
The Irish Freethinker and Humanist • May-June 2019 

Journey to  
Veganism 

WAS very surprised to 
read in the last issue of 
IFH (Mar-Apr) that Lothar 

Luken in his article The Religion of Veganism suspects people 
become vegan because of psychological issues. He proposes 
that self hatred as humans leads to an exaggerated regard for 
animals helped along by doses of Winnie the Pooh, Lassie, Flip-
per and Bambi. He also believes ‘this new dietary virtue’ fills the 
sin gap left by the decline of Christianity and its sexual morality 
that bred fear and guilt.


I hardly know where to begin to defend myself. But let me try. 
Veganism is not a ‘post New Age religion’ and can be traced 
back to more than 2000 years ago. In 500BCE Greek philoso-
pher Pythagoras promoted benevolence among all species and 
followed a vegan diet. At around the same time Siddārtha Gau-
tama was discussing vegetarianism with his followers. More 
recently, Percy Bysshe Shelley also objected to eggs and dairy 
on ethical grounds.


I stopped eating meat after accidentally seeing a film about 
what happens in an abattoir – I was bathing my new baby at 
the time and couldn’t turn over to avoid the horror. The next 
day when I tried to eat the spaghetti Bolognese I’d made I had 
a flashback to the cow I had seen the day before in the pro-
gramme just as the bolt gun was put to its head. The look in its 
eyes will haunt me forever. That was over 30 years ago and I 
haven’t eaten meat since. At first I continued eating fish, but 
after a while it dawned on me that being dragged out of your 
habitat via a hook embedded in your throat probably isn’t the 
best way to end your life, and I stopped eating fish.


Many years later I watched the film Vegucated, mistakenly 
thinking it would be about vegetables and how to grow and 
cook them. After a few minutes of seeing male chicks being 
thrown into whirling blades, pigs who’d tried to flee what they 
obviously sensed was something bad about to happen to them 
being dragged back by their hind legs, and male calves being 
shot at birth, I could take no more. In tears I switched it off and 
started using free range eggs. However, some time later I dis-
covered that ‘free range’ isn’t as nice as it sounds, and male 
chicks are still ‘disposed’ of, so I stopped eating eggs. I now 
make scrambled tofu flavoured with garlic and onion and 
coloured with saffron or turmeric, and my family love it.


I also learned that dairy cows mourn their little calves and are 
pumped full of antibiotics to ward off the recurrent infections 
they get from repeated enforced pregnancies to keep them 
producing milk. So I gave up milk and switched to soya.


Lothar also accuses soy production of clocking up wasteful 
food miles, which I believe is true but, according to Alpro, the 
company that produces sustainable soya based products, 
which I use,  soya  production uses  four times less water than 
milk, two times less land and causes two and a half times less 
emissions. He also points out that its production destroys rain-
forests, but then that will be carried out by people who believe 
humans are superior to animals so can dispose of them and 
their habitats as they like… Yet Lothar accuses plant eaters of 
feeling superior when, in fact, it’s because they don’t feel supe-
rior to other living creatures that makes them horrified at the 
thought of eating them.
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Lothar also wants to know what vegans would do with mos-
quitoes, rats etc, and asks what should be done about spi-
ders killing insects, robins and badgers eating worms and 
various other comparisons. Personally, I insisted on humane 
traps when we had a couple of mice keeping us awake at 
night, and on holiday I use a spray and wipes impregnated 
with something that deters mosquitoes. He’s right that there 
is a hierarchy: I feel much more sad about a dog dying than a 
fly, for example, but I wouldn’t kill a fly or even a spider, al-
though I’m terrified of them. But the point here is that they 
don’t have a choice in what they eat, while we do.


He also talks of ‘such restrictive morality to feel better as a 
human’, and I have two arguments here. First I don’t feel 
better for worrying about animal suffering: I can’t see a dog 
chained up outside a shop without worrying it has been 
abandoned so my concern is actually a burden to me. 


