Aggressive Secularism: Lessons for Ireland from Scotland
Talk given at the Davenport Hotel, Dublin on behalf of the Iona Institute:  15 May 2014
By Tom Gallagher, author, commentator and Emeritus professor of Politics at the University of Bradford.
Introduction
The voyage of St Columba to the Hebridean island of Iona in 563 AD  is rightly seen as a milestone in the story of Western Christianity.  But from the vantage-point of the early 21st century, it appears unlikely that Scotland is currently in a position to influence developments in Ireland in a constructive way. 

Lots of Scots are getting excited as the world is starting to pay attention to whether they will vote to secede from the United Kingdom in a referendum on 18 September 2014. If this happens it is bound to have a big impact on Ireland, North and South. It is less apparent what impact the social changes, altering the face of Scotland over the last generation, might have. But I believe they could be a harbinger of disconcerting changes Ireland may already be starting to encounter, so at least some note should be taken  of them. 

 Scotland and Ireland followed their own very different trajectories for a long time.

In the C17 they diverged in a religious sense, religion then and for long afterwards being a central badge of identity. Scotland and England formed a successful and durable partnership, relegating previously intense levels of conflict. One of the very first common endeavours was the colonisation of the recalcitrant province of Ulster in the early 1600s. As long as Scotland retained a strong faith outlook, close ties were maintained with Ulster at many levels of society. Industrialisation strengthened these ties. But the rest of Ireland was unable to go down this path and  its economy remained predominantly agricultural.

 Ireland played an important symbolic  role in the drive across Europe to throw off external rule. Scotland, by contrast, preferred to reject nationalism in favour of a continuing partnership not just with England but with the British Empire (where it played a role bigger than its population might warrant).

Scotland moved leftwards particularly in the second half of the C20. Ireland’s politics, hard to categorise, certainly lacked any powerful movement advocating state direction of the economy and society. 

One of the few factors in common was the relatively slow advance of secularisation compared with other societies.

But this has changed. The 2011 census revealed that the % of people describing themselves as Christian was 54% down by 11% (this in a country where levels of immigration from non-Christian parts of the world) were much smaller than in many other parts of the UK). 

In England and wales, the proportion of declared Christians  was rather higher at 59.3%. But the decline was steeper, down 12% from 20011.

In Ireland, the 2006 census showed only 7.6% of the population to have no religious belief, but this had increased fourfold over the previous one.

 My talk will suggest that for all their previous differences, Scotland and Ireland have grown more alike not in everything but in some key indicators, and secularisation is one of them. In Scotland, after resistance to this trend, secularisation raced ahead in the last decades of the C20. Ireland may be following suit 10-20 years later and perhaps there are some pointers to be derived  from the Scottish experience.

I will briefly summarise what are the key factors, returning to most   of them later on:

*The introspection of the Christian denominations and their mutual suspicion well into the C20.

*Class factors, including the diminishing Presbyterian influence outside middle-class areas; and paradoxically the growing middle-class profile of those Scots, born as RCs,.

*The rise of a mass culture which had little place for the values extolled in Christianity, and sometimes disparages them. 

*Dislocating economic, and to a lesser  extent, residential changes which made it hard for faith groups to pass on their beliefs to younger citizens from the 1970s onwards.

*The impact of higher education, and the growing influence of avowedly secular-minded academics and experts on state policy in a wide range of areas.

*Finally, the rise of a movement for independence, the SNP which it is possible to argue relates to people in a quasi-religious sense. It has very determined ideas about the direction  state and society ought to go in; perhaps due to its powerlessness in economic affairs, it has sought to micro-manage society since taking office 7 years ago.
Wider Comparisons
Militant secularism  has been a late developing phenomenon in the English-speaking world as a whole.

The phenomenon  associated with Catholic Europe and extends over 200 years.

It was more of a reaction to the weight and influence of the catholic Church as an institution rather than to the Christian belief system.

 A genuinely liberal political order failed to arise in Spain, Portugal, Italy or indeed Latin America when alliances of throne and altar broke apart. 

It was a different story in France once the revolution of 1789 occurred.  Here a new intellectual paradigm took shape. At its centre was human reason, the source of freedom, equality and solidarity. A systematic attempt was made to replace Christianity with the cult of the ‘Supreme Being’. This Deist ideology very quickly became exuberantly atheist as new Postivist rights were imposed to replace Christianity. It was the urban professional classes who made this revolution and who  pushed it towards extremes of behaviour. 

