
The Political Wing of the Old Testament  
The Editor 

HE DUP have 
recently come 
in for a lot of 

stick from sections of 
the British media and 
some politicians.  In 
the Commons the 
Green Party co-leader 
Caroline Lucas re-
ferred to them as ‘di-
nosaurs’. She com-
plained about the ab-
sence of environmen-
tal policies in the 
Queen’s Speech and 
asked if Theresa May 
had been influenced 
by her new potential allies. DUP members raised their 
objections to the remark with speaker John Bercow, but 
he said that it was ‘not unparliamentary but a matter of 
taste’. Lucas later apologised in a tweet ‘for any offence 
caused to prehistoric creatures’. 

Northern Ireland is the only part of the UK with no 
legally binding climate change targets in place. In  
December 2016 the then-environment minister and DUP 
member for Strangford Michelle McIlveen blocked ef-
forts to introduce a Climate Change Act. Sinn Fein, the 
SDLP and the Alliance Party all backed the introduction 
of a bill. Friends of the Earth Northern Ireland Director 
James Orr has said: “There have been a series of at-
tempts to get climate legislation here over the last ten 
years. The DUP are the most reluctant party to embrace 
greenhouse gas reduction targets”. 

The most vocal climate change sceptic in the DUP is 
Sammy Wilson, who used to teach and examine Eco-
nomics. He has referred to environmentalists as ‘Green 
Luddites’. He was appointed Environment Minister in 
2008. Within a year cross-party MPs had called for his 
resignation for banning TV and radio adverts by the UK 
government that encouraged people to cut their carbon 
emissions. He called the adverts ‘propaganda’. He also 
said that the climate change debate was a ‘giant con’ and 
a waste of billions of pounds, surrounded by a degree of 
‘fairly uninformed hysteria’. Now, while climate change 
scepticism is not official party policy, the fact that the 
DUP appointed a denier as environment minister sug-
gests that at least some in the DUP agree with Sammy 
Wilson. Where are the DUP members who support the 
scientific consensus that climate change is real and a 
danger to the planet? Echo answers: where? If the DUP 
complain about English stereotyping of the party, why 
then do they singularly refuse to oppose Sammy Wilson’s 
‘dinosaur’ opinion? 

Then there is the issue 
of Creationism. In a 
radio interview in 
2007, Edwin Poots, 
then culture minister, 
openly and proudly 
proclaimed his own 
belief that the world 
was created in 4004 
BC and accused scien-
tists like Richard 
Dawkins of wanting to 
‘indoctrinate everyone 
with evolution’. Poots 
is far from being alone. 
Other prominent 
members, including 

Mervyn Storey and Nelson McCausland, have tried to 
have creationism represented in the Ulster Museum and 
the Giant’s Causeway Visitors’ Centre. In a Belfast Tele-
graph survey in 2013 about 40% of DUP activists be-
lieved that creationism should be taught in science class-
es. So, again, it has to be asked, where are the prominent 
DUP members who oppose this unscientific nonsense? 

In Frankie Boyle’s New World Order (BBC 2, 16th June), 
the Scottish comedian and writer referred to the DUP as 
the ‘political wing of the Old Testament’. Not only would 
this judgment appear to be confirmed by its views on 
global warming and creationism; it would also seem to 
accord with its general opinion on social issues like abor-
tion and same-sex marriage and its general ethic of an Eye 
for an Eye rather than the turned cheek. On gay rights, the 
DUP has opposed every single measure in the UK since the 
1960s to liberalise the laws on homosexuality. Northern 
Ireland remains the only part of the UK where same-sex 
marriage is illegal because the DUP has used the petition 
of concern against it. It also has councillors who claim 
that homosexuality ‘can be cured’ and who want to ban 
plays and paintings that offend their puritan morality. 

In the June UK general election the DUP received 
292,316 votes. Are all these people climate deniers?
Misogynists? Homophobes? Creationists? Brexiteers? 
The answer is no. But many who vote DUP think that 
the dinosaur image is a price worth paying to ‘keep the 
other lot out’. It is a sectarian vote. The DUP may deny 
any sectarian charge. It may protest that it has changed 
radically since the days its leader proclaimed that 
Catholics bred like rabbits and the pope was the anti-
Christ. There may be some truth in this, but it also needs 
to prove that it has joined the 21st century. Is it capable 
of espousing progressive modern values and modern 
science? If not, those English politicians and journalists 
are right to argue against its toxic embrace.                   q
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What is a Freethinker? 
Brian McClinton 

S far as we know, the label 
‘freethinker’ was first at-
tached to an Irishman. In a 

letter to the philosopher John Locke 
dated 6th April 1697 the Irish scien-
tist and politician William 
Molyneux refers to John Toland as 
a ‘candid freethinker’. In 1708 an-
other Irishman, Jonathan Swift, 
published Sentiments of a Church of 
England Man in which he com-
plains of “the atheists, libertines, 
despisers of religion  – that is to say, 
all those who usually pass under the 
name of freethinkers”.  

In 1713 Anthony Collins published 
Discourse of Freethinking, occa-
sion’d by the Rise and Growth of a 
Sect called Freethinkers. This book 
brought the word into established 
currency. It was followed by the 
appearance of a weekly Journal, 
The Freethinker, in 1718. However, 
its contributors included the future 
Archbishop of Dublin, so ‘free-
thinker’ did not imply ‘atheist’ or 
non-believer, even though there was 
a common misconception that it 
did. And, of course, there have been 
freethinkers in all modes of thought 
and aspects of living in all ages, 
even if they have not been designat-
ed with that title. 

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary 
defines a freethinker as “a person 
who forms his or her own opinions 
about important subjects such as 
religion and politics instead of ac-
cepting what other people say”. In 
his 1944 essay The Value of Free 
Thought Bertrand Russell wrote: 
“What makes a freethinker is not 
his beliefs but the way in which he 
holds them. If he holds them be-
cause his elders told him they were 
true when he was young, or if he 
holds them because if he did not he 
would be unhappy, his thought is 
not free; but if he holds them be-
cause, after careful thought he finds 
a balance of evidence in their 
favour, then his thought is free, 
however odd his conclusions may 
seem”.  

Russell makes it clear that a free-
thinker is not necessarily an atheist 
or an agnostic, as long as he or she 
satisfies this definition: “The person 
who is free in any respect is free 
from something; what is the free 
thinker free from? To be worthy of 
the name, he must be free of two 
things: the force of tradition, and 
the tyranny of his own passions. No 
one is completely free from either, 
but in the measure of a man's 
emancipation he deserves to be 
called a free thinker”.  

On the other hand, there is one 
thing from which the freethinker 
should not try to be free, namely 
what Russell calls the intellectual 
law. The freethinker should not be 
free to believe whatever he likes; 
instead he must submit to reason 
and evidence. This is not a form of 
mental slavery because his desire is 
to know, not to indulge in pretty 
fancies. The desire for knowledge, 
he suggests, has an element of hu-
mility towards facts. We might say 
that the freethinker respects truth 
and reason. 

In his 1922 lecture Freethought and 
Official Propaganda (in Sceptical 
Essays), Russell distinguishes two 
senses of ‘free thought’. In its nar-
rower sense it means thought which 

does not accept the dogmas of tradi-
tional religion. So a freethinker here 
is someone who rejects the tenets of 
Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, and 
all the other orthodox faiths. His-
torically, freethought has been iden-
tified in this narrower sense. One 
reason is that religious power has 
been the major obstacle to freedom 
of thought. For more than a thou-
sand years, every Christian country 
in Europe condemned religious 
sceptics to be burnt at the stake. 
Another reason is that religious be-
lief itself has tended to be based on 
faith and revelation rather than log-
ic, reason and empirical evidence.  

In the wider sense thought is ‘free’ 
when it is not subject to some ex-
ternal compulsion or control. That 
is another way of agreeing with the 
dictionary definition above. Leo 
Tolstoy put it this way:  

“I divide men into two lots. They 
are freethinkers, or they are not 
freethinkers… Freethinkers are 
those who are willing to use their 
minds without prejudice and with-
out fearing to understand things 
that clash with their own customs, 
privileges, or beliefs. This state of 
mind is not common, but it is essen-
tial for right thinking; where it is 
absent, discussion is apt to          ––>
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become worse than useless. A man 
may be a Catholic, a Frenchman, 
or a capitalist, and yet be a free-
thinker; but if he puts his Catholi-
cism, his patriotism, or his interest 
above his reason, and will not give 
the latter free play where those 
subjects are touched, he is not a 
freethinker. His mind is in 
bondage.” (On Life and Essays on 
Religion, 1934). 

Of course, we might well say, as 
Stephano does in The Tempest, 
that “thought is free” in the sense 
that we can think whatever we like 
as long as we conceal our 
thoughts. But this natural liberty 
of private thinking is of little value 
if we cannot communicate our 
thoughts to others. If our thinking 
leads us to call into question the 
ideas and customs of society, we 
generally wish  – unless we are 
hermits  – to convince people of 
our own rightness. Many heretics 
have even preferred to face death 
rather than conceal their opinions. 
Even if we do try to hide them, 
they are likely to be revealed by 
silence, chance words or behaviour. 
Therefore, in any significant sense, 
freedom of thought must include 
freedom of speech.  

Most human societies have been 
generally opposed to freedom of 
thought and free speech. Laziness 
is certainly a factor. The mental 
universe of the ‘average’ person 
consists of beliefs which have been 
firmly accepted without question-
ing. There is instinctive hostility to 
any idea which would upset the 
established order of this familiar 
world. A new idea involves a rear-
ranging of the mind, and this 
process is laborious, requiring a 
painful expenditure of mental en-
ergy. New ideas therefore seem 
wrong because they are disagree-
able. 

Fear is another factor. Challenging 
the beliefs of family, friends, peers, 
teachers, or any authority requires 
moral and intellectual courage, 
especially if the accepted beliefs of 
the tribe are strengthened by su-
perstition. If the customs, preju-
dices and traditions of the group 
are associated with religious belief 
and are supposedly under divine 
patronage, then criticism of this 
order of things is regarded as a 
form of impiety which is likely to 

incur the wrath of the divinity 
himself.  

