
Educational Underachievent  
in Northern Ireland 
Roger Kelly 

NCE again recent research has highlighted that under 
-achievement in the education system within North-
ern Ireland has remained ‘entrenched’, especially 
among Protestant working class boys from disadvan-

taged backgrounds, and also indicated similar trends among 
working class Catholic children but to a lesser extent.


Fewer than half of children entitled to free school meals left 
school with at least five GCSEs at grades A* to C, including 
English and Maths, in 2017/18. By contrast, almost 80% of 
pupils not entitled to free school meals left school with at 
least these qualifications. 


A report back in 2012 commissioned by the then office of the 
First and Deputy First Minister [OMFDFM] found similar fac-
tors that had a negative impact on education achievement:

1. The impact in terms of confidence levels and self esteem of 
those pupils who fail or do not sit the transfer test.

2. Grammar schools 'creaming' likely high achievers from 
non-select schools, thus depriving pupils in the non-grammar 
sector of positive  peer role models.

3. The ways in which the current system of selection favours 
those parents with the means to pay for private tuition.


Lest we forget, the so-called Eleven Plus exam was abolished 
by the then Sinn Fein Education Minister Caitriona Ruane in 
2008. However, this did not end selection as the grammar 
schools, both Protestant and Catholic, created their own tests 
and the St Andrews Agreement enabled the DUP to stymie 
abolition through the use of the Petition of Concern.


Many proponents of the grammar school system in Northern 
Ireland and in particular the DUP are of the view that inequali-
ty and segregation would increase if the system was 
changed, but no hard evidence has ever been produced to 
support this claim. What the evidence does show is that both 
Protestants and Catholics from middle class backgrounds are 
benefiting and going to university and eventually securing well 
paid jobs, and those young people from less privileged back-
grounds are often stuck in dead-end low paid jobs or unem-
ployment.


The 11Plus transfer test debacle has illuminated a fascinating 
dichotomy between the political preferences of N.I.'s Catholic 
middle class and their social conservatism. For while they vote 
on the ‘progressive’ or left wing side of the education argument 
via SDLP/Sinn Fein, large sections of the Catholic middle class 
are actually with the Unionist Party/DUP in wanting to maintain 
the grammar/secondary divide. Interestingly, most middle class 
Catholics also ignore the official stance taken by the Catholic 
Church, which to its credit opposes selection.


The persistence of educational underachievement for the 
working class in N.I. has been regularly  researched by Pro-
fessor Peter Shirlow, director at the University of Liverpool's 
Institute of Irish Studies. He has commented:  the failure of 
the N.I. Government to tackle fundamental problems regard-
ing the structure of education and its inability to agree on a 
system for post-primary school transfer has only exacerbated 
the divisions and inequalities within that society”. He has 
stated that the grammar school system needs to be radically 
changed: “This is a societal issue and a wider question about 
the power and resources rooted in the grammar sector. 
They've been very effective in maintaining themselves”.   q
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Gay Conversion Therapy 
Tom Woolley

BALLYNAHINCH, a small County Down market town more 
famous for its modern traffic jams and a battle in 1798, is 
one of the main centres for gay conversion therapy. The 
Core Issues Trust, a registered charity, is based in the town 
and is the focus of a campaign by the National Secular Soci-
ety (NSS) and others to remove charitable status from organ-
isations promoting gay conversion. 


Gay Conversion therapy is largely regarded as dangerous 
and an onslaught on the human rights of those who do not 
fit with particular Christian sexual norms. The Core Issues 
Trust advocates what it calls ‘change oriented therapies for 
people seeking to leave homosexual behaviours and feel-
ings’, according to the NSS. Under its objects of association, 
it encourages ‘lifestyle choices consistent with Christian 
living’ and upholds the view that sexual relationships outside 
heterosexual marriage are ‘inconsistent with’ the Bible.


The nature of these change-oriented therapies is not clear, 
but aversion therapies are widely regarded as bogus, inef-
fective and downright dangerous, leading to mental health 
problems. Robbie Meredith of the BBC News recently re-
vealed that Queens’ University Belfast Department of Mental 
Health gave gay men electric shock aversion therapy treat-
ment in the 1960s and suggests it was still in use into the 
1970s, despite being ineffective.


The Northern Ireland Charities Commission has been urged 
by the NSS to review its policy on granting charitable status to 
organisations promoting gay conversion and, according to the 
Belfast Telegraph in May, the issue is being considered by the 
Commissioners. The Core Issues Trust apparently achieved 
charitable status because it advances the Christian religion.


