
its laws, a liberal state 
must commit itself to 
what Rawls called ‘the 
ideal of public reason’. 
This is no doubt music to 
the ears of committed 

humanists and freethinkers. Rawls held that there was a 
duty among citizens to offer one another reasons that are 
mutually understood as such, avoiding recourse to reli-
gious or other subjective convictions. 

As an example, a public official, jurist or policymaker 
deliberating on whether or not to deny homosexuals the 
right to adopt children should not bring his religious 
convictions on the matter into consideration, but instead 
look at arguments on whether or not same-sex couples 
are capable of providing suitable conditions for the rais-

ing of children. 

Rawls suffered the first of several 
strokes in 1995, severely impeding his 
ability to continue working. He never-
theless completed The Law of Peoples, 
the most complete statement of his 
views on international justice, in 1999. 
Among the ideas contained therein, 
Rawls argued that the legitimacy of a 
liberal international order is contingent 
on tolerating ‘decent peoples’, which he 
believed differed from ‘liberal peoples’ 
in that they might have state religions 
and deny adherents of minority faiths 
the right to hold positions of power or 
organise political participation via con-
sultation hierarchies rather than elec-
tions. He referred to peoples that fail to 
meet the criteria or ‘liberal’ or ‘decent’ 
peoples as ‘outlaw states’ – “societies 
burdened by unfavourable conditions”. 

Rawls seldom gave interviews and, despite his fame, he 
did not become a public intellectual. This was partly due 
to having a stutter, but mainly due to a ‘bat-like horror 
of the limelight’. His focus was instead mainly on his 
academic career and family life. 

Despite this, he will be remembered as one of the pre-
eminent philosophers of the 20th century. His theory 
of justice as fairness describes a society of free citizens 
holding equal basic rights and cooperating within an 
egalitarian economic system. His theory of political liber-
alism delineates the legitimate use of political power in a 
democracy and envisions how civic unity might endure, 
despite a diversity of worldviews. His writings on the law 
of peoples set out a liberal foreign policy that aims to cre-
ate a permanently peaceful and tolerant international or-
der. How very humanist of him in all respects. 

Shortly before his death in November 2002, he pub-
lished Justice As Fairness: A Restatement, a response to 
criticisms of A Theory of Justice. He died on 24th No-
vember of that year, aged 81, and is buried at Mount 
Auburn Cemetery in Massachusetts.                              q
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Support Independent Bookshops  

 EORGE Orwell was wrong 
when he wrote in his 1936 
essay Bookshop Memories 

that independent booksellers would 
not be squeezed out of existence like 
local grocery and hardware stores. 

In the last ten-twenty years the 
growth of Amazon and Water-
stones have contributed to the 
demise of 560 independent book-
shops.The main problem is of 
course price. For example, the rec-
ommended retail price 
of Philip Pullman’s 
hardback La Belle Sav-
age : The Book of Dust 
 – Part One is £20. 
Both Amazon and Wa-
terstones were selling it 
at half price mainly 
because they can buy in 
bulk from wholesalers 
and publishers. This 
has been the case since 
the scrapping of the 
Net Book Agreement, 
which existed in the UK 
from 1900 to 1997 and 
ensured that all new 
books had to be sold at 
roughly the same price. 

Basically the free mar-
ket capitalist system has lead to a 
largely monopolistic bookselling 
structure. The outlawing of the 
NBA coincided with the rise of 
Amazon who could buy in bulk 
with large discounts and small in-
dependent stores could not com-
pete on price. 

Contrast this situation with France 
where recently the so-called ‘anti-
Amazon law’ was introduced which 
restricts discounts on new books to 
no more than 5 per cent off the 
cover price. It is interesting to note 
that as a result, while Amazon han-
dles 70 per cent of the country’s 
online book sales, only 18 per cent 
of all books are sold online. The 
French system is to be commended 
and sets the standard for a non-mo-
nopoly approach to book selling.  

The Lang Law  of 1981, named 
after the former Culture Minister, 
Jack Lang,  stipulates that no seller 
can offer more than 5 per cent off 
the cost price of new books. That 
means a book costs more or less 
the same wherever you buy it in 
France, even online. 

Fixed book prices may sound 
shocking to free market capitalists 
but it is in fact more common 
around the world than is realised. 

In Germany, book retailers aren't 
allowed to discount most books 
and six of the world’s 10 biggest 
book-selling countries: Germany, 
Japan, France, Spain, Italy and 
South Korea all have versions of 
fixed book prices. 

It is unlikely in the free market 
culture that dominates the UK 
book industry that resurrecting the 
NBA would prove successful. 
However, serious consideration 
should be given to a scheme where 
all new books must be sold at the 
cover price for the first six months 
and pressure should be put on the 
Department for Digital, Culture, 
Media and Sport to implement 
such a scheme. 

As Philip Pullman has stated re-
garding this whole issue: 

“There is an insane, inhuman and 
perverted belief that the market 
knows best, and that it is some-
thing natural, like gravity, which 
we can do nothing to alter. But of 
course we can alter the way the 
market works. It’s a human con-
struction”. 

One of the best independent book-
shops in Belfast is No Alibis in 
Botanic Avenue. It specialises in 
American crime fiction for which 

its owner David Tor-
rans has a great knowl-
edge and affection. The 
shop has also a wide 
variety of Irish history, 
poetry and other schol-
arly books available 
and students can re-
ceive a 10% discount 
on purchases. Uniquely 
No Alibis also hosts 
folk, jazz and other 
contemporary musical 
evenings throughout 
the year and forthcom-
ing gigs can be checked 
on the website  
noalibis.com  

David has been selling 
copies of the Irish Free-

thinker for the last couple of years 
in his shop and is kindly offering 
readers of the magazine 10% dis-
count off books bought during 
March and April (see voucher  
below). So support your local inde-
pendent bookshop wherever you 
live and give Amazon a bye ball. 
Happy reading.                              q 
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 Hot     Topics                                       Hot     Topics 

SURVEY STRIKES  
OPTIMISTIC NOTE 
THE Northern Ireland 
Equality Commission’s 
latest survey of social atti-
tudes found that more peo-
ple than ever before said 
that their attitudes towards 
different equality groups 
had become more positive. 
This was particularly true 
towards lesbian, gay, bisex-
ual and trans people, and 
the Travelling community.


Positive attitudes towards 
LGB people were up from 
57% in 2008 to 83% in 
2016, and for transgender 
people up from 48% in 
2011 to 78% in 2016.


The five most negatively 
viewed groups were all 
related to race or nationality 
– Travellers, Roma, asylum 
seekers and refugees, mi-
grant workers and minority 
ethnic groups. While atti-
tudes here are improving, 
they had the highest pro-
portions of respondents 
who ‘would mind’ them as 
a work colleague, a neigh-
bour or an in-law.


Clearly, there has been a 
decline in prejudice espe-
cially on gender issues  – 
where pressure groups 
have had some success  – 
but attitudes towards mi-
grant workers, asylum 
seekers and refugees are 
slow to change.


A  HUMANIST DOESN’T 
HAVE TO KNOW PLATO 
A Pakistani humanist who 
renounced Islam and then 
received death threats from 
family members in Pakistan 
applied for asylum in the 
UK. The Home Office has, 
however, rejected his appli-
cation on the grounds that 
he failed to answer correct-
ly questions about two 
ancient Greek philosophers. 

The Home Office said 
Hamza bin Walayat’s failure 
to identify Plato (above) and 
Aristotle as humanist 
philosophers indicated his 
knowledge of humanism 
was ‘rudimentary at best’.