In today’s Western Europe and North America, it is worth noting that they are also the main impetus behind the  drive to banish religious voices from the public square. 
The pragmatic Emperor Napoleon recognized that  it was impossible to reconfigure human nature and alter long-term historical conditioning by imposing secular substitutes for religion..   An accommodation was reached with the church but the modern nation-state had been created as a result of the French upheaval. It was one where the impetus to make the church an obedient pillar of an expanding state was a powerful one. 

 There were no parallel developments in the English-speaking world. The plurality of religious faiths in the newly-created United States meant that the separation of church and state was endorsed by its founders. But leading architects of the American revolution, such as Benjamin Franklin,  who started his adult life as a freethinker, were overt in their belief that  the equality of human beings, and the rights of man, had their origins in God.  Religion and the state  were neither organically linked nor on a collision course;  arguably it saved the USA from debilitating strife in its formative years.  

Turning to England, a modernisation drive coincided with the long Victorian era. But the cause of reform and improvement often had a strong religious dimension. Opponents of established religion and those who insisted that  that religion wasn’t necessary for a thriving moral order grew vocal (the MP Charles Bradlaugh and the novelist  Samuel Butler) but there was no recognisable constituency for them to appeal to.

 In Ireland. The catholic church exercised de facto leadership in a stateless nation where dissatisfaction with being governed from elsewhere, grew steadily in the 2nd half of the C19. 

Its influence soared when much of the island acquired independence; this was perhaps mainly due to the split that tore asunder the nationalist movement; it arguably dissipated the energies of politicians who might have wished to roll back  church influence.

 Turning now to Scotland
The 16th century Reformation has been widely seen a foundational event in the nation’s history. Its democratic grassroots dimension has perhaps been exaggerated as Scotland remained more feudal in character than England. [But a school in every parish] The turbulent C17, marked by continuing power struggles over the nature of the political order, had a more overtly religious character in Scotland than in England. From this period emerged a long-lasting tendency to manage society and enforce conformity. The Presbyterian inclination to impose strict rules, meant to impose doctrinal purity, set it apart from the Anglican church or indeed pre-famine Irish Catholicism.

The Scots grew accustomed to the religious state, and then its secular successor, exercising a prominent role in their lives.
 Public controversies centred around religious issues even well into the age of parliamentary democracy. This is all the more striking since by the C19 Scotland was in the forefront of the wave of industrialisation gathering force in much of the West. One by-product, unwelcome for many, was the arrival of growing numbers of Irish Catholics to work in unskilled occupations.  They brought their religious faith which was jarring to many Scots.

 A lot of the previous religious strife in Scotland had been internecine, involving rival branches of Protestantism and their differences over doctrine and politics.  The fears of Protestants about being overwhelmed by a resurgent Catholicism in league with France had delayed catholic Emancipation until 1829. Inter-Christian hostility, not just on religious but also on economic and political grounds, produced an enduring  fault-line in some of the most populated parts of Scotland. It meant that this particular form of sectarianism had a longer lease of life than in any of its other hotspots . A series of incidents in 2011 once more brought it into the public eye  (but this not really what I am here to talk about). 

 Across the world, it is possible to argue that Scottish Presbyterianism has been a force for good; 
great missionary efforts  that are still going on.  One Scottish minister John Witherspoon, as a framer of the Declaration of Independence, played an important role in ensuring that the consent of the governed be the basis for government in the USA, as opposed to the right to govern of a particular political class. He was the founder of Princeton university and, along with his student, james Madison, the 4th President of the USA, he came to see the need for checks and balances in the federal government  that would minimise the risk of tyranny. There is no debate in our current marathon referendum on scotland’s future – we’re in year 3, only 4 months to go -  about whether political power should be distributed or concentrated. Which, I think, bodes ill for the future. 

 Until very recent times, Scotland, like Ireland avoided the cultural ferment which  had  challenged thought processes and codes of conduct in England amd America.  Between the two world wars there was the Bloomsbury group in London.  Highbrow writers and artists wanted to live their lives regardless of the conventions of family, nation or class (though many were snobs with a  tinge of anti-Semitism) . The Bloomsbury set were not political but they ensured that henceforth the elite in Britain was viewed pejoratively as ‘the establishment’. 

