
The World after Corona 
                             Brian McClinton 

HAT happens when the earth awakes from the 
corona nightmare? The question has aroused 
much speculation and a range of answers. Has 
the crisis brought an end to the world as we 

know it? Will it herald a brave new dawn in which we 
realise that we really are all in it together and must treat 
other humans, animals and our precious planet with 
greater care and respect? Or will it be a case of the same 
old, same old  – the same old poverty and inequalities, 
the same old tribal nationalisms, the same old dogmatic 
religious and secular beliefs, the same old egotisms, the 
same old animal abuse, the same old rape of the earth, 
and all the other self-inflicted miseries that belittle us.  

There are at least three scenarios:  
(a) the crisis will act as a wake up call and change us for 
the better;  
(b) we will pick ourselves up, dust ourselves off, and car-
ry on just as if nothing had happened;  
(c) the crisis will actually make bad things worse.  

Take the last hypothesis. When the Black Death ravaged 
Europe in the 14th century, towns and cities shut them-
selves off to outsiders and attacked, banished and killed 
scapegoated minorities, usually Jews who were blamed 
for poisoning the wells. Pogroms followed: 2,000 Jews 
were burned alive in the so-called ‘Valentine’s Day Mas-
sacre’ on 14th February 1349 in Strasbourg and possibly 
6,000 were killed in Mainz in August. In short, the Black 
Death fuelled the flames of antisemitism, even though 
many Jews themselves suffered in the plague. 20 years 
later the Brussels Massacre of 1370 wiped out the entire 
Belgian Jewish community  

The second scenario seems to fit the aftermath of the 
1918-20 ‘Spanish Flu’ pandemic, which killed at least 50 
million, including a quarter of a million in Britain (in-
deed it might well have killed more than the First and 
Second World Wars put together). Yet there is no  
evidence that it had any major effect on human be-
haviour one way or the other  – it didn’t, for example, 
end great power rivalry and usher in an era of global 
cooperation – though it did have serious economic re-
sults, with areas of highest exposure suffering the most. 

The current crisis will also lead to a major economic 
downturn. The Office for Budget Responsibility warned 
in April that the UK’s GDP could plunge by 35% in the 
second quarter of the year and by 13% for 2020 as a 
whole. An OECD report in March stated that, among 
OECD countries, Ireland’s economy was predicted to be 
the least damaged by coronavirus containment measures, 
but it was still set for a major blow with the annual fall 
in GDP being 4% to 6%. The Irish government, however, 
expects it to fall by 10.5%. Some economists predict that 
the annual rate of global growth could fall by as much as 
30% in 2020, pushing possibly 500 million into poverty. 

In such a severe recession, who benefits? In The Shock 
Doctrine (2007) Naomi Klein, quoting Milton Friedman 
that “only a crisis – actual or perceived  – produces real 
change”, outlines the pessimistic view. Disaster 1 – eco-
nomic slump, earthquake, military conflict or pandemic – 
is followed by Disaster 2, which is basically what the 
powerful do to maintain or strengthen their privileges. 
The 2008 financial crash is a good example. Billions 
were spent on bailing out the banks, while 30 million 
around the world lost their jobs in the next three years. 
Social services and the poor bore the brunt of austerity 
policies as thousands flocked to food banks while bil-
lionaires whose net worth doubled bought bigger yachts. 

The pessimistic view also argues that the crisis will rein-
force authoritarian rule and narrow nationalism. The 
world will not only be less prosperous; it will also be less 
open and less free. Governments have adopted emer-
gency measures to deal with the pandemic and many will 
be reluctant to relinquish these powers when the crisis 
ends. An example is surveillance, where the technology is 
developing fast. In China it is currently identifying sus-
pect coronavirus carriers, tracking their movements and 
identifying their contacts. In the future it could be used 
for more sinister purposes to track, monitor and manipu-
late minds. Big Brother may be lurking in the shadows. 

The trend towards authoritarian rule already evident in  
many countries such as China, Russia, Brazil and Hun-
gary – where Viktor Orbán recently passed a law allow-
ing him to rule by decree  – has coincided with the 
growth of flag-waving governments. This growing na-
tionalism, often with a religious dimension, is not con-
fined to dictatorships: it also extends to democracies like 
the USA, the UK and India. Trump has branded the virus 
as ‘Chinese’ and plans to close America’s borders to immi-
grants. In the UK, Brexit was clearly an effusion of pre-
dominantly English nationalism, while in India Modi’s 
Hindu nationalism is tearing the country apart and threat-
ening the very survival of the large Muslim minority. 