More than 120 leading 
philosophers signed a letter 
asking the British Home 
Secretary to reconsider the 
case. They pointed out that 
“Knowledge of Plato and 
Aristotle is not a reliable 
test for whether someone is 
a humanist”. There is no 
scholarly basis to think that 
these two were humanist 
thinkers. Both presented 
arguments in favour of a 
supernatural realm, whereas 
rejection of religious belief is 
central to humanist thinking. 
Plato presents arguments in 
favour of a divine creator, 
while Aristotle refers to a 
divine unmoved mover.

The letter also points out 
that it is not necessary to 
know who leading Christian 
thinkers are to be a Christ-
ian. Indeed, by this criterion 
there would be few genuine 
Christians in the UK.


NORTHERN IRELAND 
CITIZENS’ ASSEMBLY? 

ACCORDING to the BBC, 
plans for a Citizens’s 

Assembly in Northern 

Ireland are advanced and it 
is hoped that the body will 
be up and running this year.


This is good news. All 
strong democracies  recog-
nise that citizens and civic 
associations should have 
an active role in politics. 
The Republic of Ireland has 
had such a body since 

2016, considering abortion, 
fixed term parliaments, 
referendums, population 
ageing, and climate 
change. It is made up of 
100 members selected by 
‘sortition’: a large random 
sample is whittled down to 
make it as demographically 
representative of the adult 
population as possible.


A number of individuals 
from diverse backgrounds 
have come together, assist-
ed by the Building Change 
Trust, in support of the idea 
for Northern Ireland and it 
has agreed to furnish 
£100,000 towards its bud-
get. As Robin Wilson sug-
gested in the Belfast Tele-
graph (25th January): “After 
years of growing frustration 
with Northern Ireland’s po-
litical performance, it offers 
a means to enlarge public 
engagement with politics 
for the common good”.


MORALITY IS NOT 
BASED ON RELIGION 

WHAT do Denmark, Nor-
way and Sweden have in 
common? Well of course 
they are all Scandinavian…

But other than that, they 
are among the countries 
with the lowest crime rates 
in the world. They sit atop 
the UN's annual World 
Happiness Report, year 
after year. And they are 
also among the most chari-
table, donating more than 
anyone else in the world as

a percentage of their GDP.


Interestingly, these coun-
tries also have some of the 
highest percentage of athe-
ists and non religious peo-
ple in the world. Arguments 
that God and religion are 
required for morality or 
happiness aren't exactly 
backed by the evidence.


FAKE NEWS IRONY 
ESCAPES THE POPE 

POPE Francis recently re-
leased a message con-
demning ‘fake news’, say-
ing that it's a “sign of intol-
erant and hypersensitive 
attitudes, and leads only to 
the spread of arrogance 
and hatred”. The tragic 
history of human sin is the 
first ‘fake news’ and it dates 
back to the book of Gene-
sis, when the ‘crafty ser-
pent’ lied to the woman. 


In the present day, the fast 
digital world helps fuel the 
spread of ‘fake news’, which 
he defines as ‘the spreading 
of disinformation on line or 
in the traditional media’. 
"Spreading fake news can 
serve to advance specific 
goals, influence political 
decisions and serve eco-
nomic interests”, he says.


Or it can be used to brain-
wash people. Genesis and 
indeed the whole Bible is 
riddled with disinformation. 
The Pope himself is the 
leading purveyor of it. 
Christians call it ‘good 
news’; we know it to be 
fake news.                       q
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All Quiet on the Western Front 
Brian McClinton 

HICH are the greatest 
anti-war films? Clearly, it 
is a matter of subjective 

judgment, and we might even agree 
with the French director François 
Truffaut that there is really no such 
thing because to show something is to 
ennoble it. “Every film about war 
ends up being pro-war”, he said in an 
interview – in which case the anti-war 
war film is a contradiction in terms.  

It probably depends partly on the 
person viewing. For many, war is 
exciting and glamorous, at least on 
the screen. As Thomas Hardy put it in 
a more literary era, “war makes rat-
tling good history, but peace is poor 
reading”. For the military mind, im-
ages of death and carnage are indeed a 
form of addictive pornography. On the 
other hand, many others will be com-
pletely turned off by the violence. Steven Spielberg stated 
in an interview with Newsweek magazine that “every war 
movie, good or bad, is an anti-war movie”. 

It also depends on the actual film itself. Stanley Kubrick 
made three acclaimed anti-war films: Paths of Glory 
(1957), Dr Strangelove (1964) and Full Metal Jacket 
(1987). In my view, the first two are humane and effec-
tive anti-war movies, the first set in the trenches of World 
War One and the second a black comedy on the Cold 
War nuclear strategy of ‘mutually assured destruction’. In 
Full Metal Jacket, on the other hand, the action is riveting 
and addictive and it could easily be taken as a recruiting 
video for wartime combat – it seems to glorify the gore. 

Spielberg’s Saving Private Ryan (1998) is another case in 
point. The opening 25 minutes on the Omaha Beach D- 
Day landings brilliantly depict war as hell, but by the end 
of the film war has been validated and America presented 
as the great saviour of humanity. The work as a whole 
seems to say: yes, war is hell and in it people do awful 
things and suffer awful things, but it may be a necessary 
evil to achieve a greater good. 

Consider also three celebrated Vietnam war films. The 
Deer Hunter (1978), Apocalypse Now (1979) and Platoon 
(1986) are critical of American involvement and depict the 
madness of war, but again there is an element of fascina-
tion with the subject. Perhaps this is because the whole 
American cinema culture wallows in violence and even the 
best directors are sucked into this Hollywood tradition. 

Francis Ford Coppola said that his 
aim in Apocalypse Now “was to cre-
ate a film experience that would give 
its audience a sense of the horror, the 
madness, the sensuousness, and the 
moral dilemma of the Vietnam war…
And yet I wanted it to go further, to 
the moral issues that are behind all 
wars”. Yet the helicopter assault, 
where the Air Cavalry attack a Viet-
namese position like angels of death 
while blasting Wagner’s Ride of the 
Valkyries out of the speakers, is am-
biguous. Coppola intends irony, but 
the majestic music gives the assault a 
heightened seductiveness and enhances 
the heroism of the attackers.  The im-
mersive effect of the spectacle over-
whelms the anti-war message. Some 
American soldiers watched the film 
before going to Iraq in 1990 in order 
to get in the mood for killing. 

To find an unequivocal anti-war film we have to look to 
non-American directors. One of the most bleak is Stalin-
grad-born Elem Klimov’s Come and See (1985), a title tak-
en from the Book of Revelation that describes the coming 
of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. Set during the 
German occupation of Belarus in World War Two, it taps 
into the escalating madness that Coppola depicted in 
Apocalypse Now, but it leaves no doubt in the mind that 
war is an unbearable nightmare. There are no heroes here.  

A successful anti-war film should convey at least some of 
the following: the senselessness of the conflict; the abject 
terror it unleashes; the randomness of violent deaths; 
cruelty as a norm of behaviour; and the traumatic effects 
on combatants and civilians. One film that manages to 
achieve most, if not all, of these criteria is All Quiet on 
the Western Front (1930), adapted from Erich Maria 
Remarque’s 1929 bestselling novel Im Westen nichts 
Neues (literally, ‘nothing new in the west’), drawing on 
his experiences as a German soldier in World War One. 
Remarque prefaced the work by saying it is an account of 
‘a generation that was destroyed by the war – even those 
of it who survived the shelling’. The novel was given its 
familiar English title by the first translator, A.W. Wheen.  