The Core Issues Trust have screened anti-gay films around 
Northern Ireland and attempted to hold a conference at a 
Baptist Church in Ballynahinch in 2014, attracting a well-
attended demonstration against bigotry and homophobia. 
Well-groomed ladies stopped their cars outside the protest 
and shouted ‘sodomites’ at the demonstrators.


Ballynahinch contains more than its fair share of churches 
(over 20 in a town of less than 6,000 population). In 2013 
police went to the Congregational Church to break up a row 
between two groups after some had heckled the minister 
during his sermon. More significantly, the town attracted an 
unpleasant reputation for having a high number of young 
people committing suicide in the late 90s, though the prob-
lem seems to have reduced in recent years.


There are some local groups attempting to respond to the 
mental health problems of young people, but mental health 
support resources are limited here. There is little doubt that 
coping with issues of sexuality as well as drugs and bullying 
is one of the factors that contributes to this problem. In 
2018, Northern Ireland had 18.6 suicides per 100,000 popu-
lation, far higher than England and Scotland (10.3 and 16.1).


Much of the local charitable work for young people is pro-
vided by Christian organisations. There is an urgent need 
for organisations with a secular non-religious approach to 
provide alternative guidance and support on mental health 
and sexual orientation issues that can assist local young 
people. Dependence on Christian evangelical and anti-gay 
groups is unsatisfactory. The ability of such organisations 
to gain charitable status and the resulting tax breaks 
should also be ended.                                                           q                                     



RADITIONALLY, miracles have been understood 
as violations of the laws of nature, and if that 
occurs then it is proof of the existence of God. So 

if it was proved that Jesus had been born of a virgin, 
then would Christianity be vindicated? 

Many of Jesus’s Biblical miracles reflect goodwill  – he 
heals the sick, raises the dead, cures blindness, feeds the 
hungry, and so on. Muhammed is also said to have mul-
tiplied food and drink supernaturally to feed the hungry 
masses. The problem I find with that is when millions of 
people, at that very moment when somebody is suppos-
edly being cured of blindness, are suffering horribly from 
disease, famine, cruelty, torture, genocide and death 
without the almighty lifting a finger to help. It immedi-
ately raises the question that God doesn’t know about, 
care about, or doesn’t have the power to intervene. 
Therefore a being that engages in trivial events cannot be 
a moral God. An infinitely good God wouldn’t have left 
the job half done, or is God unfair? 

God is alleged to be infinitely knowledgeable and good, 
but miracles are not consistent with this, because they 
can be performed by magicians and illusionists, which 
can be easily faked. He could do much better if he was 
trying to prove his existence, like growing limbs. Of 
course, according to the Bible, he also punishes by using 
miracles, like turning Lot’s wife into a pillar of salt. 

Extraordinary claims of miracles surely require ex-
traordinary evidence and no testing will suffice to estab-
lish a miracle. Interestingly, people who believe in mira-
cles reject the miracles in other religions. I don’t think 
any other Christian believes that Joseph Smith, founder 
of the Mormon religion, was given golden plates on top 
of a mountain in America, yet they believe that the Virgin 
Mary gave birth to Jesus without any evidence. Nobody 
checked for an intact hymen before she gave birth and 
Joseph was not given a DNA test to see if he was the 
Daddy. All is second hand testimony. Evidence doesn’t lie, 
people do. Treat your own indoctrinated faith just as you 
treat the religions you reject. It’s the only way to know 
which religion is true, if any. The fact that miracles are 
reported today doesn’t prove anything. 

If a watchmaker had to continually repair the watch he 
made, you would have thought that the watch was made 
by an inferior watchmaker. If God created the world and 
had to regularly intervene with miracles then he didn’t do 
a good job in the first place. Martin Luther once said: 
“Reason is the Devil’s Whore”, as reason can do nothing 
but slander and harm all that God says and does. 

Why do Christians believe in miracles? One obvious an-
swer is that Christians believe because their ancestors 
did. Handed down religious beliefs date away back to 

the beginnings of the Hebrew religion and earlier reli-
gions of the ancient Middle East. Christianity was born 
at a time in history when every religion included a belief 
in magic, miraculous healings and wonders. Good things 
happened to good people and bad people got what they 
deserve. In the Bible we have angels, devils, unicorns, 
dragons, and witches. Even today in the 21st century we 
have Christian fundamentalists who continue to inhabit 
this wonderland. In their minds we all live in this magical 
world mapped out by our ancestors. Christians argue 
that miracles are not magic. They say that magic has 
either a human or demonic source, but miracles are the 
supernatural work of God. Jesus was not a magician, he 
was the son of God known for his many miracles. 