Secondly, how is a plant based diet restrictive? If you eat 
meat you have choice of chicken, cow, pig, duck, fish, but I 
haven’t room in this article to list the amount of vegetables 
we can choose from. So when Lothar talks of ‘their bland 
food’ it’s clear he just didn’t meet vegans who could cook. 
Gordon Ramsay spent a week with monks who grew all their 
own vegetables and said afterwards that it was beautiful 
food. He now provides vegan meals in his restaurant. This 
from a chef who used to say: “vegetarians have a choice in 
my restaurant – they can f... off”.


And as for the ‘folly’ of the farmer who found he couldn’t 
send his ‘friends’, as he had come to see them, to the 
slaughterhouse, and instead placed them in an animal sanc-
tuary to live out their days - the cognitive dissonance of the 
meat eater fell away, and I think he’s wonderful. Sure, other 
farmers will fill the gap and produce more, but as long as 
money rules, and neo-liberalism is rife in the UK, that will 
always be the case. I accept that Lothar was talking about 
‘militant’ vegans, but does history not show us that freedom 
has to be taken, because it’s never given? I’m not advocating 
violence, but gentle walks with placards don’t work. I know 
this as a women deprived of her pension for six years that 
our polite demonstrations have got us nowhere, and we are 
now taking the government to court. 


We may have been at the top of the food chain for millennia, 
but look at what we’ve done to the world. I am in no doubt 
that we are at the very least contributing to global warming. 
There have been high CO2 levels in the past, but there has 
never been the spike that we have seen since the start of the 
Industrial Revolution. Lothar and I seem to be in agreement 
that things need to change to save the planet, and that 
means less meat ‘production’ to start with (personally I see it 
as killing creatures who want to live out their lives free of fear 
and exploitation just as human animals do.)   And yet Lothar 
seems angry with the very people who might achieve this. 
Large amounts of manure are not needed to grow vegetables 
as Lothar claims. I’m doing it with home-made compost 
made of kitchen and garden waste.


It’s the very steps that plant eaters are taking, albeit usually 
more in concern for animal welfare, that will save our planet: 
eating less or no meat, growing your own veg and generally 
being kinder to each other and the fellow occupants of earth. 
Of course there are anomalies. While I have concern for ani-
mals I use a mobile phone, and I’m afraid to find out what 
cruelties that involves as I couldn’t work without it. There is a 
saying ‘If you want to change the world start with your own 
corner’. If we all take whatever steps we can we’ll be going in 
a better direction. We’ll all end up ‘wrapped in Earth’s diurnal 
course’. If it and we still exist.                                                 q       



The Philosophy of Compromise 

Brian Mcclinton  

OMPROMISE is an ambivalent concept. It can 
be seen positively as a sign of cooperation but 
negatively as an immoral agreement, a sign of 

betrayal or watering down of principles. In Northern 
Ireland it is frequently presented as a dirty word, con-
noting a surrender of ideals and commitment to truth 
that demonstrates weakness or lack of integrity.  
Chamberlain’s compromise with Hitler at Munich over 
Czechoslovakia is often cited as the archetypal com-
promise which was in reality a capitulation to a bully.  

We may also talk of a person or his principles being 
‘compromised’ when we mean that his action has un-
dermined, or more likely destroyed, his integrity. In-
deed, the word can be taken to mean almost anything 
bad. If we say that an important mission has been 
‘compromised’, we 
mean that it is in dan-
ger of failure. 

Compromise may be 
seen as immoral be-
cause the alleged rights 
in the conflict are not 
regarded as equally 
legitimate. Instead, 
there is assumed to be 
an objective moral 
truth which cannot be 
bartered. “There can be 
no compromise be-
tween good and evil” is 
a frequent slogan. It is 
also said that we should not compromise our principles 
because it is these moral and political beliefs that con-
stitute who ‘we’ are. They are a stamp of our identity, 
and therefore a clear and unequivocal stand in their 
defence is a matter of integrity. If we are passionately 
committed to some principle, then to make concessions 
seems to be a betrayal of ourselves, or else it reveals a 
weak will, a lapse of reason, a lack of sincerity, or just 
plain hypocrisy. 