The film was directed by Lewis Milestone (born Leib Mil-
stein in what was then the Russian Empire) and produced 
by Carl Laemmle Jr, son of the German-born co-founder 
and President of Universal Pictures. It is perhaps signifi-
cant that the prime movers of both novel and film       >>>       
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were connected to the two main countries that suffered 
defeat and heavy losses. The American critic Pauline Kael 
rightly pointed out that war always seems a tragic waste 
when told from the point of view of the losers, and that 
“pacifism always flourishes between wars”. It would be 
an altogether different matter to present the death of, say, 
R.A.F. pilots in the Second World War as tragic waste.  

Moreover, Lewis Milestone didn’t make pacifist films dur-
ing that war. Indeed, in 1942 he directed the blatantly 
propagandist melodrama Edge of Darkness about the 
Norwegian resistance. He said: “It is twelve years now 
since I made All Quiet on the Western Front. That film 
embodied the retrospective disillusionment toward anoth-
er war. In Edge of Darkness we are making a picture that 
has done away with disillusionment. We know the enemy 
we are fighting and we are facing the stern realities of the 
present war. The moral in Edge of Darkness is that 'united 
we stand, divided we fall'. That is the keystone for victory 
in all the democracies”.  

Lew Ayres, who played Paul Bäumer in All Quiet, felt 
differently. He was greatly affected by its anti-war mes-
sage, and when in 1942 he was drafted, he was a consci-
entious objector. There was outrage in America, cinemas 
vowed never to show his films again, and he was sent to 
a labour camp for two months; but he eventually 
achieved the Medical Corps status he had requested, 
serving as a medic under fire in the South Pacific. Ayres 
played Dr Kildare in nine 
films from 1938-42 and in 
a 1950s radio series and 
was offered the role in a 
TV series in 1953 but de-
clined when they refused 
his request to ban cigarette 
sponsorship. 

Of course, Milestone’s support for the Allies in World 
War Two should not detract from the immense power of 
his 1930 drama, which won the Oscar for Best Film and 
he himself won the Best Director prize. Its portrayal of 
the horrors of war is so harrowing and realistic that for 
decades it was routinely banned in several countries. 
Within a week of its Berlin opening in December 1930, it 
was banned in the city for its ‘unrestrained pacifist ten-
dency’ and damage to ‘German prestige’. It was banned 
throughout the country when the Nazis came to power. 
It was also banned in Poland for being pro-German, and 
in Austria, New Zealand and France. 

The film packs a lot into two and a half hours. On a phys-
ical level, it is a graphic and technically brilliant portrayal 
of trench warfare. Endless bombardment, machine gun-
fire, mud and dirt, infestations of rats, hunger, boredom, 
amputated limbs, death. The battle scenes are powerful 
and credible. Yet these physical dimensions also serve oth-
er purposes. 

The film begins in a German town where the troops are 
marching off to the battlefield, cheered on by the locals. 
We pan backwards into a classroom where the military 
parade can be seen through the windows. The teacher is 
telling his pupils that they are the ‘iron men’ of Germany, 
and ‘dulce et decorum est’  – how sweet and fitting it is to 
die for the fatherland. Inspired by the rhetoric of glory 

and adventure, the boys rise from their seats, promising to 
volunteer and, in a mad moment of euphoria, throw their 
books and papers in the air, march joyously out of the 
room, and head off to enlist. 

The rest of the work brilliantly demonstrates how this 
youthful idealism is shattered by the terrifying reality. 
Initial elation is transformed into disgust, anger, cruelty, 
shell shock, madness, and cynicism. No one emerges 
unscathed, if at all. All Quiet is relentless in displaying 
the inhumanity, degradation and psychological damage 
that war brings. When Paul returns home on leave, he is 
invited by the teacher to address the class. He tells them: 
“It’s dirty and painful to die for your country. When it 
comes to dying for your country, it’s better not to die at 
all. There are millions out there, dying for their coun-
tries, and what good is it?” 

In the film Paul and his ‘band of brothers’ discuss the 
morality of the war. They realise that their enemies are 
fighting for the same ideals but that these ideals are just 
propaganda tools by power-hungry leaders who want 
to be in history books. Tjaden (Slim Summerville) says: 
“Me and the Kaiser; we are both fighting, with the only 
difference the Kaiser isn’t here”. Kat (Louis Wolheim) 
tells them: “I’ll tell ya how it should all be done. When-
ever there’s a big war comin’ on, you should rope off a 
big field. Yeah, and on the big day, you should take all 
the kings and their cabinets and their generals, put them 

in the centre dressed in 
their underpants, and let 
‘em fight it out with clubs”. 

All Quiet also has mo-
ments of humour and black 
comedy, and the symbolism 

of loss and longing is everywhere. Boots are passed from 
one dead man to a friend, and hands reach for safety or 
lost innocence. In one scene, a man is blown up in an ar-
tillery strike and he vanishes apart from the hands left 
dangling on barbed wire. In the final scene, a hand reach-
es to touch a butterfly, and we know who it is because he 
collected butterflies. They signify the beauty and inno-
cence of nature and also its vulnerability. 

Life is fragile, and war makes it much more so. All Quiet 
on the Western Front is a timeless reminder of this truth 
and of the fact that war is humanity’s ultimate shame.    q 
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“Me and the Kaiser; we are both 
fighting, with the only difference 

the Kaiser isn’t here”

A Word on…Terror  
Terrorism is usually defined as the use of intentionally 
indiscriminate violence as a means to create terror, 
or fear, to achieve a financial, political, religious or 
ideological aim. But there is more than one kind of 
terror. More children in the world die each day from 
hunger and disease than could ever be killed in a 
terrorist attack. Mark Twain, writing about the ‘terror’ 
following the French Revolution, noted that there 
was another, more widespread terror that brought 
“life-long death from hunger, cold, insult, cruelty and 
heartbreak”. The first, he said, we had been “dili-
gently taught to shiver and mourn over”, while the 
other we had never learned to see “in its vastness or 
pity as it deserves”.



Beware of the News, Part 2 
Bob Rees 

 COUPLE of issues back (No 167), I wrote about 
the difficulties of getting real unbiased news from 
the traditional news media – the press, radio and 

TV.  Since the millennium, however, the worldwide web 
has offered access to most of the regular printed and 
broadcast news sources such as The Guardian, BBC, Al 
Jazeera, Reuters, etc., which are gently biased towards 
right-leaning pro-establishment mediation. But equally 
accessible are ‘alternative’ news sources such as Wik-
ileaks, Corp Watch, Dissident Voice, etc., which are 
mostly left-leaning and anti-authoritarian.  

They are all reasonably reputable organisations, (so long 
as we remember that they have axes to grind), and hav-
ing so many different sources so readily available enables 
us to compare and evaluate opposing viewpoints, and 
hope to form balanced opinions. This has been especially 
the case since 2012, when it became possible to access 
most of this material, and lots more beside, via an ordi-
nary mobile smartphone. It doesn’t happen, of course, 
because just as with traditional media, very few of us 
read opinions that annoy us; we just uncritically swallow 
those views which happen to match our own prejudices. 
But we can’t blame the internet for that. 
  
However, anyone at all, however disreputable, can set up 
a website and claim to be a responsible information 
source. In the real world, credibility has to be earned, but 
here in cyberspace, accuracy and reliability can never be 
assumed. Even the respected Guardian contains un-
flagged advertorials and the Telegraph has moved “be-
yond simply putting news and information online” in 
order to become “an essential (and presumably manipu-
lative) part of people’s lives”. 
  