The individual may actually ‘see 
through’ all this humbug but may 
lack the courage of his convictions 
or absence of them. There are 
many people in our society who 
are afraid to take responsibility for 
their own thoughts and so submit 
to this power, even though they 
know it to be false. Religious belief 
bestows respectability so that to be 
an atheist or an agnostic is to be 
treated as outside ‘proper’ society. 

These psychological factors of 
mental laziness and fear are rein-
forced by the active opposition of 
powerful interests in the communi-
ty, both secular and religious. 
Mainstream political parties gen-
erally avoid controversy and often 
prefer to follow rather than lead. 
Churches, especially in a country 
like Ireland, have traditionally 
been very conservative in their 
social, political and theological 
opinions. In some matters their 
Christianity is positively medieval. 

A society which continually stress-
es the authority of tribe and com-
munity and their leaders is not 
likely to place much value on indi-
vidual freedom of thought, espe-
cially if it results in scepticism and 
uncertainty. For freethinkers are 
indeed conscious that many ques-
tions are still open and under scru-
tiny. Freethought has not the cer-
tainty of faith but is not troubled 
by a state of doubt. On the con-
trary, much harm in the world 
results from ideas, whether reli-
gious or secular, which are held 
dogmatically and imposed on 
whole communities. 

In his famous essay A Free Man’s 
Worship, written in 1903, Bertrand 
Russell argues that there is no ob-
jective meaning in life. We should 
stoically accept this fact, but strive 
nonetheless to actively create beau-
ty, truth, and perfection. Man’s true 
freedom involves worshipping only 
“the God created by our own love 
of the good”. Thus we achieve 
some freedom from the eternal 
forces that will destroy us.            q
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Animal Liberation 

Bob Rees 

ANY people dismiss talk 
of animal ‘rights’ by argu-
ing that rights carry re-

sponsibilities, and since animals are 
irresponsible, they deserve no 
more rights than vegetables. Never-
theless, very few people would de-
liberately bully or mistreat  animals 
just because we think we are clever-
er than they are, and they can’t fight 
back, or because they don’t have 
'souls'. We know that animals can 
suffer and feel fear and pain and 
experience mental stress just like us. 
The animals may not be able to 
describe it to us, but Charles Dar-
win, and more recently genome bi-
ologists, have shown us how closely 
related our human race is to other 
animals, and how much like hu-
mans many animals can be. Re-
searchers test new drugs on animals 
precisely because they are so much 
like us. 
  
Humanists are particularly reluctant 
to cause unnecessary suffering to 
sentient beings, but this raises a se-
rious question: what animal suffer-
ing is ‘necessary’? When developing 
new drugs using painful/lethal tests 
on animals, we may argue that, 
providing the potential benefits in 
terms of reduced human suffering 
outweigh the costs in terms of the 
animal wretchedness involved, then 
the suffering is necessary. On the 
other hand, we would mostly agree 
that the cruelty involved in training 
circus animals; and in the fur trade; 
and in the ‘sport’ of hunting, are all 
unnecessary. And most of us would 
further argue that the suffering in-
volved in kosher and halal slaughter 
is unnecessary. 

What about the cruelty involved in 
all intensive factory farming: is that 
‘necessary’? The UN Food and 
Agriculture Organisation reckons 
that around 60 billion land animals 
are slaughtered each year for food, 
(producing 315 million tonnes of 
meat) and they come mostly from 

intensive factory farms where the 
animals only ever experience pain, 
boredom, fear and anxiety in 
cramped artificially-lit indoor pens 
throughout their short, unnatural 
lives. Such cruelty on such a massive 
scale is ‘necessary’ only to minimise 
costs and maximise the profits of 
those in the meat trade. This turns 
out to be hard to justify. 
  
Meat is an inefficient way of pro-
ducing food for humans – 30% of 
the earth’s land surface is devoted to 
raising livestock because it takes 25 

kg of grain and 15,000 litres of wa-
ter to produce just one kg of beef. If 
the same resources were devoted to 
producing grain for human con-
sumption, we could feed an extra 3.5 
billion people. Using the resources to 
feed livestock only drives up grain 
prices and causes water shortages at 
a time when millions of humans are 
starving to death and billions more 
are undernourished and living in 
conditions of water stress. 
  
Another problem is that livestock, 
and particularly beef, are a prime 
source of so-called greenhouse gas-
es. The carbon footprint of beef is 
around 25kg carbon dioxide per kg 
of meat (while that of potatoes, for 
example, is only 0.4 kg per kg.). 
Almost 20% of all human-produced 
greenhouse gas comes from live-
stock farming – this is more even 
than the emissions from all the 

ships, planes, trucks and cars in the 
world! In the immediate future, 
global climate change threatens hu-
man wellbeing and in the long term 
it threatens our very planet. Our 
grandchildren will not thank us. 
  
Livestock farming is also unhealthy. 
We all know that a diet high in red 
meat increases our risk of heart dis-
ease, stroke and diabetes. But ani-
mal husbandry also reduces our 
resistance to infection because farm-
ers use antibiotics to achieve rapid 
weight-gain in livestock and as pre-
ventatives to help them to control 
 infection in their herds. In the US, 
80% of all antibiotics are used by 
farmers, and worldwide, as much as 
240,000 tonnes of antibiotics are 
fed to animals each year. Used in 
such quantities, it does not take 
long for bacteria to evolve to pro-
duce resistant strains. These are our 
 ‘last resort’ antibiotics that bacteria 
are still susceptible to. But last year, 
in the US alone, antibiotic-resistant 
bacteria killed 23,000 people, and 
we know that the number will be 
higher next year. 
  
So meat production causes harm 
and suffering to sentient beings, 
humans as well as animals, world-
wide; it is an inefficient way of pro-
ducing food; it jeopardises our 
health; it seriously affects our envi-
ronment; and it even threatens Gaia 
(the Earth seen as a self-regulating 
organism). 
  
Humanism is supposed to be about 
promoting human happiness and 
wellbeing, minimising harm and 
suffering worldwide, and maintain-
ing our planet in an excellent condi-
tion for future generations to thrive 
on and enjoy. It is surely time for 
those of us who call ourselves hu-
manists to review our meat con-
sumption. It’s a contribution we can 
each make as individuals, without 
campaigning or ballyhoo, as a mat-
ter of personal conscience.             q
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                                                Was June the End of May? 

F a week is a long time in poli-
tics, then a month is certainly a 
lifetime, and that has certainly 

proved to be true for Theresa May. 
Up until the election on June 8 she 
was claiming to be ‘strong and sta-
ble’ while Jeremy Corbyn as  Prime 
Minister would head a ‘coalition of 
chaos’. Expected to have a landslide 
victory we can only imagine her 
shock when, although the Tories 
won the election, they lost their ma-
jority. JC’s popularity soared 
amongst both the young and the 
older voters afraid of losing their 
children’s inheritance to 
the government in the 
so-called ‘dementia tax’, 
which would have seen 
family homes sold to pay 
for care in the event of 
illness in older years. 
Things just went downhill 
after that for a PM now 
seen as ‘weak and 
wobbly’, ‘robotic’ and 
generally cold. 

And then the Grenfell 
Tower disaster happened. 
Nearly a week after this 
horrific fire, which spread 
so rapidly most of those 
inside couldn’t get out, 
some were saying it should be called 
a scandal and corporate man-
slaughter as news emerged that the 
residents’ group had been desper-
ately trying to get someone to listen 
to their fears for the safety of the 
building for the last four years. In-
deed, the group actually 
warned: “only a catastrophic event 
will expose the ineptitude and incom-
petence of our landlord, the KCTMO”.  

Members also voiced concerns 
about the placement of boilers and 
gas pipes in stairwells not boxed in 
by fire rated protection, the absence 
of a building-wide fire alarm or 
sprinkler system and piles of rubbish 
that were a fire hazard. And then fire 
experts were saying that it looks like 
fire regulations weren’t adhered to, 

and the cladding that was recently 
fitted to the outside of the building is 
banned in Europe and America. The 
cladding was to improve the build-
ing’s insulation but also its appear-
ance. But who for? The owners of the 
nearby multi-million pound homes? 

All of this has led to a belief that the 
wealthy May and her equally 
wealthy ministers care nothing for 
the poor in society and are prepared 
to put their safety at risk to save a 
few pounds. Demonstrations were 
going on for several nights outside 

Downing Street and local council 
offices. Theresa May had to practically 
run from a church where she’d gone 
to meet survivors several days after 
the fire when a pushing crowd start-
ed shouting ‘Coward!’ (for failing to 
turn up sooner) and ‘shame on you!’ 

Someone on social media asked: 
could the next PM we elect have 
some ‘emotional intelligence’ as 
Theresa May continues to repeat 
(thankfully ‘strong and stable’ has-
been dropped) what sound like pre-
scripted statements in that cold, 
over-enunciating voice. When asked 
by a reporter what she thought of 
the shocking event she proceeded 
to tell us that “Something awful has 
happened. This is an absolutely aw-
ful fire that has taken place”. Like we 
didn’t know. Some (not many) on 

radio were urging us to ‘give her a 
break’, ‘she’s only human’, while in-
siders say she is devastated. But is 
this austerity come home to roost? 

Was Theresa May listening to her 
fellow humans concerned about 
their safety, the doctors the Tories 
wanted to work longer hours, the 
women suddenly and without notice 
deprived of their state pension, the 
teachers and heads worried about 
cuts to education, the police about 
the reduction in officers and all our 
fear about the selling off of our NHS? 

What about the firefight-
ers whose numbers have 
been drastically cut and 
the reduction in fire risk 
assessment time from six 
hours to 45 minutes? 