The Bible is full of astrology, fortune-telling, spell casting, 
curses, and charms, though a lot of Christians warn 
against many of these practices. My own mum used to 
read the tealeaves from cups of women in our street. The 
domain of the miraculous has certainly shrunk, but it has 
not gone away. Many of us, including non-believers, are 
attracted to magic. Audiences flock to see illusionists and 
magicians. 

James Randi, aged 92, is a Canadian-born retired magi-
cian and scientific sceptic who set up a challenge offering 
one million dollars to anyone who could prove para-
normal or supernatural powers under scientific condi-
tions. No Church took up the challenge which has lasted 
for 60 years. Magicians who took it up failed. Randi 
debunked all of Uri Geller’s claims of supernatural pow-
ers. He has dedicated the remainder of his career to un-
masking frauds. The challenge for Bible-believing  –—>    
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The Irrationality of Miracles 
Andy Barr
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Christians is how you know that any verse in the Bible 
comes from God and not the author. 

Christians convinced by the power of prayer have spent a 
lot of money trying to prove that the practice works, 
with very poor results, yet that has done little to shake 
their faith in the power of prayer. Prayer to believers cov-
ers ground faster than Skype or Zoom: from your lips to 
God’s ears, as Jewish Rabbis used to say. Visiting Lour-
des, a sceptic was shown a cave with hundreds of crutch-
es thrown away by people who had been supposedly 
cured. He asked to see the room with discarded wooden 
legs and of course none was forthcoming. 

Millions of evangelicals and other Christian fundamen-
talists believe that the Bible was essentially dictated by 
God to men who acted as script writers. It is so badly 
written, containing absurd stories, that I can’t believe 
how people (sometimes intelligent) can believe it. I’ve 
concluded that liberal Christians focus on the better 
parts and ignore the rest. 

When religious folk believe that they possess God’s truth, 
there are only too often bad outcomes, such as purges, 
burnings and religious wars. They could have been easily 
avoided if the holy books had contained the following: 

Thou shalt not engage in war, don’t assume I am on your 
side and don’t pray to me for victory. 
Thou shalt not enslave other humans  – ever. 
Thou shalt not despise or discriminate on the basis of 
colour or ethnic origin. 
Thou shalt not discriminate against women. 
Thou shalt not discriminate against Gay people. 

The apostle Paul was convinced that Jesus’s descent 
through the clouds was only months away or at the most 
a few years. Devout Christians of various brands are 
always warning us that he is on his way any time soon. 
My Sunday School teacher told us all to prepare for his 
coming. I remember telling my Granddad that Jesus was 
on his way and he told me his teacher said the very same 
thing and he was born in the 19th century. 

According to Mark 16:17, baptised Christians (who in-
clude myself) have the power to cast out demons. In 
Mark 6:7 we read that Jesus gave his disciples “authority 
over the unclean spirits”. Why did he not exercise his 
authority and get rid of them altogether? There is anoth-
er verse in the New Testament that must make Christians 
cringe. Luke14:26 states: “If any man comes to me and 
hate not his father, mother, wife and children and 
brethren, and sisters, yea and his own life also, he cannot 
be my disciple”. 

Science is the opposite of magic. Where magic and the 
miraculous aspects of religion demand the supernatural, 
science rejects any such reliance. Science states that the 
world is material and it can be successfully investigated 
through material means. Science is subject to examina-
tion and retesting. Evolution follows the rules of science. 
No other idea about how species originate does. 
Religion often argues that there is no intermediate 
species, which is nonsense. Archaeopteryx fossils show 
an animal that is clearly transitional between small 
predatory flying dinosaurs and modern birds. It had 

feathers, wings, and a wishbone like a bird. It also had a 
full set of teeth, a flat sternum instead of a deep-keeled 
one that birds have, a long bony tail like a dinosaur (or 
lizard) and rib-like bones floating in the muscles of the 
abdomen, like many dinosaurs and modern crocodiles.  

