
HERE were 2,140 million 
people on this planet when 
I was born, 640 million of 

them living in urban environ-
ments. After my unremarkable 
lifetime, those figures are now 
7,800 million and 4,400 million 
respectively. This is scary! There 
are already too many people, yet 
inexorably, the global population is 
still growing by over 80 million a year – equivalent to the 
population of the whole island of Ireland every month! 

The notion that we will be able to devise technical solu-
tions to feed and accommodate the 11 billion population 
expected by 2060 whilst maintaining our quality of life has 
been called ‘Techno-Hubris’. It depends entirely upon so-
far undiscovered techniques to save our race from itself, 
and it is downright reckless. Overpopulation is already 
responsible for most of the world’s problems, from immi-
gration to climate chaos. 

In nature, a species will grow unchecked until its food be-
comes scarce, and that limits any further growth in num-
bers. Humans are different because farming and technolo-
gy have enabled us to keep producing ever more food, con-
trol our environment and keep up the good life. But there 
are still limits, and we have already exceeded them: soil is 
being eroded, forests are being cut and burned, fresh water 
is scarce, fish stocks are over-exploited, mineral resources 
are running low, food is becoming tasteless, pollution is 
overtaking the world, important species of insects and an-
imals are becoming extinct (the 6th mass extinction), and 
the marine environment is increasingly polluted, to men-
tion just a few of the well-known consequences of there 
being too many humans.  

We could go on to discuss the downsides of unlimited ur-
ban growth; the spread of zoonotic diseases like SARS, 
rabies, Dengue, Ebola and now Covid 19;  global overheat-
ing and climate chaos; immigration; the jobs crisis  –  all 
consequences of  overpopulation. 

Yet there are powerful forces which deny this obvious fact, 
and American biologist Paul Erlich has posited that hu-
mans are blind to slow-motion disasters (being pro-
grammed primarily to respond to short-term emergencies). 
Self-seeking politicians concerned only with re-election, 
polluting industrialists and single-minded capitalists with 
vested interests have exploited this blindness by deliberately 
misleading ordinary people, persuading them that ongoing 
 growth of GDP, urban growth and ever greater consump-
tion are the only things that really matter. 

Capitalism is widely accepted as the only practical eco-
nomic system compatible with western values. Significant-
ly, capitalism is premised on perpetual growth – the so-
called ‘growth imperative’. There are several reasons. 

1. Ongoing economic growth is 
the whole point of capitalism, 
whose purpose is to invest money 
with the intention of making more 
money, which in turn is reinvested 
in order to make yet more money, 
ad infinitum. 

2. Capitalists must compete with 
each other, nationally and interna-

tionally, and this obliges them to find ever better ways to 
reduce costs and increase sales. This ultimately manifests 
itself as a continuous need for greater growth in all sectors 
of the economy. 

3. Banks charge interest on the money they lend to capital-
ists, though most of this money is ‘virtual’. Investing mon-
ey that doesn’t really exist drops the real economy into 
debt , requiring it to grow in order to be able to pay back 
the debt. And the interest payments create a need for even 
greater growth. 

4. Credit cards have enabled workers to supplement their 
diminishing wages, temporarily increasing their purchasing 
power, but demanding ongoing rapid economic growth if 
the debts are to be repaid. Personal credit card debt in the 
USA alone totals over $1 trillion. 

5. The concept of mass production depends on high vol-
umes in order to keep costs-per-unit at a minimum, en-
abling goods to be sold at lower individual prices. In-
creased profits depend on increased sales, which in turn 
require increased marketing and advertising efforts to sell 
goods which people would not otherwise buy, and which 
must be paid for out of increased sales. 

6. Whereas investors used to be content with long-term 
dividends from the profits from their investments, they 
now look for quick gains by gambling on short-term rises 
in the value of their shares. Capitalist shareholders there-
fore put pressure on their executive directors to produce 
continuous rapid growth. 

Continuous growth in a finite world is clearly impossible. 
As we have seen, we have already exceeded what is sus-
tainably possible, and our planet’s continued habitability 
and the survival of the human race are now at stake, re-
gardless of capitalists’ financial interests. 

The current pandemic has exposed the importance of big 
interfering government, and the wrong-headedness of the 
dogmatic neoliberals who have so successfully opposed it. 
Let us hope that this will facilitate a move toward some 
form of globally regulated capitalism that avoids both the 
excesses of capitalist greed and the inefficiencies of com-
munism, whilst working to divert humankind from our 
destined extinction.                                                           q 
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The Growth Imperative 
Bob Rees



 Was Shelley an Atheist? 