The answer is ‘No’. The 
wealthy Tories carried on 
regardless, cutting public 
services while refusing to 
do anything about taxing 
their millionaire/billion-
aire friends. And now the 
PM has told her ministers 
austerity, which we were 
told was absolutely nec-
essary to reduce the debt, 

is over. Well the debt isn’t 
reduced – it’s increased. So what was 
all that misery for? How many peo-
ple have died waiting for surgery, for 
benefits that never came or were 
refused, how many retirement plans 
wrecked by the removal of hard-
earned pensions and how many 
young people unable to even dream 
about owning their own property? 

So I have no sympathy for the posi-
tion Theresa May finds herself in just 
as she had no sympathy for those 
whose lives have been wrecked by 
unnecessary austerity. I, and I’m ob-
viously not alone, hope that austeri-
ty now wrecks the Tories, and June 
will be the end of May. Perhaps then 
we’ll get the honest, principled PM 
we deserve. JC4PM!                              q
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Brave New World 

Roger Kelly 

RUGS DON’T WORK was a 
popular song a few years ago 
by the rock band The Verve. 

The actual sentiments of the song at 
the time were wrongly interpreted 
as a general condemnation of all 
drug- taking. However, it sadly re-
flected the band’s singer Richard 
Ashcroft’s reaction to the death of 
his father after extensive drug 
treatment for cancer. Of course, 
there are many drugs which have 
and are being developed that have 
saved and will continue to save peo-
ples’ lives, so the major advances in 
drug research and development are 
proving that in fact drugs do work. It 
is worth noting that if Freddie Mer-
cury of Queen had lived a few of 
months longer he probably would be 
alive today due to the advances in 
drug treatment for HIV/AIDS. 

In the area of what is referred to as 
recreational drugs, society views 
their use as detrimental to the health 
of people and most are illegal to use 
or to purchase. This is not surpris-
ing considering the recent deaths of 
several young people in Northern 
Ireland as a result of taking Spice 
and other impure ecstasy tablets. 
However, having discussed the use 
of drug-taking with young people as 
a personal mentor for a counselling 
agency and also with my own off-
spring, it is clear that a significantly 
large number of young people regu-
larly take a variety of substances, 
ranging from cannabis to ketamine, 
cocaine and ecstasy. Most of the 
time they are oblivious to the quali-
ty or purity of these drugs, especial-
ly working class young people who 
usually purchase from dodgy deal-
ers often associated with para-
military groups. This can also lead 
to further problems financially as a 
considerable number borrow money 
to avail of these drugs and then end 
up having to pay back five times the 
amount borrowed, resulting in crim-
inal activity to pay off the loans. 

Anecdotally there seems to be a 
lesser burden on more middle class 
young people, who mainly use 
cannabis and snort cocaine, which 
is said to be freely available around 
most trendy nightclubs in Belfast. 
They don't seem to be attracted to 
Spice as they seem to be aware of 
the impurities and health risks as-
sociated with it and due to their 
financial position can pay for 
cleaner drugs which carry less 
health risks, though this of course 
is not always guaranteed.  

It is interesting to note that already 
the Royal Society for Public Health 
[RSPH] are encouraging music festi-
vals to provide drug testing facilities 
that are associated with recreational 
drug use. In fact, results of pilots, to 
be publicised later this month in the 
RSPH Health Journal, suggest al-
most one in five users (18%) opted 
to dispose of their drugs once aware 
of the true content. This approach if 
expanded would certainly save 
more lives. 

I can think back to my own youth 
hanging around the rock/hippy 
scene with my old mate Gary 
Moore the late blues rock guitarist. 
In the late 60s and early 70s the use 
of cannabis was widespread among 
young people involved in the 
counter-culture at the time. It is in-
teresting to note that my other 

working class mates at the time 
didn't smoke cannabis but were into 
heavy drinking. For a period I 
looked down on them, and my hip-
py friends and me didn't really 
drink much and we viewed our-
selves as cool and sophisticated 
smoking dope. Those class cultural 
differences seem to have totally 
changed, and from my observations 
and conversations all young people 
have easy access to cannabis. It is 
smoked fairly regularly in all social 
circles even though it is still illegal 
to do so. 

It appears to me that the prohibi-
tion laws on drugs have failed to 
curb either the supply or demand, 
reduce addiction, cut violence or 
reduce illegal profits for organised 
crime/paramilitary groups. So in 
effect the so-called War on Drugs 
has failed. Drugs do work for both 
the wrong and right reasons. 

I would argue that it is time to  
seriously consider legalising all 
drugs because: 

* As already indicated most illegal 
and legal drug use is mainly recre-
ational. 

* Poverty and despair are at the root 
of most problematic use and these 
underlying causes need to be ad-
dressed to significantly decrease 
the number of problematic users. 

* The market for drugs is demand- 
led and the use of illegal drugs 
creates a vacuum into which or-
ganised crime operates particular-
ly among paramilitary groups in 
Northern Ireland. Legalising 
would force organised crime 
groups from the drugs trade and 
enable society to regulate and con-
trol the market i.e.through pre-
scription, licensing, laws on sales 
to minors and advertising as is the 
case with alcohol.                    ––>
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* Using illegal drugs is usually very 
expensive, especially for poor 
people, which often means that 
some dependent users resort to 
crime and violence. 

Recent research has indicated that 
nearly half of all 16-year-olds have 
used an illegal drug and this is 
widespread. New legalisation 
should accept that drug use is 
normal and that it is a social issue, 
not a criminal one. 

Society needs to be open and hon-
est about the use of drugs, both 
positive and negative. A pragmatic 
legal market could be developed 
allowing licensed registered phar-
macists to sell recreational drugs 
and sales would be limited to those 
over sixteen. If such a model was to 
be introduced or considered, the 
Christian moralists and big time 
drug dealers can be expected to join 
the prohibitionists in opposing such 
legislation. 

It is my view as a freethinker that 
what is required is not decriminali-
sation but [re]legalisation. This 
would restore the right to consent-
ing adults to take stimulants,  
empathogens and hallucinogens 
for recreational and medical use 
which I would argue would reduce 
drug-related crime to a level that 
has been unimaginable for much 
of the last hundred years.     q 

The 
Baptism
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The 
English 
One of the English national daily newspapers asked readers:  
"What does it mean to be English?” 
Some of the emails were hilarious but this one from a chap in Switzerland 
stood out:  
"Being English is about driving in a German car to an Irish pub for a Bel-
gian beer, and then going home, grabbing an Indian curry or a Turkish 
kebab on the way, to sit on Swedish furniture and watch American or Aus-
tralian shows on a Japanese or Korean TV, which will soon be powered by a 
Chinese nuclear power station“. 
And the most English thing of all?  
"Suspicion of anything foreign!"

The Dead Horse 
A young man named Donald bought a horse from a farmer for $250. The 
farmer agreed to deliver the horse the next day. The next day, the farmer 
drove up to Donald's house and said, “Sorry son, but I have some bad news, 
the horse died.” 
Donald replied, “Well, then just give me my money back.”  
The farmer said, “Can’t do that. I went and spent it already.   
Donald said, “Ok, then, just bring me the dead horse.” 
The farmer asked, “What ya gonna do with him?” 
Donald said, “I’m going to raffle him off”. 
 The farmer said, “You can’t raffle off a dead horse!” 
Donald said, “Sure I can, watch me. I just won’t tell anybody he’s dead.” 
 A month later, the farmer met up with Donald and asked, “What happened 
with that dead horse?” 
Donald said, “I raffled him off. I sold 500 tickets at five dollars a piece and 
made a profit of $2495” 
The farmer said, “Didn’t anyone complain?” 
Donald said, “Just the guy who won. So I gave him his five dollars back.”  
Donald later moved into the White House. 



Gandhi in South Africa 
Andy Barr 

N August 2016  
I visited the Johan-
nesburg prison 

where Nelson Mandela 
was first detained. There 
in the prison yard is a 
magnificent bust of Ma-
hatma Gandhi who was 
imprisoned in this very 
place six times for his 
struggle of non-violence 
on behalf of the Indian 
community in South 
Africa. 

The life of Gandhi is one 
of the most remarkable 
in the modern era. The twentieth century seemed to be 
dominated by dictators and a ferocious militarism, yet 
what has proved far more significant is the legacy of a 
lawyer from a small town in western India who never 
held a weapon or governed a state. Gandhi’s ideas were 
fundamentally shaped before his return to India in 1915. 
His years before were spent in England and South Africa, 
where he developed his ideas of passive resistance that 
would undermine and destroy the British Empire. Among 
his devoted followers were Muslims, Hindus, Christians 
and radical Jews. 

Gandhi was a devout Hindu who had a strong interest in 
other religions. His technique of non-violence has en-
dured over time. A study of some five dozen transitions 
from totalitarian rule to democracy found that 70% 
were due to boycotts, strikes, fasts and other methods of 
passive resistance. Gandhi inspired Mandela, Martin 
Luther King, and Aung San Su Kyi.  

Gandhi himself was shaped by South Africa where he 
arrived in 1893. His caste, the Banias, occupied the mid-
dle place in the Hindu social hierarchy. Above were the 
traditional rulers and priests; below, the labourers and 
untouchables. The Banias were traditionally traders and 
moneylenders. Born in Gujarat in1869 in the town of 
Portbandar into a family of strict vegetarians who had 
been in the service of the state, he was married aged 13 
to Kasturba. 

Gandhi did well at school, though he was by no means 
outstanding. Persuading him to go to England to study 
law, his extended family funded his education in London 
in 1888, an imperial city where Queen Victoria had just 
observed her golden jubilee. The empire she presided 
over had planted her flag on the four corners of the 
earth. London at that time had about 1000 Indians 

working and studying. A 
strict vegetarian by cus-
tom and tradition, he 
found the food hard to 
stomach, but cooked at 
home and found a few 
vegetarian restaurants.  

In the circles he moved 
in, he didn’t experience 
racism. His flatmate was 
English, a fellow vegetar-
ian, and he wrote articles 
for the only vegetarian 
magazine available. 
After graduating, he went 
back to India in 1891, 

but failed to find much law work and was offered work 
in Natal, South Africa, for some Muslim traders. He ar-
rived in Durban in 1893 where the Indian population 
was almost as large as the Europeans at 35000 and were 
brought to South Africa as labourers in the mines and 
sugar plantations. There were also a few Indian traders 
and professionals. 