Every culture has its tall tales and legends and ours is no 
exception with leprechauns and banshees. Sightings of 
the Madonna are commonly claimed miracles, but only 
in Catholic countries for obvious reasons. Boxers who 
have won a bout may give credit to God for their victory. 
The next fight they could have 7 bells knocked out of 
them and somehow God is ignored. 

In 2 Kings: 23-24 the Prophet Elisha who has wondered 
about the holy land invoking miracles for pay, approach-
es the gates of Bethel, when children mocked him for his 
bald head. Elisha curses them and, hey presto, a pair of 
bears maul 42 children to death. How can this be 
claimed as a miracle on behalf of a just and perfect God? 

The Old Testament covers the time of Ancient Egypt. 
Their hieroglyphic writings detail their history, dates of 
battles, Pharaohs etc. They was deciphered by a famous 
French archaeologist called Jean-Francois Champolion. 
There is no mention of Noah’s flood and the enslavement 
of the Hebrew people in these hieroglyphics, and the 
Catholic Church demanded that he should not publish 
his findings because they contradicted the Bible. 

Hundreds of millions who lived before us have never 
returned from the grave, so the claim that one did is 
about as extraordinary as you will find. Even though 
there is some archaeological evidence for Biblical tales, 
there is nothing that confirms any miracle. For the resur-
rection the only evidence is second-third-fourth hand by 
four gospels authors plus Paul. None of them was writ-
ten by eyewitnesses. 

What we find in the Bible is a world in which God lived 
in the sky just above the mountains and people who died 
went to live in dark recesses of the earth. In that world 
snakes and donkeys could talk. In that world God 
brought down fire from the sky and threatened sinners 
with everlasting torment in an eternal fire. In this world a 
woman turned into a pillar of salt, the sun stopped mov-
ing across the sky, a star pointed down at a specific place 
and someone’s shadow or handkerchief could heal the 
sick. God sent diseases, famines, plagues of locusts and 
droughts. The ancient world was indeed full of miracle 
workers and magicians. 

These extraordinary beliefs have no evidence for them. 
Yet billions believe what they read in the Bible and 
Quran based on ancient prescientific oral testimony, as 
handed down through word of mouth through genera-
tions until written down by anonymous authors we can 
no longer interrogate. 

There is something clearly wrong here. Reasonable peo-
ple should require objective evidence before accepting 
such extraordinary tales. Man is not in control of his life. 
Evil spirits may take possession of him and Satan may 
inspire him with evil thoughts. This is the nonsense of a 
prescientific age. Why hold on to faiths that have their 
roots in ignorance, superstition, fear and hatred?          q                                                               
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Living without Free Will 
Noel Byrne 

ITH Earth’s first clay they did the last man knead, 
And there of the last harvest sow'd the seed: 
And the first morning of creation wrote, 
What the last dawn of reckoning shall read. 


(Rubaiyat of Umar Khayyam, V 53)

  
IN a recent article here I maintained that free will is an 
illusion, though it is ingrained in our psyches and in soci-
ety for generations. Most folk don’t grasp the idea of free 
will, because they are aware that they make decisions 
and then proceed to conflate the two ideas. It is a 
counter-intuitive concept. Living without free will does 
not come naturally to us, particularly as one of its conse-
quences is a lack of moral responsibility. I believe that the 
illusion of free will is an adaptive trait that remains in 
our population in order to sustain our concepts of moral-
ity and make group living operable. But what if we had a 
society in which the non-existence of free will was ac-
cepted? How different might that be relative to present 
society? If, as I contend, free will does not exist and never 
existed, then present society has actually been built on 
the absence of free will, just as it was also built on the 
absence of an interfering god. The free will illusion, I 
believe, is even more ingrained in the human psyche than 
the god illusion. 
  
In a society without free will there would be neither 
blame nor praise and most importantly a realisation of 
the major part played by luck in our lives through both 
nature and nurture, by way of our genes and our envi-
ronment. The principal argument against the acceptance 
of the absence of free will in a society is that it would 
bring about the downfall of human civilisation, because 
nobody would be morally responsible for their conduct. 
Without moral responsibility, what can prevent the social 
order from collapsing, they ask? 

In relation to society this is the only argument I will deal 
with here, as this illusion is currently a philosophical 
issue only, and in the present time extremely unlikely to 
change laws, policies or society. As free will is neither 
widely understood nor accepted, I believe that society is 
not yet ready to let go of its illusion. In fact in present 
society it is probably still a necessary illusion. It is only if 
people can live without the concept on a personal basis 
first that society might be changed. 
  