Yet, if we think about it, compromise is THE guiding 
principle of social life. On the micro level, we compro-
mise all the time with our siblings, spouse, parents, 
children, neighbours, friends, work colleagues, fellow 
walkers, cyclists, motorists, and so on. If we didn’t, then 
life would be a constant war of each against all.  

On the macro level, government is necessary because 
we have different aims, priorities and preferences which 
need to be resolved, and compromise is the main tool 
by which politicians hammer out such conflict resolu-
tion. If we all agreed with each other, we would not 
need government at all. In short,  compromise occurs in 

all behaviour involving human interactions, whether 
personal or political. We do not often achieve our first 
priority, either as individuals or as collectives. 

Yet compromise as a philosophical or political concept 
is practically non-existent. After all, it is not an ideal 
but at best a second-best, and theory tends to focus on 
ideals. Nevertheless, if we define compromise as settling 
differences by mutual concessions, then it is more often 
than not a good in itself. It is indeed a Humanist virtue 
and essential to a philosophical outlook, even though 
philosophy itself has often been dragged along abso-
lutist routes.  

For many years, European philosophy typified by 
Descartes tended to be described as ‘rationalist’, stress-

ing the mind and the use 
of reason as the primary 
means of understanding 
reality, whereas British 
philosophy, as typified 
by Hume, tended to be 
‘empiricist’, focusing on 
sensory experience and 
direct evidence. Kant 
realised that a middle 
ground was more realis-
tic and that both reason 
and empirical evidence 
are necessary. ‘Kant’s 
compromise’, as it is 
sometimes called, has 

set the main path for 
philosophy ever since (which is not to say that all 
philosophers have followed it). 

THE ABSURDITY OF ABSOLUTES 

MANY of our religious and political leaders say that 
there can be no compromise with the truth, which 
should ‘win’. But rejecting compromise is frequently not 
about winning at all but about making sure the other 
side loses. In any case it implies an absolute concept of 
‘truth’, which is a fundamentalist religious concept. But 
while matters of fact are either true or false, values are 
a different matter altogether. It is precisely the adher-
ence to fundamentalist values that caused so much mis-
ery and suffering throughout the last century. Think of 
the obsession with national or racial purity in Nazi 
Germany or the slavish commitment to dogmatic social-
ism in Stalinist Russia. Absolute beliefs, whether in poli-
tics or religion, are literally killing faiths. 

Take any absolute value to its logical conclusion and 
you end up with an absurdity. Consider the imposition 
of free market ideology in Thatcher’s Britain,           ––>
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“All government  – indeed every human benefit and enjoyment, 
every virtue and every prudent act  – is founded on compromise 
and barter. We balance inconveniences, we give and take; we 
remit some rights, that we may enjoy others; and we choose 
rather to be happy citizens than subtle disputants ” – Edmund 
Burke (1775) 

“Compromise is odious to passionate natures because it seems a 
surrender, and to intellectual natures because it seems a confu-
sion; but to the inner man, to the profound Psyche within us, 
whose life is warm, nebulous and plastic, compromise seems the 
path of profit and justice”   – George Santayana. 

“The opposite of compromise is not idealism, but fanaticism, 
which is equal to death”    – Amos Oz 
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where absolute ‘freedom’ ultimately produced the ‘law 
of the jungle’ and the denial of freedom to all but the 
rich and powerful (what Karl Popper called ‘the para-
dox of freedom’).  