The Social Media such as Twitter, YouTube, and Face-
book are more worrying. These are also key sources of 
news for communities and networks of like-minded 
people who create and share information. The tradition-
al mediated news sources are one-way conduits pro-
duced by journalists, and there is little opportunity for 
the recipients to respond. But consumers of the social 
media can create and broadcast their own unmediated 
news and views. And indeed, agencies like Facebook 
encourage their users to reply, comment, correct and 
counter-argue, because for them, the more ‘clicks’ the 
merrier. There are no editors or owners’ interests to con-
strain contributors, but in this heady cyber-world the 
notion that one opinion, or even reality, is every bit as 
good as any other is rapidly becoming the postmodern, 
post-truth norm. And virtually anything can ‘go viral’ 
worldwide, overnight  – a rumour started in Ireland can 
be picked up in New Zealand within seconds. 
Such a diversity of opinions is both the strength and the 
weakness of the social media. Users have the opportunity 

to get a balanced attitude by simultaneous exposure to 
several widely-differing points of view, but unfortunately, 
the untrustworthiness of the information contained in 
anonymous blogs makes this unlikely. In his book The 
Cult of the Amateur, Andrew Keen refers to ‘the Law of 
Digital Darwinism’ which states that the only way to 
prevail in the social media, where the influence of re-
sponsible journalism is absent, is to be the loudest, most 
opinionated, and most prepared to filibuster ad nause-
um, quite regardless of truth and trust. Long ago, the 
Greek philosopher Plato warned what might happen if 
people could act anonymously; he told a story of a shep-

herd boy who found a magic ring that made him invisi-
ble – he immediately used it to kill the king and seduce 
the queen. Anonymity enables people to discard respon-
sibility. Matthew Parris (Times 26th November 2016) 
calls it “the mask that licenses hatred”. The social media 
enable people anonymously to say things about other 
people that we certainly would not say to their faces, 
and this has attracted some very unpleasant abusive, 
vain, stupid people. Ignorance is amplified and reason is 
swamped by these loud-mouthed trolls who hide behind 
anonymity (or pseudonymity) to send inflammatory of-
fensive messages, and indulge in cyber-bullying. 
  
Another source of concern is the fact that Facebook, 
Google, Amazon and others have entered the murky 
world of covert surveillance. In order to help their adver-
tisers to target their ads just at potential serious cus-
tomers and nowhere else, they need to find out what 
turns each of us on. To do this, they use algorithms. Al-
gorithms are step-by-step procedures usually involving 
repeated iterations which are programmed into incredi-
bly powerful computers, capable of processing unimag-
inable amounts of data, (Big Data) to get a precise  han-
dle on each individual user, including YOU. This is seri-
ously high-tech stuff and as Jeff Hammerbacher said 
when he was the senior data analyst at Facebook:“The 
best minds of my generation are thinking about how to 
make more people click ads ….. That sucks.” 
  
These computers are programmed to note everything 
they can about you: every website you’ve ever been to, 
 all your Facebook ‘likes’ and ‘forwards’, your credit 
card purchases, your interests, your friends …. even the 
stuff you’ve started and deleted. They have added  >>> 
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Anonymity enables people to 
discard responsibility. 

Matthew Parris calls it “the 
mask that licenses hatred”



brokers – your credit rating, where you live, shop, and 
work, social status and so on. The machine-learning algo-
rithms have churned through all this stuff, compared you 
with other people and with groups of people, and figured 
what are your personal and psychological interests and 
weaknesses. These machines know more about you than 
you know yourself – they even picked up the onset of a 
mental abnormality from a person’s social media posts 
long before any testable symptoms became apparent!  
  
It has reached the stage where the geeks no longer un-
derstand quite how they are doing it, but these machines 
have learned more about human nature than most hu-
mans. For example, they have discovered our subcon-
scious tendency to escalate irrational beliefs. This little-
known phenomenon is familiar to psychologists, who 
explain that we all need to maintain a self-image of our-
selves as sane rational people. But under the influence of 
some deep subconscious drive or emotion, even rational 
people do irrational things. When an irrational belief is 
at stake, such as a firmly-held religious or political 
stance, the believer will be exposed to reasoned dis-
agreement, even ridicule, from friends and colleagues.  

To maintain his self-image, 
he must rationalise that the 
belief is good, and it well 
justifies the pain and discom-
fort that it incurs. And the 
more his belief costs him (in 
terms of humiliation, dis-
comfort and dissonance), 
then the more he must ratio-
nalise that the belief must be 
worth it. The crazier the be-
lief, the greater must be his 
esteem for it, and so the 
greater will be his commitment to it. Think of the Christ-
ian saints who chose to die for their irrational beliefs. 
Thus, irrational opinions tend to go from moderate to 
crazy. This is the escalation phenomenon that the com-
puterised algorithms have stumbled on by reiterated trial 
and error, while homing in on what will keep each social 
media addict clicking away for as long as possible, in 
order to sell him ‘stuff‘ that it knows he’ll be interested 
in. (If he doesn’t click, the algorithm immediately up-
dates itself). 
  
The fact that the ‘stuff’ includes not just patent medicine, 
but also extreme political opinion, and covert attempts 
to control your behaviour is unfortunate. But it is real 
and it is happening. This is not some evil conspiracy by 
Facebook, Google or YouTube – they are amoral. The 
fake news and attempted manipulation come from more 
sinister players: foreign governments, terrorist recruit-
ment agencies, aspiring presidents, and the like. 
  
People who hold irrational opinions will grab uncritical-
ly at anything, including obvious disinformation, if it 
helps them to rationalise and reinforce those opinions. 
They’ll blindly click ‘like’ and share it with their like-
minded friends because this will speed them on their 
subconscious journey towards zealotry.  Meanwhile, the 
algorithm helpfully offers more and more extreme views 
and opinions to keep the addict clicking. So let’s say you 
express a mild doubt about some aspect of evolution 

theory, then by gradual steps the algorithm will offer you 
essays on increasingly fundamental creationism. Or you 
watch a Donald Trump video, and the algorithm will 
then offer you a mild white supremacist video, and then 
a violent white supremacist video and so on. Nobody is 
trying to manipulate your religious or political views, it’s 
just the algorithm keeping you occupied, clicking away 
on the website while it serves adverts and opinions that 
it knows you’ll read. 
  
The algorithm decides what to show you and what not 
to show you, so no other human knows what you’re 
being told, whether it’s true or false, or what crazy no-
tions are being put into your susceptible head. The social 
media can be quite antisocial, because each user is living 
in his own private bubble, out of touch with everyone 
else, and the long-term consequences don’t look good for 
society. First, without a foundation of common informa-
tion, public debate will become impossible. Second, rep-
resentative democracy will become meaningless. And 
third, ever-deepening chasms will separate political opin-
ions that become ever more fervently and emotionally 
held, as communities become divided against themselves. 

Fortunately, not everyone is 
yet a slave to social media, 
though according to Dr. 
Craig Harper (psychologist, 
of Nottingham Trent Univer-
sity), 60% of young people 
use Facebook as their main 
source of news, each living in 
an ‘echo chamber’ where 
stereotypes and prejudices 
reign, and where they are 
only ever exposed to their 
own point of view. We can 

already see some of these effects in the growth of po-
larised political populism, and ‘lone-wolf’ terrorism. 