Further on I will deal with its absence at a personal level. 
If we are not then personally responsible for our actions 
how can society deal with this fact? Do murder, rape, 
pillage and mayhem follow? Actually no. All that would 
be required would be a change of mindset.   Society as 
presently organised would not require much change. The 
principal change would be in the area of law and penol-
ogy. Accountability or answerability would be to society. 
This is different from personal moral responsibility. The 
governance of any society requires accountability or an-

swerability. In such a society we would be liable for the 
consequences of our actions, but not morally responsible. 
Those who break the laws or interfere with the rights of 
others or violate community norms, rules or standards 
would have to be curtailed, but not in a revengeful or 
punitive manner. This curtailment would have a rehabili-
tative or deterrent value and not be retributive. Punish-
ment would be justified on consequentialist grounds, not 
on prior events. Society has to be protected to ensure that 
peace and order prevail. Deterrence would be required 
but it wouldn’t be seen as punishment but as correction-
al.  The deterrence would need to ensure the rule–breaker 
is capable of understanding the potential consequences of 
his or her conduct and can be influenced by the deter-
rence. Every effort should be made to help these persons 
function in harmony with the rest of society.  

One of the practical consequences of accepting the non-
existence of free will is that we would no longer accept 
revenge as a factor in punishing people who commit a 
crime. Deterrence would still be a valid argument, though, 
as would extracting a dangerous individual from society. 
Such individuals must be prevented from doing more 
harm by putting them somewhere safe, or by encourag-
ing that person to change, by re-educating them or by 
dealing with whatever behavioural problems they have. 
We would also need to discourage others from doing the 
same socially unacceptable acts. Being presented with the 
knowledge that a particular action may result in a par-
ticular punishment may be sufficient to alter a wrong 
trajectory of action. It is completely reasonable to act 
against wrongdoing in any society whether one accepts 
free will or not. 
  
Among those who try to live their lives free of the illu-
sion of Free Will are the neuroscientist Sam Harris and 
the psychologist Susan Blackmore. The Stoics also argued 
that affirming determinism could result in a profound 
sort of equanimity. From a personal point of view, the 
difference between genuine free will and the illusion of 
free will is pretty meaningless. Life basically continues 
much as before just as it does without god. 

When you live without free will, some aspects of your 
mindset change with the realisation that you are not re-
sponsible for your decisions or their outcomes, including 
the guilt you feel when you let people down, your need 
to defend yourself against criticism, not putting yourself 
down, your need to talk about yourself, boasting, your 
sensitivity to insult or rejection, being willing to be emo-
tionally honest, your grasping for power, or admiration 
for those who have power, among others. You realise that 
life’s outcomes are determined by disparities in nature and 
nurture. Realisation of the illusory nature of free will is 
really quite liberating. You are no longer so concerned 
with making the wrong decision. You can live in the mo-
ment. It makes your emotions easier to control.          –->
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When you understand that people behave the way they 
do because of factors beyond their control it becomes 
harder to hate them for their actions. If one seriously 
accepts the illusory nature of free will, then emotions 
such as resentment, anger, spite, vindictiveness and scorn 
rarely arise and when they do they retreat more quickly. 
Guilt, shame, fear of failure and much anxiety fall away. 
You become a better person. 

One of the arguments against the illusion is that if we are 
not morally responsible we will go around pillaging, 
murdering raping etc. and that people will no longer 
consciously control themselves.   This is untrue. As a 
species we have evolved a natural reciprocal altruism.  
This means we are consciously aware that we will be 
treated as we treat others. 

Another issue that arises relates to meaning in our lives.  
In a deterministic world we are not praiseworthy for 
what we do, because our actions or deeds are caused by 
events beyond our control. But achievements and life-
hopes are not necessarily tied to praiseworthiness.  If one 
sets out to achieve a goal and accomplishes it, then this is 
still an achievement that was desired even though one is 
not praiseworthy for it.   A further issue which arises re-
lates to whether life would have any purpose in these cir-
cumstances? But we give life purpose ourselves whether or 
not we believe in free will. 