In Gandhi’s law practice he represented only Indians and 
argued against only Europeans. Socially and profession-
ally he had no dealings with Africans, who were the vast 
majority of the population. Within a year he was secre-
tary of the Indian National Congress and a hate figure of 
the whites. He was threatened and physically beaten. 
Soon after arriving in Natal, he was thrown out of a first 
class carriage at a railway station and it was there that 
the seeds of social protest was born in Gandhi. He found 
he was in a place where the colour of the skin counted 
for everything and the man nothing. 

In the Transvaal the ruling race were the Boers of Dutch 
descent who spoke Afrikaans. The Boers had carved out 
a space separate and independent from the British until 
gold was found near Johannesburg which brought an 
influx of British immigrants. The Boers considered the 
Indians were bound by God to slavery according to their 
Bible. The Boer War caused the Indians to flee the Trans-
vaal as they were British subjects and therefore part of 
the empire. Gandhi offered the British assistance, mostly 
in the ambulance corps. 

After the Boer war Gandhi moved to Johannesburg and 
set up a newspaper titled Indian Opinion. Of his four 
closest friends, three were Jews whose families faced per-
secution in Eastern Europe before immigrating to South 
Africa. He acquired some land near Johannesburg and 
organised a kind of commune he named                   ––> 
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“Tolstoy” after the Russian master andGandhi’s hero, 
and another near Durban called “Phoenix”. Gandhi and 
his family and friends grew their own food, built modest 
homes and worked on their newspaper Indian Opinion. 
In 1905 in London white and coloured couples living 
together would have been unusual; in South Africa it 
was revolutionary. Yet Gandhi befriended Hindus, Mus-
lims and Europeans which to the average white Christ-
ian was heretical. 

Just about this time Gandhi decided that his wife had to 
stop being the object of his lust. The attachment had to 
be other than sexual. Self-denial was one of his big is-
sues. The forgoing of the pleasures of the flesh was seen 
as the step towards a purer and more morally meaning-
ful life. One wonders: did he consult his wife? Gandhi 
tended to place his career above family and marriage. 
Indians at that time saw women as wives, sisters, and 
daughters, but as friends, no. 

The law in South Africa bore down unfairly on blacks, 
Indians and Chinese. For Indians, their main grievances 
were that they were un-
able to come and go 
freely between the Trans-
vaal, Natal, the Cape and 
Orange Free State, to 
trade, buy and sell, own 
and dispose of land. On 
top of that a £3 tax was 
imposed on all Asians – a 
lot of money at that time. 
Gandhi, through the 
medium of his newspa-
per, campaigned to re-
dress these issues which 
curtailed their liberty and 
freedom but with little or 
no success. Hence the 
tactic of passive resis-
tance was born. It was 
called by the Hindi word Satyagraha (truth force). 

Unlike Africans, Indians were adept at trade and profes-
sions. Here lies the problem for the whites: Indians di-
rectly competed with Europeans, therefore they posed a 
threat to white interests. 

In 1908 the Indians deliberately crossed between Natal 
and the Transvaal courting arrest and up to three thou-
sand ended up in Johannesburg prison over the period of 
the struggle, living on eight ounces of bread for their 
evening meal  – porridge made from maize meal  – and 
sleeping on wooden planks. Having visited the prison, I 
discovered that the suffering was immense. The Chinese 
community also got involved and their leader, a friend of 
Gandhi, Leung Quinn, went to prison for the cause. 

Gandhi, by this time famous in his native India, obtained 
financial support from a rich jeweller Pranjivan Mehti. 
His Jewish friend Henry Polak went to India to cam-
paign and raise money for the struggle. Gandhi’s publi-
cations were banned in India. It was estimated that 
Britain was draining £100 million out of India every 
year  – a colossal amount at that time. 

By 1913 the Indian women involved themselves in the 
movement, courting prison. They were inspired by the 
suffragettes in England. Gandhi’s old views on women 
changed radically. Mass strikes were called in the sugar 
plantations and mines to repeal the unjust laws and get 
Gandhi and his followers released from prison. They 
received almost 100% support and resulted in his stature 
in India increasing. General Smuts and his South African 
government was forced to concede to some of the de-
mands of the passive resistance movement, but not all. 
However Gandhi was always up for compromise. 

Gandhi left for India for good (via London) in 1915. All 
over South Africa he attended packed meetings and cele-
brations with his supporters before embarking on the 
ship in Cape Town. One person who was glad to see him 
go was General Smuts. Churchill was another who hated 
Gandhi whom he met when Gandhi went to London to 
lobby for his cause. 

During his twenty years in South Africa, Europeans, In-
dians, labourers, merchants, high castes, low castes, Hin-

dus, Muslims, Christians, 
Chinese and Jews worked 
with Gandhi. He was 
middle class, but closely 
identified with labourers 
and hawkers. His Jewish 
friend said of him: “Reli-
gion, implies for him, a 
mighty all-embracing tol-
erance, and a large charity 
is the first of the virtues. 
Hindu by birth he regards 
all men as spiritual broth-
ers. He makes no differ-
ence among them, recog-
nising all faiths lead to 
salvation, that all are 
ways of viewing God and 
that, in their relation to 

each other, men are fellow human beings first and fol-
lowers of creeds afterwards. Hence it is that men of all 
faiths and even of none, are his devoted friends, admirers 
and helpers”. 

To some people then and now, his diet, refusal to take 
pills when ill, and his abstinence were hard to take and 
understand. Is sex not one of the joys of living? He felt 
that his experiments were steps to a purer and more 
meaningful life, by strengthening his will and resolve. 
When he went to South Africa he was both an Empire 
loyalist and a believer in the superiority of British justice 
and institutions. He was inclined to treat the indigenous 
Africans with condescension, but this was to change 
when he met, befriended and respected the African edu-
cationalist John Dube. Nevertheless he has been rightly 
criticised for not forging links with Africans. 

Without the twenty years of political activity in South 
Africa where he developed the ideas of passive resis-
tance, his life would have taken a much different path. 
He concluded that non-violence was more effective and 
noble than armed struggle and it was perfected in South 
Africa.                                                                            q
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The Great Gatsby 
Brian McClinton 

HICH is the great Amer-
ican novel? Moby Dick? 
Huckleberry Finn? The 

Grapes of Wrath? To Kill a Mock-
ingbird? The Catcher in the Rye? 
One that might be on any short list 
is The Great Gatsby, written by F. 
Scott Fitzgerald in 1924 and pub-
lished a year later. But what do we 
mean by ‘the great American novel’ 
and why should Gatsby qualify?  

The term derives from the title of an 
1868 essay by American Civil War 
novelist John William DeForest. 
Tired of the grand, romantic fiction 
of his era, he wanted to read a real-
istic ‘picture of the ordinary emo-
tions and manners of American 
existence’ and a work which suc-
ceeded in ‘painting the American 
soul’. We might say that he felt it 
should capture the essence of being 
an American. He singled out Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), 
written by Harriet Beecher Stowe, on the grounds that it 
was not only a great work but also a true and sympa-
thetic representation of American life. It contained ‘a 
national breadth to the picture, truthful outlining of 
character, natural speaking, and plenty of strong feeling’.  

Edith Wharton had a wider choice when she addressed 
the topic in a 1927 essay in the Yale Review. However, 
she questioned the whole concept because it seemed that 
it must always be about ‘Main Street’, a restriction which 
placed too much limitation on the novelist. Yet perhaps 
there is no American essence to be depicted anyway. Af-
ter all, there is little in common between pro-Trump and 
anti-Trump voters or generally between the liberal North 
East and the Bible Belt South East. Americans are as dis-
parate as any other people, which is inevitable in a ‘na-
tion of immigrants’ from all over the globe. How can the 
Russian and the Mexican immigrant share the same na-
tional character, for example? 

Surely no novelist could possi-
bly depict all these diverse ex-
periences and perspectives and 
then distil from them an essen-
tial Homo americanus in a sin-
gle book? And even if one 
writer were to achieve this feat, 
why not others? Why should 
there be only ONE great Amer-
ican novel? But is this question 

not itself a typical American hyper-
bole, indicative of the obsession with 
finding the ‘numero uno’ in every 
human achievement? Is it not reveal-
ing of America’s competitive national 
character to assume that there 
should be one, and only one, win-
ner? 

There is another important point. If 
we consider some of the novels that 
are the main candidates for the ac-
colade, they could hardly be consid-
ered flattering portraits of the 
‘American national character’. In 
Moby Dick Ahab wants to tame 
and control nature. This is a univer-
sal desire, but Melville presents it as 
a particularly American ambition 
and  – what is more – he embodies 
it in a mad, tortured soul obsessed 
with vengeance whose attempt ends 
in failure and his own death. If this 

is ‘painting the American soul’, it is a rather dark portrait 
indeed. 

The same applies to both The Adventures of Huckleberry 
Finn and To Kill a Mockingbird, which are partly in-
dictments of racism and social inequality in American 
society. Then there is The Catcher in the Rye, which de-
picts the alienation of a youth of 16-17 from the cruelty 
and artificiality of the adult world. Clearly, it could not 
be said that any of these examples presents an especially 
positive representation of American life. 

What then of The Great Gatsby? The novel is set in 
Long Island and New York in the summer of 1922. 
Midwesterner Nick Carraway, the 29-year-old narrator 
and would-be writer, has moved east from Minnesota to 
seek his fortune as a bond salesman. In Long Island he 
rents a house and reconnects with Daisy Buchanan, his 
second cousin once removed, and her husband Tom, an 

enormously wealthy ex-foot-
baller who was his classmate at 
Yale. Nick’s next door neigh-
bour is Jay Gatsby, a mysterious 
millionaire who lives in a huge 
Gothic mansion and throws 
lavish parties every weekend. 
Nick also learns from Jordan 
Baker, a female professional 
golfer friendly with the 
Buchanans, that “Tom’s got some 
woman in New York”.         ––>          
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Tom’s ‘woman’, Myrtle Wilson, lives in the Valley of 
Ashes, an industrial dumping ground in the New York 
suburbs where her husband George owns a garage. One 
Sunday afternoon Tom arranges for Nick to meet Myrtle 
and they then go to the New York apartment he keeps 
for the affair, where they organise a party. After much 
drink, Myrtle taunts Tom about Daisy, at which Tom 
responds by breaking her nose.  