As members of humanist organisations, which are also 
echo chambers, we must be careful not to cut ourselves 
off from reality either. Fortunately, humanism is perfectly 
rational, so we are at least immune from the escalation 
phenomenon.                                                                 q 
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A Word on…Belief 
Before the 18th century Enlightenment, belief ruled 
the roost and was exploited by princes and priests 
to divide the people and enhance their power. The 
Age of Reason, however, caused a shift towards 
scientific explanations of ourselves and the world 
around us. Belief was to a great extent replaced by 
scepticism, doubt and ultimately knowledge. After 
WW2 liberal humanism promoted these values on 
an international scale. As Peter Ustinov suggested, 
“beliefs are what divide people; doubt unites them”. 
More recently, the curse of belief has returned. Ultra 
nationalism, xenophobia, the cult of personality, 
above all simple ‘solutions’ to complex problems. 
As Bertrand Russell lamented, "the trouble with the 
world is that the stupid are cocksure and the 

intelligent full of doubt”.




The Irish Freethinker and Humanist • March-April 2018 

After Θ God  

AITH is caught not taught, as believers say, with-
out realising that so too is the flu. Having caught 
faith as a child, I was taught what was right and 

wrong. Founded by God, the Catholic Church had infal-
libly determined its teachings on things like Heaven, 
Hell, salvation, damnation, masturbation, pre-marital 
sex, contraception, marriage, divorce, abortion, homo-
sexuality, vocation, celibacy and women’s ordination. 

Who was I, a fallible individual, to question its authorita-
tive teachings based on scripture, tradition and the mag-
isterium of the Church? Aged 17 at secondary school I 
was slapped on the head by my religion teacher for asking 
a question. And I was at that time a committed Christian! 

But let’s go back, younger; way younger. My father’s first 
wife, Joan, had died in 1958 soon after giving birth to 
their third child Arthur. The 
baby died too. Their two sons, 
Paul and David, were aged 
only six and three. Just over a 
year after Joan’s death, at the 
ordination to the priesthood of 
his brother John in Rome, my 
father proposed to my mother. 
A photograph of my mother 
Pauline taken at Lourdes just 
four years earlier shows her, 
then in her early-thirties, dressed like the Virgin Mary, 
complete with veil and cape, beside two other women, 
similarly attired. Behind the three women is a statue of the 
Blessed Mother with a halo around her head. 

A swift six months after their engagement, Arthur, aged 
forty-two, married Pauline, aged thirty-six, my uncle 
Father John officiating. A year and a half into the mar-
riage, my sister was born. I followed a year later, in 1962, 
when Pope John XXIII convened the Second Vatican 
Council and the Beatles signed their first music contract. 
The Cuban missile crisis erupted. Kennedy faced down 
Khrushchev and the world feared nuclear Armageddon. 

For Paul, the bombs had been going off ever since the 
death of his mother. Three weeks after running away for 
the last time in his mid-teens, he came home; dishevelled, 
cold and hungry. But he did not spend that night, or any 
other night, there. The story of the Prodigal Son would 
not be re-enacted. He was banished, that very night, from 
his home forever. My mother made sure of that. Either he 
was going or she was going, and the latter was never 
remotely likely. 

I determined – out of fear – that I would be a ‘good boy’. 
I dreaded meeting with her disapproval, being cast off by 

her like Paul was, expelled from home like Adam and 
Eve. If you crossed her, you lost. Love became shot 
through with fear. I loved her – she was my mother - yet I 
was terrified of her too. 

My father had to arrange for his brother and my name-
sake Uncle Joe Armstrong to take Paul. Later that year, 
my father had a heart attack – a stroke and a heart at-
tack before he was forty-nine. Paul would live with Uncle 
Joe and his wife and son for the next two years before 
joining the army. Paul only returned to our house once 
during the next four years and that was to paint a ceiling. 

I recall an incident when I was a young child. I had been 
naughty and my mother insisted I join her kneeling be-
fore the picture of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. It hung in 
pride of place over the fireplace in the small back living 

room of our end-of-terrace 
house in Donnycarney, Dublin. 
At the centre of the picture 
beat a radiant heart, dripping 
blood. The top of the heart 
had a cross on fire. A crown of 
thorns surrounded the heart 
like a belt. Jesus suffered for us. 

His big, all-seeing eyes fol-
lowed you throughout the 

room, reading your mind and knowing all your sins. A 
panel in the corner of the picture declared: ‘I will bless 
the house in which the image of My Sacred Heart shall 
be exposed and honoured.’ 

My mother beseeched the Sacred Heart to make me a 
good boy, blessing herself repeatedly and joining her 
hands with fervour. Her hands were clenched, her head 
bowed, then she craned her head upwards with each new 
entreaty. Jesus gazed down upon us from the chimney 
breast. Even as a young boy I was unconvinced by my 
mother’s unquestioning devotion. 

Yet despite my embarrassment at my mother’s piety, I 
was susceptible to the belief that she had a hotline to an 
omniscient God. On another occasion when I’d misbe-
haved, she knew immediately – as any adult would have 
known – whatever misdemeanour I’d done, even though 
she hadn’t witnessed the unremarkable incident. 
‘How did you know that?’ I asked, awestruck by her 
seeming access to divine omniscience. 
‘Holy God told me.’ 
Her lie made a deep impression on my young mind. The 
myth of God was taking root in me. It was catching. 

© Joe Armstrong 2018
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explores the religious mindset – once held by its author - and  
examines transitioning from belief to unbelief, a journey that  

involved rethinking everything 

Joe Armstrong



The Road to Christian Hill 

Colin Corkey 

  


SMALL photograph of a country road in the Hailung 
district of Manchuria in North China was the inspira-
tion behind this painting. In former times the road 

would have led to the burial hills containing numerous graves 
of local people. Today little is recognisable except for the little 
road wending its way through the Manchurian countryside. In 
a letter written by a 1930’s missionary for the Irish Pres-
byterian Church we read:


“In the evening I took the little English service in the house 
here. Afterwards we all went out to look at the hills behind 
which were covered with twinkling lights. There are a lot of 
graves on these hills and yesterday, being the 15th of the first 
moon according to the Chinese calendar, was the lantern 
festival. The graves are visited by relatives who put a light on 
it as a token of respect to the dead. Only one hill had no lights 
and it is called ‘Christian Hill’, as many Christians are buried 
there. The Christians hold a service there at Easter time... Yes-
terday was the last day of the Chinese New Year Holidays”.


Over recent years great chunks of the hills have been re-
moved and used as hardcore for the rapidly expanding 
modern cities. As a result countless graves have been 
wiped from the landscape.


The painting consists of clay, old weathered roofing felt and 
acrylic paint. Millet seed also covers a considerable area. In 
bygone days millet would have been the staple diet for the 
peasant people of the region. So it may be read as a 
metaphor for the sowing of the seeds of Christianity during 
those uncertain pre-war years. The turbulent times that 
followed resulted in unimaginable suffering throughout the 
country and the inevitable decline of the Christian Church in 
China. But in recent years due to a growing openness and 
apparent freedom there has been a massive increase in 
numbers who profess their Christian faith under the watchful 
eye of a largely tolerant government. A few years ago a major 
church building was bulldozed to the ground amidst an out-
pouring of protest. The event went unreported in China.       q                                                      
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Love, Hate and Belief 

T’S hardly rocket science to say that beliefs are often 
shaped by geography. Many of our deeply held con-
victions, especially of a religious nature, are derived 

from the culture into which we are born. As Richard 
Dawkins has put it, “how thoughtful of God to arrange 
matters so that, wherever you happen to be born, the local 
religion always turns out to be the true one”.  