 In the England of the 1960s a strong backlash against an establishment of corporate institutions and traditional bodies thought to decide things from behind the scenes, erupted.  Scotland remained somewhat untouched by the ferment.  Edinburgh, the centre of many institutions and a beautiful city,  remained a stuffy and introverted place.  Economic insecurity and factional mistrust of different kinds seemed to  make Scotland stony ground for heretics ; religion, still a powerful social fact, was sidestepped rather than confronted.

 But Scotland couldn’t remain immune from secularising trends gathering momentum across the West and, in many ways, it was a favourable setting for them.  Conservative thought grew deeply unfashionable due to the free market policies pursued during the eighteen years the Conservative Party ruled Britain (!979-1997). The decline of manufacturing industry in that period, though  due to various factors, was ascribed to these policies and their main champion: Margaret Thatcher.  The Scottish public culture grew increasingly left-wing even as manufacturing disappeared.  The new fulcrum of left-wing influence was to be found in the public sector trade-unions which represented the white-collar staff employed by the very large Scottish state.  A consensus was formed with  intellectuals in Scotland’s left-leaning universities  that political advance  was more likely to occur through promoting radical cultural and social change  rather than remaining fixated with fighting particular economic  battles. The arrival, in 1999,  of a decentralised state run from Edinburgh meant that it became possible to vigorously pursue what has become known as a secular progressive agenda. 
Secularist Stirrings

Against this background, a  self-confident secularist  movement was able to take centre  stage.  It argues that Scotland can only reach the modern stage of its development if religion is eclipsed in influence and banished firmly to the public sphere.  This view has well-placed adherents in the bureaucracy and the media. 

The membership of the Scottish Humanists was only around 300 a generation ago but had soared to around 6,500 in 2010 according to one claim.
 This secular mobilisation has resulted in clear policy victories: the 2013 laws transforming the institution of marriage and also requiring the state in Scotland to nominate a guardian for every child under 18.  Assisted dying enjoys more support at elite level than in most other European countries. Religious influence in education, minor for Protestants, very considerable for Catholics, is not surprisingly being targetted. The RC church has state-funded schools which it helps to oversee, an advantage seen in relatively few other places. Having jarred with the emphatically protestant nature of Scotland in times past, this faith school system enjoys arguably less favour with radical secularists
A 2014 enquiry into the dimensions of sectarianism in today’s Scotland - headed by the Ulster academic Duncan Morrow – found that faith schools had not been a contributing factor to the problem.
 But the secular push to compel them to amalgamate with other state schools, strip them of their funding, or else remove remaining Church of Scotland influence over local authority education committees, shows no sign of let-up.   

Churches are not exactly in the best shape to see off this challenge. The Church of Scotland has suffered a huge loss of membership since the 1960s (down from 1,230,000 (1966) to  504,000 92006)In the 1980s, In the 2011 Census, 400,000 less Scots identified with the Church of Scotland, than the number in the 2001 Census.
 The main effect is that the number of Scots stating no religion is now, for the 1st time, more than the number affiliated with the Church of Scotland.. It was, in the 1980s still an influential national voice; played a big role in the campaign for a Scottish Parliament. But - split between liberal and evangelical wings -  it finds it hard to articulate what a moral community might consist of (except in the economic realm). There is also tension between those who see their primary mission as to preach the Gospel in a land increasingly requiring its moral precepts and others with a political vision whereby the church can be  a moral voice in national affairs.  

Naturally, the RC church far from, immune from these challenges. Perhaps the high-watermark in the story of modern Scottish Catholicism was the visit of John Paul II in 1982.  300,000 people packed a Glasgow park to greet the Pope, the largest turnout of his British visit.  But the authority of the church was already waning due to the decline of religious practice. In the large housing estates schemes on the periphery of Glasgow to which many Catholics had moved after 1945, up to one-third of the population would shortly be unemployed.  Drug addiction and the panoply of nihilistic attitudes which anyone who has seen the film Train-spotting will recognise, were beginning to have a destructive hold on younger members of the population.

The church in the 1980s was seeking to come to terms with the often disconcerting changes released by Vatican II. Vocations had been in decline from before then. The clergy often tired or sometimes distracted, rejected initiative from Glasgow’s archbishop and later cardinal, Thomas Winning (orthodox in most doctrinal matters)  for an activist church involved in social action – the Pastoral plan, which would have given the laity an important say in the practical running of the church at parish level.