Nick finally meets Gatsby at one of his parties in early 
July. He is surprised to discover that he is an elegant 
young rough-neck a year or two over thirty rather than a 
florid and corpulent person of middle age. Nick later 
learns from Jordan Baker, who was also at the party, that 
Gatsby took her aside and told her that he knew Daisy 
in Louisville in 1917 when he was in the army and is 
deeply in love with her. Marriage was out of the question 
because he didn’t then have the means to support her. In 
the intervening years he made his fortune, all with the 
goal of winning her back. He bought his house so that 
Daisy would be just across the bay and the wild parties 
are designed to impress her. Now, through the interme-
diary of Jordan, he wants Nick to invite Daisy to his 
house where he will show up unan-
nounced. 

The reunion eventually takes place 
and, after some initial embarrassing 
moments, he invites them both to a 
tour of his mansion. In the midst of 
displaying his wealth and possessions 
he takes hold of Daisy’s hand. Nick 
leaves them alone together to rekindle 
their relationship, and before long 
Daisy and Gatsby are having an affair. 
Tom soon realises that Gatsby is in 
love with his wife and begins investi-
gating him. Nick has already told us 
that he has discovered the truth: he 
was born James Gatz in North Dakota 
of parents who were “shiftless and 
unsuccessful farm people”. He had not 
gone to Oxford, as Nick had been ear-
lier led to believe, but had worked as an 
odd-job man for a gold baron who introduced him to 
the world of wealth and privilege. He was determined to 
become part of it and changed his name to Jay Gatsby. 

One hot day, Gatsby, Daisy, Tom, Nick and Jordan all go 
into town for lunch, the first two in Tom’s coupé and the 
other three in Gatsby’s car. They end up in a suite in the 
Plaza Hotel where Tom confronts Gatsby, accusing him 
of being a criminal whose fortune comes from using 
drug-stores for bootlegging alcohol and other illegal 
activities. Gatsby declares that Daisy never loved Tom, 
but Daisy refuses to confirm this because she won’t leave 
her husband. Tom then asserts his authority by ordering 
her to return in Gatsby’s car. Driving through the Valley 
of Ashes, Daisy hits and kills Myrtle Wilson but doesn’t 
stop. Later, back in Long Island, Gatsby tells Nick that 
he will take the blame. Next day, however, Tom tells 
George Wilson that Gatsby owned the car. Thinking that 
he must have been his wife’s lover as well as her killer, 
Wilson goes to Gatsby’s mansion where he finds him at 
the pool. He shoots him dead, then turns the gun on 
himself. 

ICK arranges a small funeral for Gatsby but 
only a few turn up. He concludes that Tom and 
Daisy smashed up things and creatures and then 

retreated back into their money and let other people 
clean up their mess. Disillusioned with his whole experi-
ence, Nick heads back to the Midwest. 

Gatsby is a short novel of fewer than 170 pages in the 
Penguin edition and only nine chapters, and it wasn’t 
initially a big seller. Few critics in 1925 acknowledged it 
as a special work. It was out of print when Fitzgerald 
died in 1940. But the war gave it a boost when the 
American government decided to send compact paper-
backs to its millions of soldiers overseas. 155,000 copies 
of Gatsby were shipped out in 1945. Then in 1949 Hol-
lywood produced a film version starring Alan Ladd in the 
title role. Soon the novel became a fixture in American 
high school English classes. In 1951 J.D. Salinger pub-
lished The Catcher in the Rye, in which Holden Caulfield 
records that his elder brother made him read Gatsby.  

It is a lyrical novel, full of poetic touches, which have led 
some critics to find traces in it of either the Keatsian 

dream of love or The Waste Land by 
T.S. Eliot. Harold Bloom is an expo-
nent of the former view and rejects any 
idea that the novel is critical of Ameri-
ca. Rather, it is a Keatsian version of 
the quest. “The man of imagination, 
however comprised, quests perpetually 
for an immortal female, more daemon-
ic than human. Poor Daisy may seem 
an inadequate version of a Lamia, but 
she is precisely a possible American 
Belle Dame Sans Merci of 1925, and 
Gatsby is her inevitable victim, who 
does not want to know better and so is 
not deceived”. 

Jay Gatsby, says Bloom, is at once a 
gangster and a romantic idealist, and 
above all a victim of his own High 
Romantic, Keatsian dream of love. 

Like his creator, Scott Fitzgerald, Gatsby 
is the American hero of romance, a vulnerable quester 
whose fate has the aesthetic dignity of the romance 
mode at its strongest. “Gatsby is neither pathetic nor 
tragic, because as a quester he meets his appropriate fate, 
which is to die still lacking in the knowledge that would 
destroy the spell of his enchantment. His death preserves 
his greatness and justifies the title of his story, a title that 
is anything but ironic” (Bloom’s Modern Critical Inter-
pretation, p5). 

Bloom, though, is basically wrong. Arguably Gatsby is 
one of the most critical of all American novels, merciless-
ly exposing the American Dream as, at heart, a hollow 
illusion. If ever a work of fiction demonstrates uncom-
promisingly that greed and lust destroy the possibility of 
love and happiness, this is it. Such has been its legacy 
that the corruption of America has subsequently become 
a recurring theme. One of the finest cinematic embodi-
ments is Sergio Leone’s grim 1984 fairy tale Once Upon a 
Time in America, an epic gangster story of friendship, love 
and betrayal in which the spectre of the American Dream 
turned sour is also exposed to devastating effect.          ––>
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Fitzgerald was familiar with T.S. Eliot’s poetry and knew 
The Waste Land almost by heart. The literary critic  
Lionel Trilling rightly hinted that the novel is in some 
ways a prose version of that poem. It contains similar 
symbols of waste, desolation and futility. It has also 
echoes of Eliot’s The Hollow Men. The people in the 
novel live hollow lives and have empty relationships. 
Tom Buchanan is a liar, a racist, a hypocrite and a bully. 
Daisy, his wife and the object of Gatsby’s romantic ob-
session, far from being a model of perfection, is a selfish, 
shallow and hurtful woman. Gatsby himself is a contra-
diction: his gift for hope of something better sits uneasily 
with a man who cannot forget the past and made his 
fortune on shady activities (did he kill a man once, as 
gossip suggests?). His romantic vision is made worthless 
by the corrupt means by which he has sought to achieve 
it. He may have ‘turned out all right at the end’ by pre-
paring to shoulder the blame for Daisy’s fatal driving 
but, as Nick also says, he “represented everything for 
which I have an unaffected scorn”. 

The phrase ‘The American Dream’ was popularised by 
the historian James Truslow Adams in his 1931 book 
Epic of America. He defined it as “that dream of a land 
in which life should be better and richer and fuller for 
every man, with opportunity for each according to his 
ability or achievement”. He said that it was not a dream 
of merely material wealth but of being able to grow to 
fullest development as man and woman, unhampered by 
the barriers which had slowly been erected in the older 
civilisations, unrepressed by social orders which had 
developed for the benefit of classes rather than for hu-
man beings of any and every class. Clearly in his view it 
is an egalitarian concept, a principle recognised long 
before in the Declaration of Independence itself: “All 
men are created equal”.  

Yet, far from being a land of opportunity, America is a 
very unequal society with a low level of social mobility. 
A large percentage have inherited their wealth: the Old 
Money represented by Tom Buchanan and Jordan Baker. 
In their view, the ‘New Money’ (nouveau riche) can't 
possibly have the same refinement, sensibility, and taste 
they have. On this basis alone, Gatsby never stood a 
chance of winning back Daisy. 

In The Great Gatsby we see that the rich protect them-
selves and cynically let others act as scapegoats for their 
own failings. The two characters who die come from 
humble beginnings, while Daisy and Tom Buchanan fall 
back into the safety of their money, and run from the 
disaster they helped to create. Their values revolve solely 
around wealth, class and power.  

Jay Gatsby, however, represents the American Dream: he 
is the self-made man who rises from rags to riches. But he 
also embodies its phoniness. Why does Gatsby make 
Daisy a vision of the ideal and an object of his romantic 
desire? The answer is that when he was a young man, she 
had the wealth and class that he lacks. In other words, the 
Dream lacks any spiritual or moral dimension. Ultimately, 
it deceives the dreamer into thinking it is noble when in 
fact it seeks the same hollow ambitions as those who are 
already blessed with wealth and privilege. Instead of being 
borne back ceaselessly into the past, America needs a  
better dream  – one that is for the many, not the few.       q 
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Nothing is Written in Stone: The Notebooks of Justin Keating 

Edited by Barbara Hussey and Anna Kealy • Lilliput Press • 2017 

Eamon Murphy 

USTIN Keating may be best re-
membered as an Irish Labour 
Party politician, serving as Minis-

ter for Industry and Commerce in Liam 
Cosgrave’s government of 1973-77. Yet 
he was also an award-winning docu-
mentary-maker, as well as an academic, 
a journalist, a veterinary surgeon, and a 
television pioneer. 
  
As well as serving two Dáil terms, he 
was also a Member of the European 
Parliament for two brief periods and 
has been described by President 
Michael D. Higgins as “a man who saw 
socialism as both essential and adapt-
able to change”. 
  
Keating was also a committed humanist, 
serving as Honorary President of the 
Humanist  Association of Ireland until 
his death in 2009. His (unfinished) note-
books have been edited by his second 
wife Barbara Hussey, and Anna Kealy. 
  
What is most striking about Nothing Is 
Written In Stone is that, despite the fact 
that the memoirs mostly cover incidents and contexts 
from several decades ago, and despite the fact that Keat-
ing died almost eight years ago and was therefore unable 
to purposefully draw parallels between the content and 
current events, there are constantly references within the 
text to ideas and themes still relevant today, both in Ire-
land and internationally. 
  