In a deterministic world some might argue that our ac-
tions are just part of a course of events and our efforts 
would not affect it. That they are not in control of their 
own fate, and without free will all they have and all they 
have accomplished are not of their doing, but merely a 
result of circumstances. Determinism and fatalism are 
not the same. People are also causes. Our deliberations, 
actions and decisions are determined but causally effec-
tive, and they can and do influence the future. This is 
confusing determined and predetermined. Our actions 
are not written by the fates. Our genes and our environ-
ment determine them, and our environment is changing 
constantly. Although luck plays a large part in life, our 
actions and decisions do have consequences for our lives. 
  
Personally I find peace of mind in the notion of deter-
minism and lack of free will as in the Desiderata, be at 
peace with yourself, “and whether or not it is clear to 
you, no doubt the world is unfolding as it should.” 
Everything that happens does so for a reason and it 
could happen no other way. 

If we realise that free will is a nonsensical concept, we 
should be more compassionate. If someone does some-
thing bad to you, you’re less likely to get angry with 
them. Free will is not a necessary foundation for morality 
and responsibility. Codes of morality, legal doctrines, and 
the language of responsibility are all useful behaviour 
patterns that result in, or are meant to result in, the re-
duction of anti-social behaviour and are likely to remain 
whether the term free will has a meaning or not. 

A Society without free will would leave the important 
things in life intact, such as morality, preventing human 
evil, as well as fulfilment and meaning in life. We would 
resist anger, blame and resentment, but we would still 
feel pain, sadness and regret when wronged.        q 

19

The Sentence    Alan Tuffery 
“The sentence is the greatest invention of mankind.’ So 
said John Banville, the distinguished author in a radio 
interview. Banville is not a man given to the glib phrase. 
Indeed, he described it as ‘almost his cliché by now.’ 
  
So what does this statement mean? We know that lan-
guage is the distinguishing feature of humankind and 
that it is unmatched by anything else in the whole of the 
natural world. Language enables communication of an 
increasingly sophisticated kind and is the means of cul-
tural evolution, the rapid spread of ideas of all kinds 
throughout human societies. Cultural evolution, based 
on language, is the engine of our rapid development, 
largely independent of our environment. 
  
A sentence requires objects, ideas and actions to be 
carefully arranged to convey precise information about 
ourselves and our world and the relationship of one 
thing to another. That information is not restricted to the 
tangible and everyday. Articulate sentences allow us to 
convey information about things that do not exist: uni-
corns, the past and the future. Well-formulated prose 
enables us to discuss complex ideas, such as moral 
values in hypothetical situations, or the most abstruse 
relationships in physics, biology and philosophy. 
  
The sentence is the vehicle for Abstract Thought. It al-
lows us to reflect on the relationships between things, to 
see recurrent patterns and to manipulate them in com-
plex ways. Thus, we can recognise classes of ideas and 
objects and arrange them into hierarchies. This, in turn, 
allows us to use different frames of reference for differ-
ent tasks. For example, an economic problem may be 
looked at in terms of its effects on the family, the town, 
the state, all of humanity or the whole biosphere. 
  
It is this capacity for Abstract Thought which is hu-
mankind’s highest attribute — based on that highest 
invention — the sentence. Crucially, it helps us to distin-
guish cause and effect which is the basis for the revolu-
tion in thinking from the non-rational to the rational. 
Consider, too, that the whole of science and technology, 
and great art are dependent upon the sentence, at least 
in so far as thought is dependent upon sentences. 
  
It is notable that some of the greatest thinkers of recent 
times have also been prolific writers. For example, Fran-
cis Crick, one of the those who discovered the structure 
and the code of DNA, produced a prolific flow of detailed 
letters and speculative papers as part of the process of 
moving towards clearer insights into some of the great-
est problems in biology. In his early days in Cambridge, 
the practice of circulating discussion papers seems to 
have been central to the working of the Cambridge 
powerhouse. Crick was also a great talker and his morn-
ings in the lab with Sydney Brenner were famously filled 
with loud, speculative discussions where ideas were 
tossed out, examined and rejected or incorporated into a 
new formulation. After receiving the Nobel Prize, Crick 
had no difficulty in publishing even very speculative pa-
pers in prestigious journals and was never short of invita-
tions to attend gatherings of experts all over the world. 
  