The 2010 visit of Pope Benedict’ drew an attendance of 65,000 in the same open-air Glasgow venue. 
 This time it was not the Orange Order which was opposed but humanists and secularists belonging mainly to the middle-class professions who made much of the church’s internal difficulties over the revelation of clerical sex abuse (and the inadequate response of  leading church figures). Many British anti-clericals were incensed when, prior to his visit, the Pope criticised the Equality Bill. It was an important bill,  by Harriet Harman, the Labour deputy leader, and  was a  consolidation measure bringing different strands of anti-discrimination law together in line with implementing EU directives.
The Pope warned in February 2010 that the equality law  imposed ‘unjust limitations on the freedom of religious communities to act in accordance with their beliefs’.
 Under it, the church organizations would be required to hire  candidates who do not fit in with their religious doctrine or share their convictions, for instance on homosexuality, when recruiting key staff, such as faith school head teachers or youth workers. Harman had called her legislative package ‘an opportunity not only to build a new economic order, but a new social order as well’.
 But she dropped her plan to force  Churches to comply with secular employment law.

 No one with traditional Christian views who was prepared to defy the liberal consensus on lifestyle issues, sat around Gordon Brown’s cabinet table by 2010. In May 2008, the Catholic Cabinet members Ruth Kelly, Des Browne and Paul Murphy voted for a sharp cut in the upper abortion limit to 12 weeks. All  three, subsequently,  had either  left or been pushed out of government.  John Denham, he minister in charge of public policy on faith issues  was a  humanist  who told church leaders that he did ‘not believe in god but rather in reason and human rights’ (which some historically-minded people might regard as a throwback to the French revolution).

The composer James MacMillan also expressed his concern about the shift in labour values:

‘My grandfather was part of a Catholic rearguard action in the NUM in the 1930s and 40s to safeguard the[miners]  union from a far-left takeover. He, and most of the politically active working class in places like Ayrshire throughout the 20th century, were old-style socialists. ....

The Labour movement was their vehicle to build the just society that was promised in the gospels; the welfare state and greater access to education were seen as fruits of moral Christian activism in society.

A new generation appeared, whose interest seemed less in economic inequality and more in confronting the traditional values of people like my grandfather... 

The traditional family and education, sexual mores, artistic aspirations, religious belief — all were now seen as coercive strategies of the powerful, designed to enforce conformity and slavish obedience’.

Because he is Scotland’s leading composer, MacMillan  is  a  real headache for Scotland’s progressive establishment.   I thought of him when reading an article on Monday by   Breda O’Brien (Irish Times, 12 May 2014) in which she said: ‘We have a very tightly controlled and managed elite culture in which people who do not fit within narrow, so-called liberal boundaries are anathematised’.

There were hopes that  the rising Scottish Nationalist Party  would reject  radical social engineering . But they were soon dashed.  The  SNP is more of a cult than a conventional political party;
 it sees nationalism in highly emotional and messianic terms and seeks to re-vamp society to make it more responsive to its vision for Scotland.  In legislation, and allocation of patronage, it tends to favour groups which are seen to bring it more votes.  Secular interests are increasingly seen as being weightier politically than the Catholic Church. Which arguably stopped exercising political influence over its flock a generation ago. 

 A secular establishment now holds sway from the civil service, academia, and the third sector to the media. It is increasingly explicit about wishing to see a blueprint for society of personal autonomy and ever-expanding rights shaping policy. Its progressive members believe that science and technology will eventually find the answers to all of humanity’s problems, physical and moral. This determination is impressive because, really,  the vision of secular progressives is not very substantial in practical terms; as shown by the social pathologies which give Scotland a very low ranking on world tables for health and well-being.

Very poor figures for dependence on alcohol and narcotic substances, violent crime perhaps suggest that Scotland as a collective entity is struggling to chart a sound moral course.  Most of the possible explanations are to be found beyond the religious sphere. 

De-industrialisation

Some historians of the future  may well  conclude that the most profound recent change seen in Scotland was not the march towards self-government  but the collapse  of industry. It threw into sharp relief the  absence of any meaningful role in life for a huge proportion of Scotland’s men. For Sir Harry Burns, Scotland’s chief medical officer,  Scotland's history of economic and social disruption – and the consequent stress upon its populace –  help to account for the  psychological negativity that impacts on health and behaviour, particularly on men.
Speaking in 2009, he referred to the ‘the Scottish effect’; a poisonous cocktail of economic and childhood turmoil that has been felt worse in parts of Scotland, such as Glasgow, than other parts of the UK. ‘You had a hopelessness pervading the community,’ he says. 