Or consider the search for equality in the Soviet Union, 
which resulted in the reduction of nearly everyone to 
the lowest common denominator and an almost com-
plete absence of freedom. Clearly, in terms of the eco-
nomic and social organisation of society, there has to be 
a compromise between the market and the state, be-
tween freedom and equality. There is no sensible alter-
native to some form of ‘mixed economy’, though the 
nature and extent of the mixture is open to debate. 

Consider also the concept of democracy. Western soci-
eties which so describe themselves are not direct democ-
racies in the ancient Greek sense but ‘representative’ 
and ‘liberal’ democracies. Here too compromises or 
modifications are implied. Absolute, direct democracy 
in the modern world would be impractical, indeed 
chaotic – very little would ever actually get done. 
Moreover, in ‘liberal’ democracies majority wishes are 
not always paramount but often have to give way to the 
rights of individuals and minorities. Even these basic 
rights themselves, like freedom of speech, are never ab-
solutes but subject to exceptions in certain circum-
stances, as with racial, religious or personal abuse. 

Concepts such as ‘sovereignty’ and ‘nation’ are also 
fundamentalist absurdities. No state is an island cut off 
from others: the globalisation of economic life, the 
worldwide environmental threat, the universality of 
popular culture and sport, and the global media village 
have all put paid to that idea. We share ‘sovereignty’ 
with others, which means that it is inevitably, and right-
ly, diluted and compromised. Indeed, by sharing sover-
eignty, we may actually achieve greater freedom.  

The UK joined the EU as the ‘sick man of Europe’, but 
its economic performance inside became among the 
best. Politically, it can be argued that membership also 
increased the UK’s leverage among the world’s main 
powers. Indeed, pooling sovereignty enables a country 
to achieve a range of objectives that it cannot achieve 
on its own, such as controlling climate change,  scientif-
ic and medical research, and constraining other states’ 
aggressive foreign policies or nuclear programmes. 
Compromise with sovereignty in this case ensured that 
there was victory for both the UK and the EU and no 
losers. This truth was lost on the 17.4 million who vot-
ed for Brexit in the 2016 referendum. 

In the complex and pluralistic planet we inhabit, a sin-
gle perspective – political, economic, cultural or reli-
gious – is never likely to triumph completely. Simple 
‘solutions’ are therefore largely delusional and frequent-
ly destructive. Freedom and equality; the market and 
the state; law and justice; order and disorder; individual 
or  majority rights; nation and supra-nation. The ma-
ture politics of now and the future is a constant search 
for compromises or give-and-take between these abso-
lutes. That indeed is the case in any successful relation-
ship at any level. Seeking a compromise or Third Way is 
the sane and sensible way to approach fundamental 
conflicts whether personal or political.                        q                                              
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Humanist Association of Ireland 
Meetings

Sunday 12th May
Travelling Sunday Meeting in Sligo town  

– Details to follow  (see humanism.ie)
 

Sunday 16th June
A Walking Tour of St. Stephen’s Green 

with Donal Fallon, 15.00
Donal Fallon is a lecturer and historian 

based in Dublin

Truly this man is the son of god
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When Gods started to Preach  

HE origins of religion and of complex societies 
represent evolutionary puzzles. The ‘moralising 
gods’ hypothesis offers a solution to both by 

proposing that belief in morally concerned supernatural 
beings culturally evolved to facilitate cooperation in large 
societies. Yet it is simply that – a hypothesis.   Although 
research until now has suggested an association between 
the presence of moralising gods and greater social com-
plexity, the relationship between the two has been dis-
puted and causality has yet to be properly determined. A 
paper by Harvey Whitehouse (and colleagues) of Oxford 
University which recently appeared in the academic jour-
nal Nature may shed some light on the question. 

One thing that will be apparent to many who study his-
tory and anthropology is that the further back in time we 
look, the greater the likelihood that the gods worshipped 
by various civilisations are unconcerned with how people 
behave towards each other and demand only that people 
show deference to them. Earliest human societies, charac-
terised by small populations and underdeveloped social 
structures, institutions and economies, seemed to have 
gods that demanded only the occasional sacrifice and a 
bit of worship, whatever form that happened to take. 