This endless process of forming sentences to express 
new and complex ideas is a crucial thinking tool. The 
actual process of constructing the sentence contributes 
to the clarification of the ideas. The process of writing, 
discussion, and revision leads to refinement of those 
ideas.                                                                                  q 



… By the People, for the People  
Bob Rees 

LECTIONS are not democratic. Most of those who 
voted for Brexit in the 2016 referendum had no 
idea of what they were voting for, having been mas-

sively disinformed by a few individuals with vested inter-
ests. As David van Reybrouck said in The Guardian 
(29th June 2016): “Never before has the fate of a country 
– of an entire continent, in fact – been changed by the 
single swing of such a blunt axe, wielded by disenchanted 
and poorly informed citizens”. This was not democracy, 
despite the mantra by the handful of politicians who 
favoured it, that Brexit was the democratic will of the 
British people and therefore beyond further debate. 

A government must balance decisive action (efficiency) 
with the support of the people (legitimacy). Hitherto, 
efficiency has dominated, but with universal suffrage and 
odd concessions to the people, the system worked rea-
sonably well until the late 1980s.  That is when ordinary 
people gradually became aware of growing inequality, 
insecurity, and alienation from the government caused by 
free market neoliberal influences on policy. Since then, 
most political debates in the West have been increasingly 
founded on fake news, false interpretations of science, 
appeals to raw emotion and polarising rhetoric, all pro-
moting short-term neoliberal interests, further complicat-
ed by alleged subversion from foreign governments. 

By now, the people are used to being lied to and treated 
like morons, and they have become cynical. Ever fewer of 
the electorate are bothering to vote. Political parties and 
their whips are perceived as corrupt, and party member-
ship has declined to something like 5% of the people. 
Party leaders are mocked, and it is taking ever longer to 
assemble a coalition government. 

Elections do not come cheap. In the 2016 U.S. presiden-
tial election, it cost $2,400 million just to elect Donald 
Trump, on top of $5,000 million worth of free media 
coverage (Clinton got $3,240 million worth). These ob-
scene amounts of money were devoted to a campaign 
that ‘disgusted’ most people, according to the Washing-
ton Post. Elections have been reduced to costly “beauty 
contests for ugly people”. The fact that it costs a lot of 
money to win an election clearly favours those with 
money – businessmen who make ‘investments’, in the 
form of generous donations, on the understanding that 
when their man is elected, he will ‘look after’ those who 
helped to get him elected. And the fact that the media are 
mostly owned by big corporations ensures that coverage 
during an election will further favour business interests. 

Such electoral manipulation promotes artificial passions, 
division and corruption. We get government of the peo-
ple by a despised political party, on behalf of the short-
term interests of some greedy businessmen. This is not 
democracy, it’s what sociologist Colin Crouch calls ‘post-
democracy’. 

We Need Democracy without Elections 
Unfortunately, the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR), Art 21 (3), specifies that “The will of 
the people shall be the basis of the authority of govern-
ment; this will shall be expressed in periodic and genuine 
elections”, thus sanctifying the equation of elections with 
democracy. It seems somehow sinister that the UDHR is 
so specific on this one point, especially in the light of 
Karl Marx’s opinion of elections: “The oppressed are 
allowed once every few years to decide which particular 
representatives of the oppressing class shall represent and 
repress them in parliament”. 

Elections, it turns out, were always known to be unde-
mocratic. Back in Athens in the 6th century BC, they se-
lected officials simply by drawing lots  – a process called 
‘Sortition’. Aristotle approved: “It is accepted as democ-
ratic (i.e. rule by the people) when offices are allocated 
by lot; and as oligarchic (i.e. rule by the few) when they 
are filled by election”. Sortition was equated with true 
democracy. In 1492 King Ferdinand II of Aragon wrote: 
“Experience shows that cities and municipalities that 
work with sortition are more likely to promote the good 
life, a healthy administration and a sound government 
than regimes based on elections.” In 1748, political 
philosopher Montesquieu confirmed Aristotle’s view that 
“Voting by lot is in the nature of democracy, voting by 
choice is in the nature of aristocracy”. 

Those who drafted the UDHR must have known this. 
Similarly, one might have assumed that the winners of 
the American and French Revolutions of 1776 and 1789 
would have opted for political selection by sortition. But 
while loudly proclaiming liberté, egalité, fraternité, both 
groups of founding fathers established a system that they 
knew to be aristocratic – they had no wish for govern-
ment by an uncouth uneducated rabble. As the French 
philosopher Bernard Manin reaffirmed in The Principles 
of Representative Government (1995): “Representative 
government was instituted in the full awareness that 
elected representatives would and should be distin-
guished citizens, socially different from those that elected 
them.” From the start, and despite the UDHR, elections 
were never meant to be democratic! 