It was visible he believed, to the poor parenting skills of many mothers and fathers.

In Scotland  I am prepared to follow the near-suicidal approacgh of defending several   of Margaret Thatcher’s policies. But her legacy is a troubling one. I would agree with Philip Blond when he wrote: 

...it is not clear to me that in attempting to liberate society from the state she did anything but build up the state and make it more central, powerful and pernicious. And second, she created an authoritarian state precisely because she was not a conservative but a liberal.

– there were no economic miracles, and we had two debilitating recessions and those who lost out lost out permanently, and now it  seems generationally. The children of workers who lost their jobs in the 1980s are in very bad shape’.

 Unlike the 1930s, those who lost out in the 1980s were not usually confronted with absolute poverty. Far more  people were able to participate in  a culture of conspicuous consumption. The recently deceased  sociologist Richard Hoggart  feared the redefinition of humankind into primarily  a species of consumers. Absolute freedom, decoupled from the  need to uphold values necessary for the preservation of social cohesion, alarmed him.
 The American conservative thinker Russell Kirk  wrote about a heritage of practical liberty being jeopardised by radical  experimentation that was ultimately directionless . But such prudent voices on both left and right  lacked influence during the era, first of Thatcherism and then of New Labour. The flashy populism of Tony Blair invoked a false modernisation that left a demoralised and shaken country in its wake.
A Moralising State and Some Clerical Allies  

 There were few powerful religious voices warning about the impact on society (especially impressionable teenagers ) of creating a society based around consumption and ever bolder expression of individualism without any visible moral framework.  

For a generation Dr Richard Holloway was Scotland’s most high-profile religious figure. He has written and spoken ad infinitum about his very personal  struggle with faith.  In a recent memoir,  he has expressed affection for various Christian attitudes and rituals, but  impatience with many  of the  doctrinal aspects.

Sex was one of the issues that led to the departure of Holloway from conventional Christianity. He stood down as Episcopalian archbishop of Edinburgh in 1992 after causing disquiet about his particular approach to faith.  In a much-quoted phrase, he thought  that the Church should be telling young people: ‘We know you are going to be enthralled by sexuality, which is hardly surprising since it is the energy of life itself’.

He was going  far beyond the English Anglican Bishop John Robinson who in the 1960s had declared that Christians ought to dispense with some of their religious ideas and instead  come into line with some of the leading ideas of modern culture.
   Religion, he believed should have a decorative or therapeutic role rather than any kind of meaningful ethical role. 

It is hardly surprising that ex-Bishop Holloway  prospered in a self-governing Scotland , occupying a succession of high-profile quango jobs. The Labour politician,  Donald Dewar,  the main architect of devolved Scotland, found it hard to conceal ‘his general distaste for religion’.
 He refused to follow the example of education minister David Blunkett in England  and agree that the ‘importance of marriage’ would be taught in classrooms. Dewar made sure that Scottish children were instead taught  the ‘value of a stable family life’.
 Dewar’s closest allies included two young, able MSPs with strongly secular outlooks, Wendy Alexander and Susan Deacon. As health minister, Deacon ensured that condoms and morning after pills became available in Scottish schools.

 At the turn of the century, exponents of an  activists state acquired far more power over people’s lives than an intrusive, sometimes overbearing church, and in a much faster time period.  

In Scotland, there is plenty of evidence pointing to how human autonomy was constrained first by industrial capitalism which took production away from the family household, and much later by the state which, through a growing number of agencies, regulated private life. Many improvements resulted but ‘a culture of narcissism’ ( a term coined by the American cultural critic, Christopher Lasch) ,  increasingly also took hold.
 People became increasingly self-obsessed, shunning long-term commitments and active social engagement. The nuclear family buckled under these pressures. Democracy, in its turn, grew impaired because of the shrinking number of people anchored in stable relationships who were prepared to be actively involved in public affairs: the sense of social obligation and confidence in the future which brought ordinary folk into politics, began to shrivel.

Instead, a  state supposedly virtuous in intent,  proved an arena in which unrestrained careerism was given free rein. 