Keating’s father was an artist and his upbringing was 
fairly unconventional for its time. One amusing section 
describes his mother’s choice of the post-primary school 
he would attend. May Keating, having publicly declared 
that no priests were going to be involved in the sec-
ondary education of her sons, was approached by Father 
Stephen Brown, founder and head of the Catholic Cen-
tral Library. A free education at Clongowes Wood Col-
lege was offered (it is not mentioned in the book, in 
keeping with its modest tone, but this surely implies a 
precociousness that was evident from a very early stage). 
Though such an offer was worth a lot of money to peo-
ple of meagre means as were the family, it was declined. 

Instead, May Keating cycled from the family home in 
Ballyboden to check out the facilities on offer at Sand-

ford Park in Ranelagh, which offered a 
somewhat more multi-denominational 
option. Upon parking her bike at the 
railings, she spied the headmaster in his 
study, pursuing the parlour maid around 
the desk. This, she decided, rather than 
under the care and instruction of Jesuit 
priests, would be the ideal place for her 
sons! 
  
Though the phrase was not in vogue at 
the time, his parents were obviously 
freethinkers, and this naturally had 
an effect on the young Justin. Upon re-
laying to her the religious dogma he was 
being fed at school, his mother 
would  look at him ‘angelically’ and  tell 
him that “you can believe that if you 
like. But I don’t”. 
  
His mother actively  supported the Re-
publican side in the Spanish Civil War, 
having spent much of her formative 
years in Seville. Keating referred to the 
War, not incorrectly, as the ‘Franco rebel-
lion’, correctly naming O’Duffy’s brigade 
for what it was: a Catholic volunteer 

group of soldiers, intent on overthrowing democracy. 
This conflict, his mother’s politics, and the works of the 
Left Book Club, had a huge bearing on the formation of 
his political ideas and though he later recanted his 
Communist beliefs (leaving the Irish Workers’ Party for 
Labour) for a more centrist form of socialism, Keating’s 
sense of social justice always sat firmly on the left of the 
political spectrum. 
  
His comments on education are particularly relevant in 
the Ireland of today, including his assertion  that all 
should schools should be secular: “Religion belongs 
elsewhere”. He also advocated smaller class sizes, as 
well as more pay equality among teachers. (Keating 
interestingly questioned why university staff, of which 
he was occasionally one, should be paid more than oth-
er educators, especially given that they usually have 
other means of earning. Primary teachers are ‘in many 
ways the most important’). He believed the Irish lan-
guage should not be compulsory, though should be en-
couraged for those who wish to learn it. And he firmly 
believed that  all education should be free. “A country 
that neglects education shoots itself in the foot, or 
somewhere even more important”.                           ––>
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be secular.  

Religion belongs  
elsewhere”



Keating’s memoirs also 
tackle the (many) abus-
es of the Catholic 
Church, both in Ireland 
and abroad. Regarding 
the abuse of children 
and young women in 
the Church’s care, he 
asserts firmly that, in a 
way, “everyone knew” 
what was going on; his 
father, who was neither 
a malicious nor foul-
tongued man (and in-
deed is described by 
Keating as the most hon-
est man he ever knew) 
often referred to ‘the Christian Buggers’. Indeed, as 
someone who believed strongly in the collective respon-
sibility of government, Keating believed he too bore 
some of the blame and he was bitterly ashamed to have 
to say it. 
  
Among Keating’s other significant moves was the intro-
duction of the first legislation overseeing the exploitation 
of Ireland's gas and oil reserves – only for other less in-
corruptible politicians to undo most of his good work at 
a later date. He was instrumental in creating the Nation-
al Film Studios of Ireland at Ardmore. 
  
Impressively, to a fellow humanist like this reviewer, 
Keating was always willing to examine his beliefs and 
change them if necessary. In later life, he was able to 
admit that much of what he advised in his agricultural 
teachings (which was in large part the conventional wis-
dom of the time) was incorrect from an environmental 
point of view and that intensive farming was not envi-
ronmentally sustainable. One idea repeated throughout 
the book in different forms is that “if you show me bet-
ter, I must change”. Indeed, Keating hoped to go on 
changing throughout his life and it is reasonable, based 
on the content of the book, to assume that he did. “I 
believe each of us has a duty to rework our paradigm till 
the day we die”. 
 
He also wrote on issues like sustainable energy, ecology, 
women’s rights and animal welfare; in many cases with 
ideas well ahead of his time. Nothing Is Written In 
Stone also contains his comments on important figures 
of Ireland’s recent history, as disparate as Charles 
Haughey and Dr. Noël Browne, and characters as wide-
ranging as J.D. Bernal and Conor Cruise O’Brien. It is a 
truly absorbing chronicle of the ideas and opinions of a 
remarkable man, the likes of whose intellect and fore-
sight is unfortunately so rarely seen at the highest levels 
of Irish politics. 
  
The book also contains fascinating insights on the poli-
tics of Northern Ireland (particularly on the Arms 
Crisis), including what he refers to as the perils of na-
tionalism (“I loathe terrorism only a little more than I 
loathe nationalism”), and on Zionism.  It reads with a 
flow that should be unexpected given that the memoirs 
are, in effect, musings in a notebook that were originally 
in no particular order but were eventually compiled into 
a coherent and easily readable structure by the editors.  

It is honest yet warm 
in feel, and a highly 
recommended read. 
Nothing Is Written 
In Stone differs from 
most Irish political 
memoirs in that it is 
the opposite of a 
self-serving recollec-
tions of events that 
are usually already 
well chronicled. In-
stead, Keating aimed 
to draw the line be-
tween the events that 
shaped his life and 
the conclusions he 

drew from them. The introduction from the author 
states that it is that which he hopes we might find inter-
esting, and most readers assuredly will.                          q   

17

 Irish Freethinker and 

The Irish Cabinet, 1973-77; Justin Keating is back row right

A little girl was sitting on her grandfather's lap as he read 
her a bedtime story.  
From time to time, she would take her eyes off the book 
and reach up to touch his wrinkled cheek.  
She was alternately stroking her own cheek, then his 
again.  
Finally she spoke up, "Grandpa, did God make you?"  
"Yes, sweetheart," he answered, "God made me a long 
time ago."  
"Oh," she paused, "Grandpa, did God make me too?"  
"Yes, indeed, honey," he said, "God made you just a little 
while ago."  
Feeling their respective faces again, she observed,  
"God's getting better at it, isn't he ?” 

“My God, Philip, she’s bringing the DUP”.

Ian Knox, Irish News



                                                Books   Why Economics Needs a Revolution 
The Econocracy 

Joe Earle, Cahal Moran and Zach Ward-Perkins • Manchester University Press • 2017 

The Editor 

UAN YANG studied politics, 
philosophy and economics. In her 
philosophy classes, the teachers 

encouraged her to ask questions about 
everything. What is it to know some-
thing? What are the roots of ethics? 
What’s the point of having a government 
and education provided by the state? 
And so on. However, while she struggled 
in philosophy classes with these funda-
mental questions about the fabric of the 
world and our place in it, in her econom-
ic classes there was no questioning at all. 
“It was as if we’d walked into a very 
specifically prepared room and we just 
had to accept that”. 

As the authors of this compelling wake-
up call to the economics profession sug-
gest, the abilities to think critically and 
independently are two skills that are universally agreed 
to be important parts of education, yet they are largely 
absent from most economics teaching. One basic as-
sumption of many economists is that economics is a sci-
ence like physics or chemistry, and therefore it is only 
necessary to learn its laws. This implies a very mechani-
cal view of the world in which economies are composed 
of agents who interact in a way based on well-behaved, 
predictable mathematical rules. 

Another general assumption is that these scientific laws 
are found in neoclasssical theory. This term as applied to 
economics was formulated by Thorstein Veblen in 1900 
in reference to the modernised classical theory of Adam 
Smith and others that was under way in the writings of 
William Jevons, Leon Walras and Alfred Marshall. They 
wanted to change the name of the discipline from the tra-
ditional term ‘political economy’ to ‘economics’ to signify 
a pure science free of political bias or value judgments. 

Neoclassical economics (or neoliberalism) assumes that 
the economy is made up of individual, self-interested, 
rational agents whose primary aim is to optimise goals 
and that, through the interaction of consumers maximis-
ing satisfaction or utility and producers maximising prof-
its, a balance or equilibrium will be reached in which 
demand and supply are equal and markets are ‘cleared’.  

Neoclassical theory is a kind of religion in which the 
market is a god, its professional exponents are the high 
priests, and their textbooks are the Bibles of the faith. 

Students, the trainees for the priesthood, 
are tested on how well they have memo-
rised the catechism. And of course, like 
many religions, it is ‘written in tongues’ 
and riddled with secrecy and obfuscation 
so that the layman is largely excluded 
from a proper understanding. 

Adam Smith called the market mecha-
nism ‘the invisible hand’, guiding the 
economy towards a socially beneficial 
result. Although each individual pursues 
his/her own interests, sellers produce the 
most desired and beneficial goods cheap-
ly and efficiently because competition 
bids down prices and because the seller 
who produces the most desired and ben-
eficial goods gains the greatest market 
share and revenues. 

Neoclassical economics dominated western economies 
until the Great Depression of the 1930s. Clearly, the free 
market failed as millions were unemployed and another 
approach was needed. Keynes argued  that, as aggregate 
demand is volatile and unstable, a market economy will 
often experience inefficient macroeconomic outcomes. 
These can be tackled by direct intervention by the state 
through monetary and fiscal policy to boost demand and 
end the depression. This approach was adopted in both 
America and Germany in the 1930s and the UK in the 
1940s. It worked, at least until the 1970s, and a Keyne-
sian consensus dominated economic policy until the neo-
classical model experienced a renaissance, beginning with 
Reagan and Thatcher. It has dominated the economic 
policies of many western countries ever since. 