ERCY Bysshe Shelley, a confirmed rebel against 
all authority, was born into the landowning aristocra-
cy in 1792, the son of Timothy Shelley, a Whig MP. 
He went to Eton and then Oxford in 1810. On 25th 

March 1811, just 6 months after entering the university, he 
was ‘sent down’  for the publication of a small, 14-page 
pamphlet entitled The Necessity of Atheism. It had been 
secretly printed in Sussex and distributed to bishops and 
heads of colleges by Shelley and an undergraduate friend. 
An Oxford bookseller had also agreed to display copies in 
his shop, but when seen by Rev Jocelyn Walker, a Fellow of 
New College, they were ordered to be burned, except one, 
which was sent to the university authorities. Shelley was 
interviewed by the Masters and Fellows of University Col-
lege but refused to answer questions about the authorship 
on the grounds that it had been published anonymously. 
This allowed the college to expel him immediately for ‘refus-
ing to answer certain questions put to him’. 

Shelley’s pamphlet starts by stating that proofs are required 
in attaining the truth of the existence or non-existence of a 
Deity: “God is an hypothesis, and, as such, stands in need of 
proof”. Why do we believe anything? There are, argues Shel-
ley, three sources: the evidence of the senses; our own expe-
riences; and the testimony or experience of others. In the 
case of God, however, our senses do not tell us he exists, nor 
does our own physical experience. Some say that the world 
must have been created but it is equally reasonable, and 
indeed easier, to suppose that it has existed from all eternity 
than to conceive a being beyond its limits capable of creat-
ing it. As for the testimony of other people, it is required 
that it should not be contrary to reason, but since it is in-
variably about miracles and other unreasonable occurrences, 
it just will not do. 

From these three sources of conviction, it is obvious that no 
proof of the existence of the Deity is obtainable. In any case, 
belief and its antonym disbelief, which is only another form 
of belief, are passions of the mind and not capable of voli-
tion. So disbelief, to which some people would wish to at-
tach a degree of criminality, can not by its very nature be an 
act of will and is therefore blameless. So ultimately Shelley is 
simply seeking proof of God’s existence, and is politely ask-
ing the college masters and fellows to answer his arguments 
and show him where his reasoning is wrong. That is a 
flavour of how innocuous the work really was. Yet of course 
Shelley had written the first avowedly atheist pamphlet ever 
published in England and directly challenged the religious 
establishment by thrusting it in their faces. They were de-
termined not to tolerate such impudence. 

Whether Shelley really was an atheist depends on our defini-
tion of the term. Stating that there is no proof of the exis-
tence of a deity implies agnosticism rather than atheism, 
though the label ‘agnostic’ did not exist at that time. He was 
certainly an atheist in the sense that he rejected the idea of a 
creator God. However, in a note to the words ‘there is no 
God’ in his long poem Queen Mab in 1813 he writes: “This 

negation must be understood solely to affect a creative De-
ity. The hypothesis of a pervading Spirit co-eternal with the 
universe remains unshaken”. This suggests an element of 
vague pantheism in which he believed in a universal spiritual 
force of which man is a part. Man may change, decay and 
die, but his spirit will join the eternal Spirit of the Universe, 
which continually creates new life. 

Shelley’s attitude to nature can be compared to that of 
Wordsworth who linked the spirit in Nature with a God, 
whereas he identified it with love. In Adonais, his elegy on 
the death of Keats, he refers to this power that ‘wields the 
world with never wearied love’. In the poem Hymn to Intel-
lectual Beauty, he praises: 
“The Awful shadow of some unseen Power 
Floats though unseen among us,  – visiting 
This various world with as inconstant wing 
As summer winds that creep from flower to flower”. 

When once asked why he described himself as an atheist, he 
replied: “I used it to express my abhorrence of superstition. I 
took up the word, as a knight took up a gauntlet, in defi-
ance of injustice”. So perhaps there was a certain amount of 
posturing in his defiant use of the label ‘atheist’.  

Shelley later decided to launch a campaign ‘to illuminate the 
nations of the world’ on politics and religion, and to start 
with the Irish. He reached Dublin at the start of February 
1812, and found lodgings over a draper’s shop at 7 Sackville 
Street (now O’Connell St). He had a pamphlet An Address 
to the Irish People printed in Dublin, and distributed some 
400 copies of it, many of which he threw from the window 
of his lodgings to any man in the street who ‘looked likely’. 

On the last day of February he attended a meeting in 
Fishamble Street Theatre, addressed by Daniel O’Connell on 
‘Catholic Emancipation’. Shelley spoke in response by agree-
ing with the idea but was hissed by the mainly Catholic 
audience when he suggested that all religious opinions 
should be tolerated. Eventually, he returned to Britain, writ-
ing: “Prejudices are so violent, in contradiction to my prin-
ciples, that more hate me as a freethinker than love me as a 
votary of freedom”. In March 1813, he came back to Ire-
land for an unpolitical visit, staying in Killarney, the beauty 
of the lakes remaining with him for the rest of his life. 

Unfortunately, most of the references to science and atheism 
in his poetry are in his longer poems – Queen Mab and 
Prometheus Unbound – not in his lyrics, which make up the 
most quotable of his poetry. He continued to preach his 
message – ‘to illuminate the nations of the world’  – but the 
fruitless results of his efforts are well illustrated in Matthew 
Arnold’s description of him: “A beautiful and ineffectual 
angel beating in the void his luminous wings in vain”.       q                                             
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HE Trinity College Dublin (TCD) Historical Society 
recently rescinded a speaking invitation to well-
known atheist and evolutionary biologist Richard 

Dawkins. Popularly known as ‘The Hist’, it is one of the 
oldest university societies in the world, having been a feature 
of student life at TCD since 1747.  