In 2007 Theodore Dalrymple had harsh remarks about such a sprawling and multi-layered state  which may have gained credibility in light of deep shortcomings later  revealed in parts of the British healthy service:
‘ The state has become a vast and intricate system of patronage,      whose influence very few can entirely escape. It is essentially       corporatist: the central government, avid for power, sets itself up as an       authority on everything and claims to be omnicompetent both morally and in  practice; and by means of taxation, licensing, regulation, and  bureaucracy, it destroys the independence of all organizations that intervene between it and the individual citizen. If it can draw enough citizens into dependence on it, the central government can remain in  power, if not forever, then for a very long time, at least until a crisis or cataclysm forces change.’

  In Scotland, top managers in the National Health service have been to the fore in seeking legal redress to ensure that  Catholic employees  with pro-Life views can no longer claim rights of conscience in order not to participate in abortions. 

Drives of Radical Secularism
 Besides, the state there are several  other  prominent drivers of a secularist perspective.In Scotland, a  highly orthodox and managed media recoils from freewheeling debate.  Not for many years has there been a prominent broadcaster known for his or her religious faith.
No influential voice has been raised in the Scottish media which argues that for a great many women, marriage and motherhood are more important than a career. Voices  insisting that Scottish women had been led astray by radical feminism  and the view that  the surest route to happiness  was a career that offered financial independence , with men and marriage being strictly optional, were absent there from the Scottish media (unlike in England or Ireland).  

Just after Easter 2014, Britain’s Prime Minister, David Cameron initiated a debate about the role of religion in British national life.  He said he had no wish to ‘do down’ those of other religions or no religion but also criticised those who demand a strict ‘neutrality’ where belief is concerned, saying it 
It is hard to  see how such a debate could easily get going  in Scotland.  50 British atheists issued a public rebuke –  such a response, with fewer signatories, could well be envisaged in Scotland.  But the nucleus of thinkers  who in turn challenged them  (beyond professor John Haldane of St Andrews University and perhaps one or two others ) is currently very hard to detect in Scotland where on past performance the media would struggle to provide an informative and balanced debate. 

 The Third sector, composed of NGOs who often act as ancillary bodies for the state, have also pushed forward a secularist perspective.

The Equality Network is an influential NGO promoting equality across the range of Scottish life that enjoyed close links with civil service. It worked closely with the Scottish government Equality unit’s, ‘Hearts and Minds’ division which was open about the need for radical state intervention to make social equality the norm in society.
 This is a given; there has never been any debate about just how far equality should be extended beyond equality before the law or equality before God. 
Interest groups drawn from campaigning bodies closely linked to the bureaucracy, the media, and the universities  which framed the debate on  issues like the redefinition of marriage,  passed overwhelmingly in the Scottish parliament, earlier this year marked the zenith of their influence up to now. Individual submissions to the government’s consultation process on the matter that were opposed to a change iin the law far outnumbered those in favour. 
 The social commentator Brendan O’Neill characterized gay marriage as a brazen attempt by a metropolitan elite  to impose its will on society: 

‘…an elite rewriting of the meaning of marriage. It elbows  aside the central role marriage played for centuries - as an  institution through which not only a couple but communities themselves managed the socialisation of children and intergenerational relationships - in favour of decreeing that  marriage is simply and definitively ‘about two people who love each other making a formal commitment to each other  [It is] … simply about companionship’.
 

 There was no lack of  gay people who believed that their rights had been secured by the partnership status legally obtained  in 2004.  Marriage should be between a man and a woman. Why were gay activists unwilling to extend the tolerance that had been increasingly granted to key aspects of their lifestyle by much of society? It was surely unwise to force society to accept, under duress, a radical re-definition of marriage that was being urged only by a mobilised minority whose influence hardly extended beyond a political class that was itself increasingly lacking in credibility. 

 Stonewall, the advocacy group promoting marriage re-definition in England and Wales  was effectively a business which generated income from taxpayer-funded state concerns  by offering ‘consulting services’ and awarding ‘certificates’ for good conduct along with its Scottish counterpart.
 
 I submitted a long submission to the Parliament at the consultative stage, expressing my reservations about the redefinition of marriage (as it happens)  as a gay man. I questioned the motives of those promoting the change and its long-term benefit for society.  Part of it was read out by Elaine Smith the only Labour member to oppose the bill at each of its stages.
 But neither I nor any other  citizen of similar  orientation with reservations  about this law,  was ever invited onto to any Scottish  media programme discussing the issue to challenge  Stonewall or the Equality Network in Scotland.  This is perhaps a telling illustration of the one ideology state  that a  politically autonomous Scotland has become. 