The process starts in childhood and continues into the 
teens as we are socialised by parents, peers, schools, 
churches, the media, and so on. Much of it is also uncon-
scious in that we implicitly accept whatever our parents, 
friends and other immediate influences tell us. Clearly, an 
Irishman is much more likely to be a Catholic than a 
Hindu, and a woman born on the Shankill 
is much more likely to be a Protestant than 
a Catholic. An obvious explanation is that 
the prevailing culture closest to us is usual-
ly accepted as our own because it tends to 
provide us with a sense of identity and 
security. It satisfies our desire to belong, to 
escape from our individuality into a group 
or crowd and also into its beliefs and be-
haviour. The wish may also arise from a 
fear of freedom, moral cowardice, a willing 
subservience to authority, or even simply an 
urge to believe something. 

The ‘true believer’ was defined by Eric 
Hoffer in his classic work of that title as 
“the man of fanatical faith who is ready to 
sacrifice his life for a holy cause” (The 
True Believer, Harper, 1951, xii). That 
cause is any kind of mass movement, whether religious, 
social, political or national. Their appeal, in his view, is to 
frustrated, powerless people who lose faith in existing 
institutions and who are initially motivated not by altru-
ism but by selfishness. They join mass movements not 
because they believe in any particular ideals but because 
they do not believe in themselves. Unless we have talent 
to make something of ourselves, freedom is an irksome 
burden and we may join a mass movement to escape 
from individual responsibility. It offers a refuge from the 
anxieties and meaninglessness of an individual existence. 
“Faith in a holy cause is to a considerable extent a substi-
tute for the loss of faith in ourselves” (p14). 

There is little doubt that many people tend to be belief-
accepting, with a capacity and need to become emotional-
ly committed to beliefs. Once hooked, they’re impervious 
to reasoning, become indifferent to self-interest and even 
blind to the claims of self-preservation. What began for 
selfish motives ends as the loss of self altogether. In an 
essay called ‘The Urge to Self Destruction’ (reprinted in 
The Heel of Achilles, Hutchinson, 1974), Arthur Koestler 
argues that the trouble with our species is not an over-

dose of self-asserting aggression but an excess of self-
transcending devotion. Even a cursory glance at history, 
he writes, should convince us that individual crimes 
committed for selfish motives play a quite insignificant 
role in the human tragedy compared with the numbers 
massacred in unselfish love of one’s tribe, nation, dy-
nasty, church or ideology. Wars are not fought for per-
sonal gain but out of love and devotion to king, country 
or cause. They are motivated not by aggression but by 
love. When we think of the Nazis we think of hatred of 
Jews. But that is only one side of the story. We have seen 
the radiant love of the Fuhrer on the faces of the Hitler 
Youth and we have seen the same expression on the faces 
of little Chinese boys reciting the words of Chairman 

Mao. These faces are transfixed with love 
like monks in ecstasy on religious paint-
ings. The sound of the nation’s anthem, the 
sight of its proud flag, can make you feel 
part of a wonderfully loving community. 

Koestler, however, overplays the power of 
love alone. The other side of the coin is 
stressed by Hoffer. For him, hatred rather 
than love is the most accessible and com-
prehensive of all unifying agents. He 
quotes Heinrich Heine that what Christian 
love cannot do is effected by a common 
hatred. “Mass movements can rise and 
spread without belief in a God, but never 
without belief in a devil”, he writes (p91). 
Moreover, we often imitate what we hate 
and thus become the very demon we con-

demn. When we renounce the self and be-
come part of a compact whole, we not only renounce 
personal advantage but are also rid of personal responsi-
bility. “There is no telling to what extremes of cruelty 
and ruthlessness a man will go when we are freed from 
the fears, hesitations, doubts and the vague stirrings of 
decency that go with individual judgment” (p100). 

In Northern Ireland, there is the same enslavement to 
belief. The hatred of one tribe for the other is matched by 
the love and devotion of each for its own. Excessive love 
and excessive hate co-exist in the same minds in a 
strange equilibrium. How much better it would be if our 
young were encouraged to be more critical of their tradi-
tion. How much better it would be if they were more 
sceptical and suspicious of beliefs in general. Humanists 
and freethinkers are in the business of encouraging this 
doubt. We see all too clearly the dangers of this urge to 
believe. We want to plant the seeds of doubt and ques-
tioning. We probe, we question, we challenge, we argue, 
we debate  – all in the cause of reducing beliefs and in-
stead increasing the bounds of truth and knowledge. 
Scepticism and questioning is an infinitely better, healthi-
er state of mind.                                                                            q
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The Imaginary Sky Cop 

HE topic of ethics concerns our moral behaviour 
as individuals living and working together and 
dependent on each other. It’s about adhering to the 

code of social behaviour that includes being polite, 
helpful and compassionate, keeping promises, refraining 
from anti-social behaviour and obeying the law. It’s 
about lubricating our practical day-by-day interactions 
with each other physically, emotionally and intellectual-
ly, as we go about our respective businesses in our busy 
overcrowded world. It’s an important, but purely prac-
tical, secular topic that has nothing to do with God, or 
religious belief or the ‘next’ world  – nothing at all. 
Yet religious clerics claim to be, and 
seem generally to be accepted as, the 
ultimate arbiters of morality.  So 
what is the connection? 
  
Even back in ancient Greece, the 
philosopher Plato didn’t get it either. 
He posed the following question: if 
goodness is what God says it is, is it 
good just because God says so  – in 
which case good and evil are purely 
arbitrary, dependent on the whim of 
a bully; or is it good because it is 
inherently good in itself  – in which 
case it is quite independent of God or 
his whims. Either way, we may rea-
sonably ask, what have God and reli-
gious clerics got to do with ethics and 
morality? 
  
In his book Life After Faith (2014, 
Yale University Press), Philip Kitcher 
posits a possible explanation. Let us 
go back to the beginnings of the human race, when 
primitive men and women lived in social groups of, say, 
twenty to fifty individuals. For tens of thousands of 
years our ancestors, who could communicate with 
rudimentary language and gestures, gradually devel-
oped codes of conduct to facilitate social cooperation 
and egalitarianism. Do a fair share of the work, don’t 
be greedy, don’t steal, and so on. These rules required 
members of a group voluntarily to restrain their more 
primitive urges in order to enjoy the privileges of group 
membership. The problem was that certain individuals 
were occasionally tempted to behave anti-socially when 
no one was watching them, thus affecting the stability 
and cohesion of the rest of the group. A serious prob-
lem in the days before CCTV. 
  
Kitcher suggests that someone, a nascent cleric, came up 
with the brilliant notion of God as a being who was 
everywhere at once, who could see everything that went 
on, and read every thought, even when there was no 
human around. No less than a policeman in the sky! 

Except that THIS policeman was also a judge and exe-
cutioner, insofar as he could arbitrarily deem the indi-
vidual guilty or not guilty, and if guilty, he had the abili-
ty to inflict eternal torture and agony on any offender 
‘in the next world’. And the nascent priest assured the 
group that God-the-policeman could communicate with 
his chosen confidante, the nascent priest, who thus be-
came powerful and feared by the rest of the social 
group. 
  
The secular leader of the group, the nascent king or 
prince, could immediately see the benefits of this primi-

tive belief, which dealt effectively the 
problems of maintaining order and 
preventing wrongdoing and corrup-
tion among his subjects. He promot-
ed the nascent priest to full-blown 
priest, brought him up to sit beside 
him, and gave him authority to write 
moral codes and pronounce on mat-
ters of morality (thus undermining 
the egalitarian system that had pre-
vailed before).  
  
The priests in particular, and society 
in general, subsequently benefited 
from this primitive arrangement 
which dealt effectively with the prob-
lem of anti-social behaviour by im-
posing the fear of God on any poten-
tial wrongdoer. It had nothing to do 
with ethics or morality, it was simply 
a scare tactic that worked with su-
perstitious people. The priests reck-

oned that it was futile to try to per-
suade born sinners to be good just for the sake of soci-
ety, so they specialised in terrifying people into toeing 
their line, and it worked. 
  