HIS pessimistic picture is difficult to refute, but 
challenge it we must. Every crisis is also an oppor-
tunity. When this one ends, if indeed it does, we can 
seize the time to revolutionise the way we behave in 

‘normality’. For if we can pull together now and display 
astounding feats of kindness and solidarity, there is no 
reason why we cannot continue along this path after-
wards. We already know that crises bring out the best in 
people, but no emergency in the modern era has been  ––> 
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as universal and intrusive as this one. When the Spanish 
flu appeared in 1918, only 30% were literate; now we 
have a global literacy rate of 86%. Moreover, we are 
more connected through the media and travel than ever 
before. We are thus more aware of what is happening. 
This increased knowledge, faster sharing of information 
and interconnectedness means that not only is our re-
sponse to the crisis quicker but also our sense of univer-
sal solidarity is increased. We really are all in this togeth-
er and, while it is true that many of the better off can 
escape to their country or seaside boltholes, the virus is 
blind and does not discriminate. 

We are also in a better place to learn the current lessons 
and remake the world. First, it is apparent that free mar-
ket capitalism, which tends to pursue profit at the ex-
pense of social needs, is useless when humankind is faced 
with existential threats such as the coronavirus. There is 
no profit in making ventilators or personal protective 
equipment for an epidemic that might not occur for half 
a century or longer. Private health care itself is totally 
inadequate, as America’s death rate testifies.   

A humane society has to have a public health service free 
at the point of use. The National Health Service in 
Britain is a shining example  – it is, of course, socialism 
in action though Conservatives never call it by that name 
and have starved it of funds over 
the last decade. But even the free 
market Prime Minister Boris 
Johnson is fulsome in his praise 
and admits that, after all, there 
is such a thing as society. 

Second, it is chastening to dis-
cover that the people who are 
often rewarded the least –  
nurses, care workers, employees 
in other essential services – are the very people, rather 
than the bankers and bond traders, whom we need the 
most to save us. Most of them are putting their lives on 
the line every day caring for the sick and vulnerable. 
Then there are the millions of people who have been 
voluntarily helping the weak and needy for no reward at 
all: delivering essential supplies, providing free meals and 
childcare for overstretched parents, offering crisis coun-
selling, and a whole plethora of free help all over the 
world. In an article entitled ‘Wisdom in a Time of Crisis’ 
in the Irish Times (18th April) Annie West gave this crass 
advice: “Never, ever, work for nothing. It devalues your 
work and your reputation”. Doesn’t she realise that it is 
the people who are presently working for nothing or a 
pittance who are keeping this planet going? 

At the same time, the emergency support schemes intro-
duced in many countries point up the case for a universal 
basic income (UBI). Words of praise or 8pm claps are not 
enough. In the UK Parliament in 2017 most Conservative 
MPs, including Boris Johnson, and the DUP voted 
against a Labour amendment to end the 1% public sec-
tor annual pay increase cap. The coronavirus pandemic 
has exposed the meanness and hypocrisy of many who 
are now praising these workers to the skies. 

Spain is set to introduce a form of UBI for those without 
an income which Podemos, the left-wing coalition part-

ner, wants to make a permanent part of the Spanish wel-
fare state. This is not, however, a proper UBI which every 
citizen would receive on a regular basis whether they 
work or not and irrespective of how much money they 
already have. The UK’s chancellor has introduced a job 
retention scheme whereby firms putting regular employ-
ees on furlough can apply for a grant covering 80 per 
cent of the average wage up to £2,500 a month, which is 
roughly the median wage.  While it helps, it is not a UBI 
either because it means paying people on the condition 
that they don’t work, apart from its many other econom-
ic flaws. Much better would be to pay everyone a basic 
income of, say, £300 a week, which would stimulate de-
mand and encourage spending on goods and services. 

Opponents of a UBI argue that money would end up in 
the banks of those who do not need it. But the answer is 
simple: increase taxes on the better off. British and Irish 
societies have talked themselves into a position where 
income and wealth tax increases have become anathema, 
when in fact they are a hallmark of a just society. 

The human race is at a crossroads. Greta Thunberg is 
correct: the corona crisis has proved that society in its 
current form is unsustainable. Humanity is now united 
and acting on the advice of scientists and other rational 
experts who know what they are talking about and not 

ambitious politicians who appeal 
to the worst emotions. Johan 
Rockström, a Swedish earth 
scientist and director of the 
Postdam Institute for Climate 
Impact Research, has said that 
there is a strong correlation 
between the pandemic and the 
environmental crisis: deforesta-
tion and the wildlife trade raises 
the likelihood of viruses leaping 

the species boundary; air pollution weakens respiratory 
systems; and the expansion of air travel allows viruses to 
spread more quickly. It is all part and parcel of the same 
planetary crisis and it cannot be solved by individual 
states paddling their own canoes and grabbing what re-
sources they can at the expense of others. 