The education world shouldn’t be forgotten. 
Due to economic discrimination which existed in Scotland long after it died out in other parts of the world beset by post-Reformation quarrels, it was often primarily through education that Catholics advanced professionally. It was  an arena of socialisation which

explained reality in a firmly secular way: the world was human-centred rather than an entity which had been moulded by divine intervention. Modern education focussed on the material world and sometimes mockedthe spiritual realm. This humanistic view of the world underscored the ability of individuals to achieve fulfilment through their own efforts rather than being part of a wider community inspired by ethical values that had a religious root. 
Christianity’s Uncertain Voice

Catholic graduates could find a radical re-definition of moral values  in unexpected quarters.

Professor Werner Jeanrond, a German catholic  was professor of divinity at Glasgow University from 2008 to 2012. 

He is now master of a small catholic college at Oxford, St benets. He hit the headlines in March  when he asserted that the nuclear family was  an outdated concept  about which the Church made too any “moralising statements’.

Jeanrond is an enthusiastic supporter of Scottish independence and some priests and lay voices in the Catholic church  believe that independence will be an opportunity to  explore new forms of ethical relationships that bring the religious world more in harmony  with contemporary society.  

The quixotic figure of Keith O’Brien, Cardinal Archbishop of  St Andrews from 2003 to 2013
Often seemed content for the church to be the clerical wing of a modernisation project based around nationalism. Ever since obtaining his red hat in 2003, he has been expressing pro-SNP sentiments.  According to Damian Thompson, a journalist often well-informed on church matters, Alex Salmond, the SNP leader,  worked out that he was susceptible to flattery and endlessly played on this to good effect. 

As soon as he was made cardinal in 2003,  he said at an impromptu press conference at St Mary’s Cathedral that female priests, married clergy and contraception should now all be up for discussion. According to a careful observer of church affairs, ‘the papal nuncio in London was immediately instructed by furious Vatican officials to insist that O’Brien make a public statement of his fidelity to the teachings of the Catholic Church. O’Brien did so quietly at a morning mass the following day’.

 In February 2013, with a papal election suddenly imminent, he declared: ‘I’d be very happy if [priests] had the opportunity of considering whether they should be married. Many priests have found it very difficult to cope with celibacy … and felt the need of a companion, of a woman, to whom they could get married and raise a family’.
 48 hours later, he  quit as archbishop, apparently at the Pope’s own request: his retirement had already been brought forward after  he had been reported to the Vatican in 2012  for alleged ‘inappropriate acts’ towards three priests and one ex-priest in his archdiocese. On 3 March 2013 he issued a statement admitting that ‘there had been times that his sexual conduct had fallen below what is expected of a priest, archbishop and cardinal’.

 Cardinal O’Brien had been the chief critic of the proposed same-sex marriage law and his downfall was  a grave setback for the coalition of forces opposed to it.    This episode has many lessons not least for the church whose most prominent figure he had become in Scotland. 
 In one real sense, it exposed the danger which his and indeed other churches face – that of becoming political props of elite forces with whom they become entangled in relations of mutual dependency. Independence is sure to boost the status of the church albeit in a symbolic and ultimately superficial sense. But Keith O’Brien  did not  seem to have stopped to ask  how everyday catholic folk would benefit, especially if it is a contrived and poorly-planned escape from Britain. 

The O’Brien saga also highlights the failure to make Christian ethics a guide for living for a generation of Scottish Catholics. Ironically, the church’s  failure to project its values within society enables it to stand alongside some of its secularist foes. Arguably, much the same charge could be levelled at them. Secularists have been unable to ensure that their liberal approach to sexuality, marriage and child-rearing has been followed by beneficial social results. The declining traditional family has not been supplanted by dynamic alternatives whose vitality has been shown in positive social ways.

With a new archbishop, Leo Cushley installed from last July there are signs  of renewal. He has a dedicated approach to the pastoral ministry and came to Scotland after wide-ranging international experience. Another new bishop John Keenan also shows signs of offering leadership and spiritual energy in  hardpressed areas of  Scotland covered by his Paisley diocese. .    I was struck by a sermon I heard Cushley deliver recently to all of the priests of his archdiocese  in which he asserted that they now found themselves in a world inclined to consider what we do in a negative and even hostile light’. 
But Scottish Catholics often seem to be operating in silos. There is a surprising lack of interaction  between people in different branches of church life, from education, to the media and the different offices of the church. This makes it easier for political forces with their own agendas to muscle in and even try and bend  parts of church life to an essentially  secular will. 