Benefits of Sortition 
A representative body of citizens chosen by lot, and de-
pendent for advice and direction on experts and profes-
sionals (as in a jury), could act alone or interact with an 
elected chamber to produce legislation. Selectees would 
serve for a period of, say, four years whilst receiving a 
generous salary, and each year, one quarter of them 
would  be replaced by someone else who has been simi-
larly chosen by lot. Thus, there could be continuous gov-
ernment by actual representatives of the people; a true 
democracy immune from the influence of political parties 
or their whips, MP’s concerns for re-election,             ––>
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disinformation campaigns, foreign meddling, social me-
dia or manipulation. The government would be free to 
get on quietly with its work. With virtually no distinc-
tion between ruler and ruled, everyone is free to rule, 
and be ruled in turn. Sortition is truly government of 
the people, by the people, for the people. 

With sortition we make sure that the people, in the 
form of a representative sample, understand the nu-
ances of the topic, and have the time to think about it 
rationally, with access to the true facts, having thor-
oughly discussed the matter among themselves, and 
having purged themselves of impulse and emotion be-
fore they express their considered opinions, free from 
coercion by a party whip. A small cross section of soci-
ety that is informed and involved must inevitably act 
more responsibly than an entire electorate that is unin-
terested and disinformed, as 
with Brexit. We might miss 
the ballyhoo, the media blitz 
of famous faces, the heated 
debates, the party political 
intrigue, and the excitement 
of the election results. But 
we wouldn’t miss the enor-
mous waste of money, the 
posters on every lamppost, 
the false divisions between 
the parties, the lies, half-truths and empty promises. 

We have every reason to believe that ordinary citizens 
will respond responsibly to being called, because we see 
it every day with randomly-chosen juries in criminal 
justice trials. Juries take their work seriously, even 
though they have no previous experience of, or interest 
in, legal matters. They allow themselves to be guided in 
the relevant nuances of the law by the Judge, discuss the 
case rationally among themselves, and make executive 
life-and-death decisions with due gravity. Those who 
are deemed biased or incompetent are weeded out be-
forehand. A parliamentarian, similarly selected and 
guided, would surely behave at least as intelligently and 
responsibly as any of our present elected party politi-
cians who mindlessly do whatever their whips tell them 
to do, and whose every decision is cynically influenced 
by their desire to be re-elected. 

Sortition can be incorporated into Several Formats 
Public opinion polls and focus groups are a crude form 
of uninformed sortition. We saw informed sortition in 
action in Ireland in the Convention on the Constitution 
in 2013, when 33 elected politicians together with 66 
citizens, “representative of Irish society as reflected in 
the Census, including age, gender, social class, regional 
spread etc.”, who had been chosen by lot, jointly con-
sidered and ultimately recommended a Constitutional 
change permitting gay marriage, which was eventually 
passed in 2015. 

Several scholars have considered how sortition might 
replace elections in a modern setting. Generally they 
agree that representatives should be chosen to serve a 
term of office lasting several years, that they should be 
generously remunerated, and that expert support 
should be provided as necessary. There is a case to be 
made for choosing every position from a pool of volun-

teers who have shown themselves to be suitable (edu-
cated, intelligent and interested) instead of from the 
whole electoral register, which includes unsuitable and 
disinterested individuals. But by debarring such people, 
one is compromising the legitimacy of the process and 
opening a possibility for manipulation of the pool of 
candidates. 
  
Some argue that sortition should be used for just one 
chamber of parliament, separate from, but complemen-
tary to, an elected chamber, which is to say that it 
should always be deployed in combination with elec-
tions, ‘in order to guarantee competence’. For example, 
it could replace one of the houses of parliament, or a 
new third house might be introduced to deal with long-
term matters such as climate change or constitutional 
reform. But if an elected house is still required, then the 

horrors associated with elec-
tions will still be present. 
Accordinghly, US political 
scientist Terry Bouricius 
proposes a complex inter-
locking system of ‘multi-
body sortition’ intended to 
achieve the optimum balance 
between efficiency and legit-
imacy. 

Clearly, there is plenty of scope for further thought as 
to the exact form that sortition might take, but whatev-
er is ultimately proposed, we can be confident that true 
democracy will continue to be bitterly opposed by the 
neoliberal oligarchy that is currently ruling the western 
world. 

For further reading, I can recommend David Van Rey-
brouck’s 2013 book Against Elections, whose English 
translation is published by Bodley Head.                       q
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