The message of our current predicament and our com-
passionate response is that only through international 
cooperation and international institutions which truly 
reflect our common humanity and our common worth 
can we mend this broken world.                                 q
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The Fight for Irish Secular Education 
Eamon Murphy 

n the March-April issue of this magazine, 
I wrote an article referring to some of the trail-
blazers who have fought to make Ireland a more 
progressive country, long before it became fash-

ionable. I mentioned Mary Robinson, Michael D. Hig-
gins and David Norris among others, but most of those 
who stand up to conservatism and vested interests in 
our society never know such renown as these. They are 
relatively ordinary people who do amazing work, the 
majority of which goes unseen but to whom we pro-
gressives and secularists owe a great debt of gratitude. 

On Sunday 1st March, Catherine O’Brien gave a talk to 
a meeting of humanists in Sligo town. She spoke about 
her personal experiences campaigning for a more secu-
lar education system in the Republic of Ireland in the 
last three decades. At different times during that period 
she represented the Humanist Association of Ireland 
(HAI) and Educate Together (ET) in dealings with the 
Department of Education and other state bodies. 

What follows is a selection of excerpts from that talk. 
My main intention is simply to put some of Catherine’s 
experiences in print. The cause of secular education in 
the Irish Republic has come a long way in the last 30 
years. It is important that people know that it was not 
an easy journey or an easy cause to fight. It’s also im-
portant that people are aware of just some of the obsta-
cles placed in the way of this journey, not just by the 
Catholic Church but by the State itself, and often by 
other institutions of society. 

This article is not a transcript of Catherine’s talk, nor is 
it intended to read as a continuous narrative. Instead it 
is a summary of some (the word ‘some’ is emphasised) 
of the stories and anecdotes recounted on the day. 

As a starting point – to give a flavour of the obstacles 
faced – it’s worth noting that the Department of Educa-
tion initially refused to sanction the term ‘non-denomi-
national’ education, and ET initially had to fight so that 
their schools would not be named after saints. 

When ET was in its infancy as an institution, discrimi-
nation against it (with comparison to religious-run 
schools) was rife. Among the most obvious manifesta-
tion of this discrimination was the fact that teachers 
who accepted a role at an ET school lost their ‘panel 
rights’, which were afforded to all teachers in Catholic 
and Protestant primary schools.  

Panel rights were effectively a guarantee of employ-
ment, as if a school had to reduce staff numbers due to 
falling enrolment, teachers were guaranteed a job at 
another school. This is the norm within the system but 
was not afforded to teachers at ET schools at the time. 

Furthermore, teachers who accepted a role at an ET 
school were told that in the event of the school closing, 
they would not be employed again at religious schools. 
This sounds shocking now, but was the case in the 
1990s. Teachers accepting jobs at ET schools were tak-
ing huge risks. 

When ET opened their Crumlin school, teachers in oth-
er primary schools in the area wrote to the Department 
of Education asking that the school not be give perma-
nent recognition as it would only ‘steal pupils’ from 
other schools in the area and those schools would then 
have to reduce teacher numbers. There was no ac-
knowledgement of the rights of parents or teachers to a 
say in their children’s education. Incredibly, this stance 
was backed at the time by the Irish National Teachers 
Organisation (INTO), the largest teacher trade union in 
Ireland. 

On St. Patricks Day 1993, the Crumlin school burned 
down. Four teachers and 103 children had nowhere to 
go. Other schools in the area refused to accommodate 
them even on a temporary basis. Catherine and the 
school principal searched all the schools in the area 
based on a list from the Department of Education, even 
resorting to visiting them after dark and peering 
through windows at vacant rooms they had been told 
were not available. There were a wide variety of  ––>

6

 Irish Freethinker and Humanist • May-June 2020

I

Catherine O'Brien with Paul Rowe, 
former CEO of Educate Together, at the Sligo event
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excuses from all the schools but it seemed the word was 
out: “Do not let them in”. The school was just three 
years in existence at the time. 