The most active  Catholics are perhaps made up of converts as well as people of immigrant descent from the numerically powerful Irish to smaller communities of Italians and Poles  who, over the centuries, have  helped to bolster a tiny Catholic population confined to remote parts of the Highlands upon their arrival nearly 200 years ago. 

The Appeal of Rival Cults

There is a wider cultural Catholicism and folk ethnic identity: it is reflected in diaspora Irish nationalism, sometimes of a crudely militant kind as well as fanatical backing for Celtic FC as a kind of ethnic affirmation or substitute religion.  This has become an obsession for a lot of men in various states of grace even though football has grown sterile in Scotland due to the removal from front-rank football of Rangers after its 2012 financial collapse.

 Members of the Irish-minded community are now some of the main backers of Scottish independence. There are different reasons: it denotes a passage out of the ethnic ghetto for aspirational Catholics: the triumph of the SNP project will hopefully mark a new foundational event in Scottish history with Catholics playing an active role.

For Irish republicans , it can only be  a massive setback for British imperialism.

  For secularists, change of this magnitude reflects their own journey from conformity to social experimentation. These edgy and often outspoken  folk range from the comedian Frankie Boyle to Catherine Devaney, the journalist and novelist who broke the O’Brien  story.

Most who remain part of the Catholic tradition, don’t take entrenched positions on the constitutional question. They are susceptible to moral appeals and some, myself included are deterred by the failure to match crusading zeal with practical policies that will safeguard the lives of citizens who will face real hardship if this post-British project goes badly astray. 
  Romantic nationalism is probably the big idea that has  come closest to supplanting faith, assuming the form of a real substitute religion. Other philosophical challenges to religious belief have, in the past, been impeded by their elitism or propensity to cruelty. Currently in  Scotland nationalism has a hold over a very diverse set of people that it may never have had in Ireland even during its heyday. Paradoxically, the authentic grievances held by Scots  are also only a tiny fraction of the ones possessed by the Irish.

Interestingly, the SNP is determined to break with the past nationalist models . Instead of endorsing religion but keeping it in a subordinate position, as a kind of stage prop, it seems  more interested in shoving it off the stage altogether.  This claim is tenable if you look at the legislation it has been responsible for .

 There seems to be a definite preference for leaving the moral welfare of the people  to a supposedly benign state priesthood. But although there are bound to be plenty of morally upstanding people among atheists and in positions of influence,  there is no compelling evidence that their formulae for order and progress are enjoying anymore success than ones based on Christian precepts; some looking at Scotland’s social landscape, would argue less.  Nevertheless, most are emphatically  self-confident in their beliefs: take the health sector chiefs who wrote to the Scottish government last week  protesting about teachers and pupils being allowed to opt out of  sex education lessons that discussed gay marriage on grounds of conscience.   They argued that this was an essential part of the school curriculum.

Concluding Thoughts

The similarities between Ireland and Scotland have grown in a globalising world,  one with a consumer-based  culture where there is distrust of commitments and certainties, and an ambiguous attitude towards the expression of individual identity, at once permissive and conformist.  Secular humanism, couched in clearly anti-religious terms,  has made important strides in Scotland and may be on the verge of doing so in Ireland. Adherents of this doctrine often blame religion for Scotland’s failure to become fully modern. But, despite their influence at the heart of the state,  they often struggle to  make their positivist morality meaningful guide to social action.
Leaving aside any pan-Celtic affinities, I think today’s Ireland can still be set apart from Scotland in a number of respects. The population is far younger. The family and children still occupy important roles in societies.  Christian belief and a broader religious culture have a stronger residual pull. Power is more widely dispersed. True: there is inertia and group think but people are more independent-minded and willing to speak up on many issues . I hope the debate leading up to the 2015 referendum on gay marriage in Ireland will be more balanced and inclusive than it was in Scotland.  
If Ireland was in danger of slipping towards a 21st century version of an autocratic state-directed society with an animus against religion, it wouldn’t happen without a big rumpus. I am not sure if that applies to Scotland and I’ve tried to offer some explanation as to why the political change which is widely talked about is more apparent than real. Indeed it may not be a complete exaggeration to suggest that Scotland is beset by a spiritual hunger which will not be easily assuaged by the formulaic approaches to organizing humanity long in vogue there.
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