The invitation was rescinded when senior members of the 
society became aware of Dawkins’s stated opinions on Is-
lam, which were apparently deemed too controversial. The 
TCD student newspaper, the University Times, quotes the 
society’s Auditor (essentially its chairperson) as saying that 
they would “not be moving ahead with his [Dawkins’s] ad-
dress as we value our members’ comfort above all else”.  

This is another example of so-called ‘no platforming’ and is 
not a new phenomenon, but it is something that has been 
garnering increased attention in recent years, particularly 
around university campuses. The opposing views on its ap-
propriateness (or otherwise) might be broadly characterised 
as a battle between those who wish to protect free speech 
versus those who wish to create a so-called ‘safe space’ for 
students. But are college campuses really the place for such 
safe spaces?  

TCD professor Brian Lucey has tweeted: “I suspect that 
almost every headline speaker over decades has had some 
comments that were regrettable, unfortunate, disreputable 
or disgusting. That doesn't mean they’re not worth debat-
ing”. Indeed, many would argue that creating such ‘safe 
spaces’ for students is akin to ensuring they are not faced 
with opinions they disagree with, which is the antithesis of 
what a university should be about. Arguably the Hist, a 
debating society, should provide an open forum for discus-
sion and critical thinking, rather than no-platforming a 
speaker – an act which suggests the correct position has 
been decided in advance and the antithesis of debate.  

While exceptions can be made for opinions and views that 
wilfully and purposefully distort history or perpetuate views 
that can be proven to be wrong (one thinks immediately of 
Holocaust denial) or aim to incite hatred or violence, there 
is surely an argument to be made that the majority of opin-
ions should be publicly debated on their merits. It seems that 
a growing number of people who should know better are 
prematurely deeming their own beliefs to be morally correct 
and unquestionably virtuous ones.  

If nothing else, college life is supposed to be a time when 
people are out of their comfort zone and challenged by ideas 
and opinions different to their own. It’s hard to believe the 
Auditor of a society like the Hist thinks that ‘comfort’ 
should come into it. Indeed, the idea of a debating society 
that would prioritise the comfort of its members rather 
misses the point of such a society in the first place. A former 
attendee of a number of Hist debates once said: “an idea 
that is not dangerous is unworthy of being called an idea at 
all”. Oscar Wilde would presumably not have been in 
favour of its decision to drop Dawkins.        EAMON MURPHY 

HE possibility of assisted dying being made legal 
  in the Republic of Ireland became a little more 
real last month when TDs voted to  send the Dying 

with Dignity Bill to committee stage  in the Dáil.  

The bill, tabled by People Before Profit TD Gino Kenny, 
seeks to legislate for assisted dying in limited circum-
stances and allows for medical professionals to help 
some terminally ill patients to end their own lives. On 
launching the bill, Kenny said: “Assisted dying is not 
about ending life, it’s about ending suffering when you 
no longer have the option of living”. 

Tom Curran and Vicky Phelan are among the campaign-
ers who helped Kenny launch the bill. They are among 
many who have seen high-profile court cases and previ-
ous attempts to legislate for the practice fail. It is also 
worth nothing that former Waterford TD John Halligan 
also failed in an attempt, during the last Dáil, to bring 
forth similar legislation   –  something that says a lot 
about how swift the changing mood on the issue has 
been.  

This progress will be welcomed by many humanists who 
view legislation prohibiting assisted dying as further 
example of the State legislating for religious morality.   

The speed with which things have moved in recent years 
has been phenomenal, and polls show that a majority of 
Irish people now believe that assisted suicide should be 
legalised in Ireland. There is even a chance that full leg-
islation could be enacted as early as next year, though 
sensitivities about the practice and trepidation among 
some politicians means the process will more likely be 
slower than that. However, the proposal has quickly 
transformed from a peripheral idea to a real possibility, 
and the bill is set to face further scrutiny in the Oireach-
tas over the coming months.  

On 7th October the vote on the committee stage of the 
bill passed 81 to 71. It was supported by all TDs repre-
senting Sinn Féin, the Social Democrats, Labour, the 
Greens and Solidarity-People Before Profit. Though one 
third of Fine Gael TDs voted in favour, majorities in both 
Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil opposed it, as did the vast ma-
jority of Independents.  

“As soon as we have contraception in there will be abor-
tion, divorce, euthanasia, all the other evils of venereal 
disease and everything that will follow”, Fianna Fáil’s 
Michael Kitt predicted in 1974. He may have been on to 
something, but some of those ‘evils’ will continue to be 
welcomed by those of us seeking a fairer, more secular 
Ireland.                                                                        EAMON MURPHY
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“Assisted dying is not about ending life, 
it’s about ending suffering when you no 

longer have the option of living”

Dying with DignityThe Hist Denies Debate
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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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their first child is 12 