Eventually the Loreto nuns were willing to give access to 
an abandoned building in Rathfarnham. This led to seri-
ous objections from the staff and parents of local 
Catholic schools. Incredible though it seems now, the 
new ET school location was picketed, with a placard 
saying ‘South City down the toilet’ being among the most 
choice ‘We don’t want you here’-type posters. Local 
politician and former minister Seamus Brennan (Fianna 
Fáil) supported the protests, agreeing that the school 
wasn’t needed in the area. Children had to be escorted 
through the picket line to get to class! This is an example 
of the prevailing attitude towards people who wanted the 
right to educate their children without a religious ethos. 

Catherine made sure to note that some of their most ar-
dent supporters at the time were Catholic parents who 
believed in the concept of educating all children together 
and having faith formation outside of school hours. The 
happy ending here is that the school later changed its 
name to Rathfarnham Educate Together and is now 
thriving. 

A significant event was held in Dublin Castle in 2007 to 
mark the beginning of a dialogue process between the 
State and religious and non-confessional organisations. A 
lot of lobbying went on before-
hand to ensure that the HAI 
was involved in the process and 
invited to the event. Catherine 
attended as a representative of 
the HAI. 

Bertie Ahern, Taoiseach, and 
Michael McDowell, Minister 
for Justice, referred in their so-called welcoming address-
es to the dangers posed to society by ‘aggressive secular-
ists’. Catherine was shocked by the blatant lack of re-
spect being shown for the HAI position at the event. She 
challenged them to specify to whom they were referring, 
and Enda Kenny, then the leader of the opposition, 
queried this in the Dáil. The response from the Taoiseach 
was as follows: “I do not agree with or support the secu-
lar state, and believe religion has a prominent role to 
play”. He declined to name the ‘aggressive secularists’ 
when asked. 

Around this time a projected increase in the population 
of those of school-going age meant a need for new pri-
mary schools in Ireland. Mary Hanafin was Minister for 
Education and she charged the VEC (now the Education 
and Training Board, or ETB) with this task. The result 
was to be ‘multi-faith’ Community National Schools 
(CNSs). 

Incredibly, the Department gave the Catholic Church the 
chance to lay down their conditions for support of these 
schools, and unsurprisingly this included that faith for-
mation would take place during school hours. Not only 
that but there should be additional time put aside for 
preparation for First Communion and Confirmation, 
despite the fact that (in theory, at least) these schools 
were to be for all religions and none. 

In order to camouflage the fact that this privilege was 
being given to the Church, a panel was set up – the Reli-
gious Education Reference Group – to decide how  
religion was to be taught in these schools. This Reference 
Group was attended by representatives from all the faith 
groups in Ireland, including many different Catholic 
groups such as St Patrick’s Teacher Training College, 
Drumcondra. Catherine represented the humanists. 

None of the other faith groups – not the Muslims, the 
Hindus, the Buddhists, nor anyone else – insisted on their 
religion being taught during school hours at the CNSs; 
only the Catholic Church did. The others believed they 
were capable of teaching their children within their 
community, but the Catholic representatives would not 
accept that they could or should do likewise. 

The Catholic groups also refused to accept that these 
schools could have assemblies without the mention of 
God. When she pointed out that there were many sub-
jects that could be raised at assemblies instead so that no 
child would feel left out, for example kindness, Catherine 
was told that to talk about kindness without mention of 
God would ‘not be fair’ to the children who believed in 
God! She reminded the Church representatives several 
times during the proceedings that setting up a system 
whereby children of all religions could be educated to-
gether required a generosity of spirit on the part of all 
involved. It fell on deaf ears. 

Eventually an absurd solution 
was devised by the ETB: divid-
ing the children up during class 
time according to religion when 
faith formation was taking 
place, with Catholics in one 
room, other Christian denomi-
nations in another, Muslims in 

a third one, and all others in a fourth room. 

Catherine eventually resigned, and the HAI withdrew 
from the process, when it became clear that the Catholic 
Church had been promised the setup they demanded and 
the Department of Education was not going to alter it, 
regardless of the arguments made by other groups. To 
give a flavour of some of the proposals, one was that 
during roll call teachers would ask students “Who gave 
you your name?” and students would respond “God 
gave us our name”.  

This was one of the more mild abuses that Catherine 
remembers from the time. At the more serious end was 
that at the opening of one such CNS – a supposedly non-
religious school – a religious pastor told the assembled 
children that they should live their lives in fear of God. 

These are just some of the events recounted by Catherine 
in an absorbing and passionate talk. It is important to 
remind ourselves that social progress is almost always 
hard-won, and that institutions and people in privileged 
positions rarely give that privilege up without a fight.    q
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Defamation in  
Northern Ireland 
                     Tom Woolley 

new defamation law came into force on the 1st 
January 2014 in England. However similar 
changes have not been made in Northern Ire-
land and as a result supporters of free speech 

and rational thinking, including those who write in 
Irish Free Thinker, can be at risk for the most innocent 
of critical comments when put to paper. 