Yet humanists don’t believe in a policeman-in-the-sky, 
and that leaves us dependent on each other to behave 
fairly and honestly, whether or not anyone is watching. 
This is true ethical behaviour. Ethics is a collective ven-
ture undertaken to address the problems constitutive of 
the human predicament, aimed at restoring the fairness, 
equality and cooperation among the human race that 
prevailed before the policeman-in-the-sky went on duty. 
  
Kitcher’s scenario is clearly unverifiable and over-sim-
plistic, but it does offer a possible explanation for the 
popularly perceived connection between religion and 
morality. At the same time, it demonstrates the contra-
diction: that religion and ethics are in fact opposites, 
and that clerics don’t understand notions of ethics and 
morality, knowing only how to instil fear.                    q 
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How Democracies Die 

nce the site of painful divisions and 
murderous conflicts, Europe since 
the Second World War has been the 

continent that embodied democracy, 
tolerance and mutual respect. Eric Hob-
sbawm  in Age of Extremes suggests that 
the period of genocidal conflict created 
by communist and fascist nationalism, 
which had begun with the Russian Revo-
lution in 1917, ended with the collapse 
of the Berlin Wall. That event on 9th 
November 1989 epitomised the opening 
of borders generally, the demise of ex-
treme nationalism and the dawning of a 
unipolar world of liberal humanist 
democracy. The major problems  – cli-
mate change, poverty, overpopulation, 
exploitation, prejudice   – were seen as 
the responsibility of all of us. The young, 
who are generally well educated and 
globalist in their outlook, enjoyed the 
freedom of movement that the EU offered them. 

Now it seems to be changing yet again. The same dark 
demons that engulfed much of Europe in the first half are 
on the march again. In the past decade there has been a 
rise in authoritarian leaders like Putin in Russia, Erdogan 
in Turkey, Orbán in Hungary and Morawiecki in Poland 
(as well as others outside Europe like Trump in America 
and Duterte in the Philippines). There has also been a 
growth in tribalism and conservative nationalism, and a 
loss of confidence in liberal politicians and democracy 
itself. As Sam Harris puts it, the world is simply ablaze 
with bad ideas, many of them connected with religion. 

Democracies can die with a coup d’etat, but military 
coups are much less common than they used to be. The 
primary way in which democracies have died in the last 
thirty years or so, according to Levitsky and Ziblatt in 
this timely work, is at the hands of elected leaders, who 
then use the democratic institutions to weaken or destroy 
democracy. It may not happen overnight, which makes it 
difficult to study and also to recognise what is happening 
and therefore to stop it in its tracks. 

This process is not new. They quote Alexander Hamilton 
in Federalist No 1 (1787): “History will teach us that of 
those men who have overturned the liberties of republics, 
the great number have begun their career by paying an 
obsequious court to the people; commencing dema-
gogues, and ending tyrants”. 

These populist demagogues are often given the support 
of other politicians who think that they can tap into this 
popular appeal but also that they can control their ex-
cesses and even pull the strings behind the scenes. In the 

20th century Hitler was the classic ex-
ample. In December 1932 the Nazis were 
elected as the largest party, but without a 
majority. Von Papen, who had been 
forced to resign as Chancellor, offered 
Hitler his support in the post if he was 
appointed Vice-Chancellor and persuad-
ed President Hindenburg to appoint him. 
They both hoped to tame Hitler but it 
was a tragic miscalculation. 

It seems that the republican party in 
America has made the same Faustian 
bargain with Trump. They hope to reap 
the benefits of a Trump presidency while 
taming the excesses. But the signs are not 
good. He claims to speak ‘for the people’ 
against the politicians; he has little faith 
in democratic rules; he denies the legiti-
macy of his opponents; he wishes to cur-
tail civil liberty including the media; and 

he tolerates and even encourages the use of violence. 

The authors argue that written constitutions are never 
enough to ensure democracy. Our behaviour needs to be 
guided by informal rules and norms. They focus on two 
in particular. First, there is mutual toleration: among the 
major parties there is an acceptance that their rivals are 
legitimate and can govern legitimately. The second is 
forbearance, which is restraint in the exercise of power. 
Politicians have to underutilise their position. When these 
rules and norms are flouted, there is a danger that 
democracy is destroyed and, they argue, their own coun-
try is no different from anywhere else in this respect. It 
has had its dark periods in the past. American exception-
alism is largely a myth. 

Northern Ireland, too, had its dark period, which lasted 
from 1921-72. It was ostensibly democratic, with regular 
elections. But the same party was elected throughout that 
period, and it systematically discriminated against indi-
viduals and a large minority. Its one-party rule was a 
totalitarian, rather than a liberal, democracy.  

As for Britain, Lord Hailsham described it as an ‘elective 
dictatorship’, not a proper democracy. A party is regularly 
elected with fewer than half the votes. Through a system 
of fusion rather than separation of powers, its leaders usu-
ally control Parliament and get their measures passed 
without much opposition. There is a strong cult of person-
ality in Britain and ‘leadership’ is a perpetual talking point. 
Moreover, the political culture has become more nasty, 
with threats and even violence against politicians. We may 
assume that countries like America and Britain, being 
more ‘established’ democracies than the likes of Russia or 
Turkey, are safe, but we may delude ourselves.                q                                      
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Debussy              

laude Debussy, the centenary of whose death is 
25th March, was born on 22nd August 1862 in 
Saint-Germain-en-Laye, a western suburb of Paris. 

His father owned a china shop and his mother was a 
seamstress. Neither seems to have shown much interest 
in his development and it was his aunt who noticed his 
musical gifts. In 1872, at age ten, he entered the Paris 
Conservatoire, where he spent the next 11 years. In 1880 
he began composition studies and 1884 he won the pres-
tigious Prix de Rome with his cantata L’infant prodigue.  

The composer Eric Satie advised him to ‘break the rules, 
defy convention’. It was hardly necessary, though, as De-
bussy was always a radical. After an early flirtation with 
the music of Wagner, he turned to Russian composers, 
especially Mussorgsky, for guidance. He also found inspi-
ration in the paintings of Monet, Cézanne, Renoir, De-
gas, Pissarro and others who were described at the time 
as impressionists – a term first used by the dramatist, 
painter and critic Louis Leroy in 1874 in a scathing re-
view in the satirical newspaper Le Charivari in which he 
made wordplay with the title of Claude Monet’s painting 
‘Impression, Sunrise’ (Impression, soleil levant). He deri-
sively titled his article The Exhibition of the Impression-
ists, declaring that Monet’s painting was so vague and 
imprecise that it was at most a sketch, and could hardly 
be termed a finished work. “Wallpaper in its embryonic 
state is more finished than that seascape”, he wrote. 

The term was later applied also to Debussy’s own music, 
though he himself despised the label, identifying instead 
with the symbolist aesthetic of writers like Edgar Allan 
Poe and artists like Edvard Munch. There are elements of 
impressionism, symbolism and even surrealism in his 
works. His first major composition in 1894, Prélude à 
l'après-midi d'un faune (‘Prelude to the Afternoon of a 
Faun’), like Beethoven’s Eroica earlier, shook a fist at the 
past and proclaimed that the old rules no longer applied.  

Mallarmé’s poem, on which it is based, is both the dream 
evocation of the faun’s sexual desires and a meditation 
on the creative impulse. Debussy described his work as 
“a very free illustration of Mallarmé’s beautiful poem…
there is a succession of scenes through which pass the 
desires and erotic dreams of the faun in the heat of the 
afternoon. Then, tired of pursuing the timorous flight of 
nymphs and naiads, he succumbs to intoxicating sleep, in 
which he can finally realise his dreams of possession in 
universal Nature”. 