Yet it failed to predict and forestall the financial crisis of 
2008, the worst since the 1930s. Indeed, how could it do 
these things since it is based on the assumption of stabili-
ty and equilibrium? All it can do is to label the crisis as 
an ‘exogenous shock’, i.e. it came from outside the sys-
tem. This means that it cannot explain what caused the 
shock and how it could have been prevented. During a 
visit in 2009 the Queen herself asked a group of LSE 
economists why none of them had seen it coming. She 
received a three-page missive in reply, stating that it “was 
principally a failure of the collective imagination of many 
bright people, both in this country and internationally, to 
understand the risks to the system as a whole” (Observ-
er, 26th July 2009). The ‘bright people’ were of course 
the economists themselves.                                          ––>
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Clearly a weakness of the market is that it fails to avoid 
recessions. Market failure generally applies to any situa-
tion where true social costs and benefits are relevant. 
Examples include public goods like defence and the po-
lice. It also applies to merit goods such as health and 
education which would be under provided in a free mar-
ket and to demerit goods such as pollution which would 
be over provided. The difference between social and pri-
vate costs and benefits are usually called externalities. 
Pollution is a negative externality and research and de-
velopment is a positive externality. 

The whole area of the environment presents a funda-
mental challenge to neoclassical economics. From the 
above it is clearly treated as ‘subservient’ to the economy 
rather than a central concern. A system that focuses on 
prices and outputs as the key aspects of economic policy 
will inevitably neglect the role of the broader ecosystem. 
It presents an individualistic view of the world, where 
natural resources are just one of many available inputs 
to production, wants are endless, welfare is primarily a 
function of material consumption, and growth in the size 
of the economy is the main objective. In contrast, the 
vision underpinning ecological economics is a world in 
which the economy is a subsystem of the ecosystem, and 
where well-being is determined by a range of factors, 
only some of which are quantifiable. Ultimately, the eco-
logical framework sees the environment as valuable in 
and of itself and not merely in relation to humans. 

Last, but by no means least, a further failure of neoclas-
sical economics is inequality – in income, wealth, re-
gions, race and gender. It assumes that the distribution of 
income is a matter of supply and demand and interven-
tions merely serve to disrupt these forces. But what then 
of social improvement? Does that mean that it is not 
possible? In the early 20th century Vilfredo Pareto ar-
gued that a social change should only be deemed an im-
provement when it makes some people better off with-
out making anyone worse off. This is usually described 
as a situation of Pareto optimality. But in reality there 
are very few changes that hurt no one. So Pareto opti-
mality is really a recipe for maintaining the status quo. It 
can be taken to imply laissez faire: let things be. 

The subject of inequality illustrates perfectly why eco-
nomics would benefit from being more grounded in in-
stitutional, social and political analysis. The authors rec-
ommend a pluralist approach in which multiple perspec-
tives are open for debate. Economics education, instead 
of being purely a kind of knowledge ‘transfer’ from 
teacher to student receptacles, should be a joint explo-
ration between the students and the teacher. Critical 
thinking and reflection should be at the heart of re-
formed economics education. The role of universities is 
surely to inspire students to want to learn, not provide a 
mechanical pathway of lectures and exams. 

The authors define ‘econocracy as “a society in which 
political goals are defined in terms of their effect on the 
economy, which is believed to be a distinct system with 
its own logic that requires experts to manage it”. In oth-
er words, the orthodox view is that only those with eco-
nomic expertise can understand the economy. In a sense 
they would agree with Michael Gove who compared 
economists to the scientists in Nazi Germany and de-

clared that “the people of this country have had enough 
of experts”. But it is doubtful if Gove was referring to 
neoclassical economists. The authors agree that eco-
nomics discourse is littered with the use of jargon, maths 
and statistics which serve to exclude non-expert citizens 
from conversations about issues that often directly im-
pact their lives. Economics needs to be democratised, 
which doesn’t mean that it should be watered down but 
that experts should inform our decisions without neces-
sarily making them for us. 

Econocracy is an important, well reasoned book, yet it 
has barely been reviewed in the mainstream media and 
the neoclassical elites are still in power: in government, 
in the City and in the universities. On the positive side, 
however, the authors have founded a network called 
Rethinking Economics which has grown to 43 cam-
paigns across 15 countries. Even in the British Civil Ser-
vice there is now an Exploring Economics network 
which is pushing for alternative approaches in policy 
making. The economics revolution is on its way.           q  
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Goodbye Little Friend 

THEY say a loved child has many names. Well that applies 
to loved pets too. On Saturday, June 17, we took my little 
Snoopy, Snoopy bear, Wee Chicken/Lamb/Birdie, or just 
‘my wee doggie’, our 18- year- old bijon frise, to the vet 
for the last time. She was blind, deaf, epileptic, had heart 
problems and probably dementia. 

In her last few days I held her and stroked her as much as 
I could and gave her donuts coated in sugar and many 
other things you wouldn’t normally give to a dog. We 
carried her asleep in her bed into the vet (below), and 
she slipped away surrounded by her beloved smelly 
blankets and our hands, and I cried so much I could see 
my tears bouncing off the vet’s table. And I didn’t care. 

She’d gone from being my lively little friend, who bur-
rowed in the laundry for a sock to let you know she 
wanted to play ‘tug’, or who instigated a game of stair 
tennis by flinging a ball from her mouth and down the 
stairs and then barking for someone to throw it back, to a 
helpless little baby who had to be carried out to the gar-
den to go to the loo. But we never lost that precious bond 
that can occur between human and animal, and even at 
the end her wee tail wagged when I petted her. 

Goodbye my tiny friend. I’m so glad we found each other. 

Shelley Leggett



Collateral Relief 
Colin Corkey 

 
 

S an artist I am often driven to create work as a 
direct response to political/social issues. The ten-
dency for the visual arts to be tucked away in 

some ideal, unrealistic 'comfort zone' is all too common. 
The cushioning of art within a ‘safe place’ is fuelled by 
society’s popular notion that art should exist purely to 
please and entertain.  

International names in the art world such as the German 
artist Anselm Kiefer or China's Ai Wei Wei are only two 
examples who show immense courage  – both fearless in 
exposing appalling social injustices in today's world. Los 
Desastres de la Guerra, Goya's series of war etchings, 
remain today as some of the most courageous images in 
history. 

The so called strategic 
bombing of cities in the 
Middle East, in particular 
the city of Aleppo in Syria, 
was the essential catalyst 
for the genesis of this 
work. Those horrifying 
scenes of the plight of in-
nocent people caught in 
such circumstances which 
we witness on our televi-
sion screens bombard our 
visual senses daily to the 
point of almost complete 
annulment. The work itself 
seeks neither to illustrate 
nor necessarily to focus on 
one particular episode. 
Rather, as a piece of art,  
I would hope it transcends 
the particular and reaches 
into other areas making 
some reference to, for ex-
ample, our own recent 
troubled past. 

Taking a year to complete, the true meaning of the work 
lies in the process of execution. The celebrated Scottish 
shamanistic painter of the 20th century, Alan Davie, 
talked about the physicality of painting, like rolling up 
one’s sleeves and ‘cleaning out the drains’, not being 
afraid to ‘muck in’, as it were. As I embarked tentatively 
on the work, not knowing where it was going to lead, I 
was very aware of the challenge it presented both in 
terms of scale and of the process involved. The risk  
factor prevailed throughout, but I was reminded of the 
words of renowned artist and academic Gerhard 
Richter: “to be able to do something is never a sufficient 
reason for doing it”. 

The process involved cutting little off-cuts of wood 
(mostly cedar) around 800 in all, and subjecting them in 
stages to burning in the garden kiln, which is normally 
used for low fired ceramic. Numerous pieces were lost 
completely in the fire but around half the original number 
survived, charred, scorched and distorted. These were 
painstakingly glued onto a 20 sq. ft. reinforced plywood 
panel which was then laid on the ground and a coating of 
glue applied to the whole surface. A bag of tightly packed 
wood ash was placed in the centre. A table and stepladder 
enabled me to be suitably positioned so that I could drop 
a heavy boulder on to the bag which exploded on impact 
covering the entire area. Not a fraction of the surface es-
caped being smothered by a layer of ash.                         q 
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Finished Product (detail)

Work in Progress (detail)
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Born Again 
12 Steps to Surviving Christian Fundamentalism  

(Especially as a gay kid with Tourettes Syndrome) 
Step 4: No, Clapping and banging on pots is not going to get rid of your son’s 

Tourettes Syndrome 

Thomas Bryan Rambo 

 was so young when I was diagnosed with 
Tourettes Syndrome that it’s all kind of a blur. I 
remember my mother asking me, with a concerned 

face, why I was behaving in certain ways. A meaningful 
answer wouldn’t come. I wasn’t that aware of my own 
actions. My ‘ticks’, as they’re called, weren’t something 
of which I was cognisant. I couldn’t look at myself so 
objectively.  
  
We went to a ‘doc-in-the-box’. That’s what my uncle 
calls GPs. In small-town America, GPs commonly prac-
tise out of compact strip malls. The 
recipe of a 1980/90s small-town 
American strip mall would read 
something like: 5 units left to right — 
pizza place, video rental store, doc-
in-the-box, dollar store, vacant unit. 
As you can imagine, the doc-in-the-
box was well out of his depth with 
my ticks and promptly passed us up 
the medical food chain. Eventually we landed in the 
office of a specialist nurse practitioner in Atlanta. I had 
Tourette’s Syndrome. 
  
I should say now that, if you met me today, you proba-
bly wouldn’t suspect any of this. The ticks of my early 
childhood have long ago left me. A characteristic of 
Tourette’s Syndrome is that sometimes the ticks dissolve 
and disappear with age. As well as that, I was medicat-
ed against them for most of my teenage years. I still 
have little foibles that most people would attribute to 
nothing more than strange habits and, for all practical 
purposes, that’s what they are. In any event, the popular 
image held of someone with Tourette’s Syndrome – for 
example, a person compulsively shouting swearwords 
or barking like a dog – isn’t reflected in me. Around the 
age of 7, however, it was a different story. 
  