On the other hand, larger more 
developed societies, with hun-
dreds of thousands or millions 
(and now billions) of people, 
tend to be characterised by gods 
that seem keener to keep an eye 
on the citizenry and ensure that people behave well and 
treat each other more congenially. The latter is certainly a 
feature of most of the modern world’s main religions  –  
the god of Abraham sees all! 

One obvious rationale is that small societies do not need 
a supernatural policeman. If everyone is related to every-
one else, or knows everyone else or is aware of family 
connections, there is a great disincentive to behave anti-
socially, while those who do behave so can be managed 
with relative ease. 

This changes as societies grow, empires expand, and civil-
isations, races and cultures intermingle. This is especially 
so as those societies and empires absorb ethnically and 
culturally diverse groups, whether through migration or 
conquest. Different enforcement mechanisms are now 
required, and what could be better than an all-seeing eye 
that enforces co-operation between friends and strangers 
alike? 

So which is it: does a ‘big’ god permit a big society, or 
does big society require a ‘big’ god? 

Whitehouse’s team have accumulated data on more than 
400 societies that have existed in the past 10,000 years 

for the purpose of analysing how variables such as popu-
lation size and social and economic complexity relate to 
the type of god or gods worshipped in that society – the 
purely narcissistic or the moralising kind as well. The 
research suggests that, in more than 80 per cent of the 
cases studied, ‘big’ gods appeared about 100 years after a 
society took a leap forward in complexity, which the 
team defined as having populations in the region of 1 
million people – ‘megasocieties’. 

This suggests that moralising gods are a consequence of 
big societies rather than a cause of them. So moralising 
gods follow – rather than precede – significant develop-
ments in social complexity. “Such gods are not a prereq-
uisite for the evolution of social complexity, but they may 
help to sustain and expand complex multi-ethnic empires 
after they have become established” (Nature, Vol. 567, 
Issue 7749). 

Yet the study also revealed another religious phe-
nomenon that has played a role in driving societies to-
wards greater complexity: frequent collective rituals, 
such as daily food offerings to gods. In three quarters of 
the examples studied these rituals predate ‘big’ gods   by 
long periods of time – around 1,100 years on average. 

Rituals that facilitate the stan-
dardisation of religious traditions 
across large populations general-
ly precede the appearance of 
moralising gods. This may sug-
gest that ritual practices were 

more important than the particular content of religious 
belief to the initial rise of social complexity. 

For centuries, scholars have realised that rituals act as a 
kind of ‘social glue’, promoting cooperation and trust 
within groups and – sometimes almost as importantly – 
pitting them against outsiders. Rituals are learned social-
ly through imitation. Although most research on it in ear-
ly childhood has examined the acquisition of technical and 
instrumental knowledge, imitation is equally necessary to 
acquire the social norms and practices of communities. 

Whitehouse’s hypothesis is that, because they were easy 
to learn and were performed often, such rituals may have 
allowed beliefs and practices to spread to much larger 
populations than had previously been possible, helping 
to unify those populations around a common identity. 
Only subsequently do ‘big’ gods emerge. Certainly, both 
innovations seem to have consolidated or stabilised soci-
eties that had recently expanded. All this fits with previ-
ous findings from the same group of researchers that 
societies became recognisably ‘modern’ in the mid-first 
millennium BC, during the so-called ‘Axial Age’  – the 
period in which figures such as Plato, Buddha and 
Zoroaster appeared on the scene, promoting moralising 
ideologies.                                                                      q                                                                                                                                                   
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Which is it: does a ‘big’ god 
permit a big society, or does big 

society require a ‘big’ god? 