Debussy was not religious and had a secular funeral, but 
he was ‘spiritual’ in a wide sense. He said: “I do not prac-
tise religion in accordance with the sacred rites. I have 
made mysterious Nature my religion… To feel the 

supreme and moving beauty of the spectacle to which 
Nature invites her ephemeral guests! . . . that is what I 
call prayer” (quoted in Claude Debussy: His Life and 
Works, by Léon Vallas, 1933, p. 225). In Prelude this 
love of nature is combined with a sensuality that was 
new: the work is nothing less than a ten-minute mystical 
evocation of languid erotic longings. 

A mysterious, dreamlike quality is characteristic of much 
of Debussy’s music. In some cases he seeks to create im-
ages but, as with Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony, they 
are more ‘an expression of feeling than painting’. He was 
fascinated by the sea, and La Mer (1905) is influenced 
both by Turner’s sea paintings and those of Japanese 
artist Katsushika Hokusai, particularly his Great Wave 
off Kanagawa which was used for the cover of the man-
uscript. The piece suggests not only wind and waves but 
also the brooding mystery of its depths, and ultimately 
the profound enigma of life itself.  

Debussy’s piano piece, Clair de Lune, is his best known 
composition and one of the most beautiful ever written. 
Its title, meaning ‘moonlight’, was added shortly before 
its publication in 1905 as the third movement of a four-
part work called Suite Bergamasque. The title comes 
from an 1869 poem of the same name by the Symbolist 
poet Paul Verlaine. It speaks of “au calme clair de lune 
triste et beau” (‘the still moonlight sad and lovely’). At 
a ‘realistic’ level, Debussy depicts precisely the shimmer-
ing of the moon and the ripples it causes on the sea, but 
at a deeper level he also conveys its mysterious beauty. 
He originally called it Promenade Sentimentale (a ‘senti-
mental walk)’, a title that targets more specifically the feel-
ings it is meant to provoke, as if the piece itself is a journey 
through one’s personal emotions. The mystery of the uni-
verse is thus united with the mystery of the human heart.  

Claire de Lune is also beautiful in its orchestrated ver-
sion, most notably the recording by Ernest Ansermet 
and L’Orchestre de la Suisse Romande (see below). It 
shimmers and glows like the moon itself. 

The essayist Walter Pater wrote that “all art constantly 
aspires towards the condition of music”. Debussy’s  
music works by aspiring to the condition of poetry.     q   
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DEBUSSY: SELECTED RECORDINGS 
Ansermet/Suisse Romande Orch (Decca) 
Haitink/Concertgebouw Orch (Decca, 2CDs) 
Karajan: Debussy and Ravel (DG Galleria) 
Gieseking: Complete Piano Works (EMI mono) 
Rogé: Piano Works (Decca and Onyx) 
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T’’S time to lose the rest of my virginity”, declares foul-
mouthed Michelle (Jamie-Lee O’Donnell, second left 
above) at a party for Chernobyl teenagers in Derry Girls. 

These Ukrainians, however, are certainly not the primitive 
yokels our eponymous heroines expect and have plenty of 
savvy: “you’re not really different religions here, you’re differ-
ent flavours of the same religion”, says Katya disdainfully. She 
also tells them: “you people like to fight each other and, to be 
honest, no person really understands why”. Fair point. Maybe 
the Irish just like fighting.


It’s the early 1990s just before the ceasefires, and the quartet 
of teenagers, played convincingly by women in their twenties 
or thirties, attend the fictionalised Our Lady Immaculate Col-
lege (which apparently is based on Thornhill College, where 
writer Lisa McGee was a pupil). The school is run by cynical 
Sister Michael (brilliantly played by Siobhan McSweeney), 
whose attitude to religion is one of complete indifference, if 
not downright disbelief.


There is also a ‘wee English fella’, James (Dylan Llewellyn), 
who is the cousin of Michelle and goes to the girls’ school 
because the education authority is concerned his accent 
would cause too much trouble with the local boys. When he 
first arrives, he has to pee in the bin because there are no 
boys’ toilets. The girls are constantly putting him in his place. 
When they are cramming for a history exam, he tells Michelle: 
“I can’t tell my rebellions from my risings”. She replies: “And 
whose fault is that? If your lot had stopped invading us for 
five fucking minutes there’d be a lot less to wade through”.


Irish History and the Troubles regularly infiltrate the stories, 
mostly as an inconvenience or a source of banter. Michelle’s 
take on the Famine is pithy: “We got the gist. They ran out of 
spuds, everyone was raging”. And when a soldier searches 
the school bus, she wonders if she told him she had an in-
cendiary down her knickers, he’d have a look.


Yes, it’s crude, and while the actors are generally excellent, 
one or could tone it down a bit: Saoirse-Monica Jackson as 
Erin needs to relax her facial gymnastics. But it is funny, even 
at times moving; like Father Ted, it takes the piss out of reli-
gion (literally, in one episode where the family dog relieves 
himself on the head of the Virgin Mary); and the characters 
are all well delineated. In the last episode, Clare (Nicola 
Coughlan) comes out as a lesbian. It will be interesting to see 
how this pans out in the second series.


It has been a big hit for Channel 4 with an average audience of 
2.5 million. The first series of The Inbetweeners, with which it 
has been compared, had an average audience of 374,500. So 
millions of the English like it too, despite or perhaps because of 
the Norn Iron lingo. Maybe they’ll learn a thing or two.             q
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We’ll Walk Hand in Hand, a new play by Martin 
Lynch marking the 50th anniversary of the Civil 
Rights Movement, is on at the Lyric Theatre, Belfast, 
from 22-31 March  
https://lyrictheatre.co.uk/event/well-walk-hand-in-hand/

Poetry 
Corner

Visiting St. Columba's Hospital 

On Legion of Mary visits to ladies 
who looked old with hairy chins 
and grey worn out hospital gowns,  
quiet, silent, they looked fragile. 
We stayed for two hours with 
our grubby religious magazines 
trying to make some form of 
conversation but terse locked 
away women wanted to finger 
the fresh cotton material in our 
flowery skirts and dresses made 
by ourselves, we were poor too 
our own clothes valuable and 
would never think of parting 
with the few garments we had. 

When I remember them, it makes 
me sad that I never read them 
a story or maybe a funny poem. 
Our mission was spiritual and 
the women were here for many 
reasons, some put away by families 
if they had a child outside marriage. 
We hear many stories of their babies 
now grown in their sadness as they 
never got to know their Mothers, 
birth certificates denied them and 
their needs for a warm embrace 
wiped from their brittle lives.

Homeboy 

Taken from his Mother at birth 
reared in the County Home, left 
with strangers on a farm at fourteen, 
there was no time for education. 

A life of slavery lay before him, 
working for abusive farming men 
and women, he grew old in his youth. 
Suffering backache from hard work 
and wettings as he laboured 
at every job he was given. 
Sleeping in lofts, cattle gave heat 
to his tired body, night after night. 
  
Those people he had to work for 
knew nothing of his previous life 
or ever bothered to find out. 
In his sixties, on a week's holiday 
paid for by the St. Vincent de Paul, 
he enjoys the company of women, 
and is overcome when given 
a present of a book and another 
woman asks for his address. 

Never before getting as much 
as a postcard this old man suddenly 
seems cared for, happy in Knock… 

Mary Guckian

Derry GirlsTV
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