I never had any of the stereotypical ticks like the ones 
above, but the ticks I did have were nonetheless star-
tling. There were two main manifestations. The first 
was a hiccuping sound that I made many times in rapid 
succession. The other was a jerking motion I would 
perform with my arm. I would sort-of pull my arms 
into my side very quickly and forcibly. The best way 
I’ve found to explain to people what it’s like having 
Tourette’s is to imagine having an itch. We all know 

what that’s like. You get an itch somewhere on your 
skin, and your instinct is to scratch it and make it go 
away. Tourette’s is like that, except it’s a mental itch and 
it can only be satisfied by completing the ‘tick’ action, 
whatever that action is. 
  
Fortunately for me, mine never involved the word ‘shit‘ 
or anything worse. By the time I was diagnosed with 
Tourette’s Syndrome my mother was well into the Born 
Again Christian (BAC) stuff. I’m thankful, however, 
that she still had enough sense within her to accept the 

medical advice of the nurse practi-
tioner. There’s many BACs who are 
fiercely antagonistic to modern medi-
cine. Basically they think that trying 
to heal people through modern med-
ical knowledge and technology is 
“going against God’s plan”. 
  
Yes, the American medical community 

is a bit trigger happy with pills, but the medication I 
was put on helped me. There don’t seem to be any last-
ing side effects, and it allowed me to navigate my pre-
teen/early-teen years without the added stress of draw-
ing unwanted attention to myself. A kid’s worst night-
mare, right? 
  
Even though my mother more-or-less accepted the place 
of modern medicine within society, she also instilled in 
me and my two sisters the idea that there was a spiritu-
al reason for most things in life. Even little everyday 
occurrences could be a message from god. For example, 
my mother would often start her day by reading the 
bible. If that morning she encountered something in the 
text that referenced, let’s say, something falling over, 
and later that morning a cup of juice fell off the table 
and broke, it would be a message from god. 
  
As you can imagine, if such small events could be at-
tributed to divine intervention, there should have been 
no question about the underlying spiritual reasons for 
the bigger things in life, like your son being diagnosed 
with Tourette’s Syndrome. 
  
Like any other group of people, there are fads that spi-
ral in and out of BAC circles. A huge cottage industry 
exists in America geared towards BACs.                   ––>
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‘Christian book stores’ are chock full of works that ei-
ther instigate or perpetuate these fads. When I say ‘fad’, I 
mean a concept that gets adopted, repeated, and fixated 
upon by groups of BACs. 
  
Like, for example, ‘generational bondage’. That was a 
popular one when I was growing up. There were all 
kinds of things that would be attributed to generational 
bondage. Basically, if there was anything in someone’s 
life (or the life of someone they knew) that they didn’t 
particularly appreciate (for example physical ailments, a 
death, a drug problem, inability to find meaningful em-
ployment, strained family relationships) it could be easily 
explained through the lens of generational bondage. The 
concept is basically that ‘the enemy’ (Satan, god’s arch 
nemesis) can cast what is basically a curse (although 
BACs wouldn’t usually use the word ‘curse’) on a person 
or family, resulting in the unappreciated life circum-
stance. 
  
These generational curses they call bondage. It means 
that if an individual is not ‘right with god’ (being ‘right’ 
with god seems to have no clear definition) then the in-
dividual not only has to worry about negative repercus-
sions for themselves, but also for future family members 
in generations to come. 
  
A similar concept that BACs love is that a family can 
have a ‘spirit’. Kind of like the family is haunted. It’s 
basically the same as generational bondage; just different 
terminology. My mother was convinced that our family 
carried the ‘spirit of Jezebel’. I always knew that she ul-
timately viewed my Tourette’s Syndrome (and probably 
my homosexuality as well) as being a result of our fami-
ly’s ‘spirit of Jezebel’. 
  
I spent many nights as a child unable to fall asleep be-
cause of a hysterical ruckus occurring outside my bed-
room door. It was my mother roaming the hallways of 
our house doing battle with the spirit of Jezebel or some 
other muppet her prayer group had convinced her was 
residing in our house. “I command you to leave this 
house, in Jesus’ name”, she would yell. The worn-out 
padding of her bedroom slippers making a swooshing 
noise as she shuffled along the brown carpet. “You have 
no place here, Satan! This house has been bought and 
paid for by the blood of Jesus Christ. I command you 
and all your servants to leave here in the name of Jesus”. 
She’d clap her hands sometimes after such interjections. 
BACs believe that clapping one’s hands has ramifications 
in the spiritual dimension and that the enemy, that is to 
say Satan, finds it more difficult to stalk you if you clap. 
  
As an interesting aside, I think my mother picked up her 
clapping technique from a conference she attended with 
a bunch of other BACs to pray against the lottery. It was 
a kind of spiritual protest. Hundreds of them gathered in 
an auditorium. They brought pots, pans, metal tools, 
rubbish bin covers, basically anything they could bang 
on. Can you imagine such a scene? Hundreds of grown 
adults thinking that banging on pots and clapping loudly 
is going to make an imaginary super villain, who resides 
in an invisible spiritual dimension, reverse his plan of 
enslaving people with the Georgia Lottery. It’s almost 
unimaginable but hey, these are the people who voted 
for Donald Trump, after all. 

To BACs, putting the phrase ‘in Jesus’ name’ at the end 
of anything is basically like saying ‘Abracadabraa!’ And 
in case that wasn’t enough, a good clap should boost the 
mojo. Like dropping a banana in the Mario Cart video 
games; it’s not essential to winning, but certainly doesn’t 
hurt. I’ve heard people simultaneously offer prayer re-
quests to ‘god’ and, in the next breath, dictate edicts to 
‘the enemy’, telling him things they want him to stop 
doing; all the while punctuating each sentence with 
an ‘in Jesus’ name’ for good measure. 
  
“Thank you Lord Jesus for your unfailing love, and we 
command you to leave, Satan, in Jesus’ name. Oh yes, 
God, you are always faithful. You have no place here, 
enemy, in the name of Jesus [CLAP]”. My mother would 
repeat this kind of disjointed mantra outside my bedroom 
door on many a concerned night during my childhood. 
  
It was for my benefit that she waged this ridiculous ex-
change with thin air. One can only pity a woman who, 
after many difficult life situations including losing a hus-
band, gets brainwashed by a religious cult and then dis-
covers her son has a rare and unsettling condition. A son 
who is clearly gay, which, according to the atmosphere 
of her cultural surroundings and certainly her new found 
extremist religious views, is a really bad thing; probably 
worse than any nervous system disorder. 
  
She had a choice: she could either accept me, totally and 
unconditionally as I was: a gay kid with Tourette’s Syn-
drome; or she could try to change the situation. By 
which I mean ‘change me’. She chose the latter. It’s a dif-
ficult and somewhat self-pitying thing to admit, but I 
spent most of my growing-up years believing that I was 
deeply flawed. I attribute the main cause of this feeling 
to my religious surroundings. 
  
Firstly, I always knew that I was gay. Those closest to me, 
and authority figures at church (who, I was being told, 
were basically god’s spokespeople), said that being gay 
was as bad as it could get. More than anything else, god 
didn’t like people being gay; god didn’t like me being me. 
  
Secondly, I had a strange condition, which I was being 
told had spiritual (that is to say, mysterious and indefin-
able) causes. One of the most negative aspects of reli-
gion, and certainly Born Again Christianity, is the idea 
that a person comes into this world ‘not good enough’ 
and that we need something from outside to make us 
okay. The Born Again Christianity that gave my mother 
a sense of stability and comfort in her life gave me fear 
with a pinch of self-loathing. 
  
As a child, I should have been told that I was okay just 
as I was. That if I was gay, it was okay to be gay, and if 
people didn’t like it, it was their problem, not mine. 
When I was diagnosed with Tourette’s Syndrome I 
should have been told that everyone deals with ailments 
and conditions during their lives and it’s a completely 
natural part of the human experience. I certainly didn’t 
need spiritual hocus-pocus shouted to ‘the spirit of 
Jezebel’ outside of my bedroom door at night. Hocus-
pocus being shouted by my mother who was trying to 
‘deal’ with the things that were ‘wrong’ with me. My 
mother’s blind belief in spiritual causes for things that 
happen in reality infected my young consciousness   –––>  
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and tainted my ability to navigate the journey of my 
growing-up years, when a young-person is attempting 
to figure out who they are. 
  
I absorbed a lot more self-deprecation that I ever should 
have. Again, it’s hard to admit, but there were times 
during my youth when I contemplated the idea that my 
very birth was somehow involved in this insane spiritu-
al battle between ‘god’ and ‘the enemy’. 
  
You see, my mother had a difficult birth with me. She 
needed an emergency C-section because the umbilical 
chord had gotten wrapped around my neck. I thought 
that "the enemy" had been trying to kill me during my 
birth, because of my family’s "spiritual bondage". At 
other times, I entertained the idea that the umbilical 
cord being wrapped around my neck was actually ‘god’ 
trying to keep me from being born, for reasons I’ll save 
for another part in this series. 
  
In any event, I was a kid with a big imagination, being 
confronted with nonsense of massive proportions. My 
self-confidence and sense of worth were dealt a massive 
blow during a time in my life when they needed all the 

propping up they could get. Dealt a massive blow not 
from being gay or having Tourette’s Syndrome, but 
from religious extremism which shunned both these 
ways of being.  
  
I think society is currently going through a reckoning 
process with religion. Certainly, adults should have 
every right to assert their religious freedom to their 
hearts’ content, but why should those adult religious-
extremists be allowed to destabilise their children with 
their religious extremism? 
  
It’s a tough question. But what I do know is that I cer-
tainly didn’t benefit from my mother’s religious extrem-
ism. Especially given that I was already dealing with 
circumstances that most people can’t imagine. 
  
Most people aren’t gay, most people don’t have 
Tourette’s Syndrome, not to mention that most people 
didn’t lose one of their parents at a very young age. Isn’t 
that enough for a young kid to deal with? Why should 
that kid have the added burden of thinking he’s being 
stalked by some imaginary ‘spirit of Jezebel’? It’s just 
too much. Religion is too much!                                   q         