Tools for Sceptical Thinking 

E encounter so much unreli-
able information every day, 
perhaps especially in reports 

of medicine and science, so we need 
to be equipped with tools to recog-
nise bad arguments. This will help us 
to see the flaws in others’ argument 
and avoid them in our own. These 
notes draw heavily on Carl Sagan’s 
thoughts on ‘skeptical thinking’ and 
‘baloney detection’ in his 1996 book, 
The Demon-Haunted World: Science 
as a Candle in the Dark.

 

Positive Tests 
 

Is there independent confirmation of 
the facts?

Is there proper debate by knowledgeable people with 
different views on the matter?

Consider alternative explanations. How can you test 
these explanations? (This is the basis of the scientific 
method.) In doing this, treat all alternatives fairly — don’t 
favour your own. Can you put numbers on things to 
make a better test?

Every link in the argument must be right.

Occam’s Razor. Given two equally good explanations, 
always choose the simpler.

Falsification. Can the hypothesis be falsified, at least in 
principle? If it can’t, it’s probably useless.

 

Negative Tests — what not to do. Types of argu-
ment to recognise and reject.

 

Argument ad hominem — ‘for the man’. Ignore who 
makes the argument; just consider the argument. Even a 
person you seldom agree with might be right one day.


Argument from authority. Value an argument for its own 
sake not for who says it or how well they say it.


Argument from adverse consequences. These are ar-
guments of the ‘slippery slope’ type, such as, ‘If we allow 
this behaviour, society will fall apart.’


Appeal to ignorance. Such as, ‘Whatever has not been 
proved false must be true’, or ‘There is no evidence that 
this does not happen, so it must have happened.’


Special pleading. Such as ‘You don’t understand this’, 
or ‘This is beyond understanding’, so you’ll just have to 
accept it. (This usually the last refuge of a failed argu-
ment.)


Begging the question. (A misunder-
stood term.) It means assuming the 
answer to the question in order to an-
swer the question. Example: ‘Shares 
fell yesterday on the news that the 
government may fall.’ There is no inde-
pendent evidence that this was the 
reason for the fall in share prices.


Confirmation bias or observational 
selection. This is paying attention only 
to occurrences that fit our preconcep-
tions. ‘I dreamed of Uncle Jack last 
night and I bumped into him today. 
How spooky is that!’ Such arguments 
ignore the number of times you dream 

of someone and don’t see them the 
next day. (This was very well expressed by Francis Ba-
con (1561-1626): “The root of all superstition is that men 
observe when a thing hits, but not when it misses.”).

 

Arguments from small samples. If the number of cases 
is small, the conclusion is weak. Gamblers love this one. 
‘I have just thrown three sevens in a row, so tonight I 
can’t lose’.


Inconsistency. Such as planning for a remote contin-
gency while ignoring a more urgent danger. Or failing to 
apply the same reasoning to similar cases.


Non sequitur — ‘it doesn’t follow’. ‘We will win because 
we are right’. Apart from the fact that might may defeat 
right, doesn’t each side in a battle say the same thing?


False dichotomy (sometimes called the ‘excluded mid-
dle’). Consider as the only options only two extremes 
from a continuous range. (‘You’re for us or against us.’)

Correlation vs Causation. A goes up when B goes up, so 
A caused B. A favourite from long ago was: ‘As the num-
ber of TV aerials has increased, so has the number of 
teenage pregnancies.’ It is far from obvious that TV aeri-
als cause teenage pregnancy.


Straw man. Representing the opposition’s argument in a 
misleading way in order to make it easier to demolish it. 
‘Evolution is the result of entirely random processes.’ — a 
gross over-simplification and a wilful misrepresentation.

 

Over-emphasising small differences. A typical example: 
“Girls have done better than boys in maths in this year's 
state exams”. The difference in the percentage of A-
grades is only 1.5% when the number of students is in the 
tens of thousands. Without a (simple) statistical test it is 
not possible to say that this not just a random wobble.   q
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