Amongst other provisions, the Act introduced a 'serious 
harm' threshold for bringing a defamation claim, and a 
single publication rule (potentially of great significance 
to online publication).  The Act stipulated that the 
courts of England and Wales do not have jurisdiction to 
hear defamation actions against persons domiciled out-
side the UK, EU or Lugano Convention, with a view to 
preventing so-called ‘libel tourism’. The Act also re-
versed the mode of trial – to judge rather than jury.  

However, attempts to introduce similar reform in 
Northern Ireland were thwarted due to opposition from 
the DUP. The Northern Ireland Law Commission pro-
duced a consultation paper in 2014 and in 2016 legal 
academic expert Andrew Scott reported on this consul-
tation. The NI Law Commission and Andrew Scott 
proposed that a defamation reform bill should be intro-
duced in Northern Ireland and Scott’s report sets out 
the draft bill introduced by MLA Mike Nesbitt. 
One of the main objectives of the reform is to introduce 
into law a defence of ‘honest opinion’ and a series of 
proposals to reduce the cost of justice as was intended 
in England. 

In mid June 2012 Sammy Wilson, the Finance Minister, 
halted the extension of the 2013 English defamation act 
into Northern Ireland though, according to Eamonn 
Mallie, this decision remained secret for a year. Mike 
Nesbitt wrote in 2013 that during all his years in jour-
nalism, all libel suits had been served by DUP politi-
cians. Those who have read Sam McBride’s book 
Burned on the RHI scandal will be familiar with the 
number of times that publication of the truth about the 
wood pellet scam were threatened with libel actions 
from DUP politicians. 

However, in September 2013 new DUP finance minister 
Simon Hamilton asked the NI Law Commission to car-
ry out a public consultation. The result was overwhelm-
ing public support for libel reform. But subsequent at-
tempts to implement the change through the House of 
Lords failed and currently the issue remains in limbo.  

Mike Nesbitt has reintroduced his bill at Stormont but 
no further progress has been made. Eamonn Mallie has 

argued that the Law Commission consultation was 
merely an attempt to “kick the can down the road,”  
and the DUP remain implacably opposed: “The DUP’s 
Sammy Wilson said that concerns about free speech 
were ‘just a lot of nonsense’. The DUP’s Ian Paisley Jnr 
made no less than 10 interventions criticising the 
Defamation Bill in its second reading debate in the 
House of Commons”. The then leader of the DUP, Peter 
Robinson, said in November 2013 that he was ‘be-
mused’ by concerns and said worries were ‘absurd’(1). 

Arlene Foster, commenting on the Andrew Scott report, 
said: “If there are changes to be made, we will move 
into policy development to consider how we make 
them. I do not think that it would be right to follow the 
Defamation Act 2013 slavishly”. 

Mike Harris of English Pen and the Libel Reform Cam-
paign, writing in the Huffington Post, states that “Very 
few know why the Defamation Bill does not apply to 
Northern Ireland, an outrageous decision that has cre-
ated a gaping loophole in the government's attempts to 
reform the UK's libel laws. It took endless humiliation 
before parliament got the message and decided to re-
form the law of libel: the UN Human Rights Council 
said our libel law chilled free speech across the entire 
globe, American academics faced our courts for writing 
about the funding of Al Qaeda, Barack Obama signed 
into law an act to protect Americans from our libel law 
and decent scientists such as Simon Singh, Ben 
Goldacre and NHS cardiologist Pete Wilmshurst faced 
ruin thanks to the law.” 

An active libel reform group in Northern Ireland has 
worked hard to support Mike Nesbitt’s bill and the 
report from Andrew Scott. For instance, Lyra McKee, 
the freelance journalist (above), who was shot and 
killed in Derry on April 18 2019, was an active sup-
porter. She was writing a book about murdered North-
ern Ireland politician Robert Bradford: “My line of 
work means I often upset people in power. I often find 
myself being threatened with our archaic libel laws… 
I've become involved with the Libel Reform Campaign 
because a muzzled press equals a poor democracy - and 
that is what we have in Northern Ireland”.  

A year after Lyra’s tragic death a fitting memorial would 
be the adoption of libel reform in Northern Ireland.       q 

NOTES: (1)  https://eamonnmallie.com/2014/03/introducing-the-
defamation-act-2013/


The source of the photo of Lyra McKee is:  
https://www.englishpen.org/campaigns/in-memory-of-lyra-mckee/
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