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IGHT-wing populism is on the increase across 
the Globe. The US, Brazil, India, Austria, Hun-
gary and Poland have radical right-wing politi-

cians as leaders or in Government. Far right parties 
have also made major electoral gains in countries 
like Sweden, France and Germany. In Ireland the 
formation of the National Party and Identity Ireland 
in 2016, proclaiming anti-immigration and racist 
policies, is of major concern as well. 

In the light of these worrying developments several 
Trade Union Councils in the North of Ireland met in 
April this year to discuss what trade unionists can 
possibly do to raise awareness of this trend and 
how the trade union movement in general can 
possibly combat the prejudice and discrimination 
promoted by far right political groups. 

During the meeting it was acknowledged that the 
trade union movement in Ireland had a long and 
proud history of challenging prejudice, bigotry and 
discrimination but that there was a greater urgency 
now to do more. 

While the meeting did not come to any definitive 
conclusion as to how to stop the growth of right-
wing ideology it did outline the importance of de-
veloping in conjunction with other progressive 
civic bodies the possibility of formulating a Charter 
of Tolerance to tackle prejudice and racist intoler-
ance. 

The role of Hope Not Hate, a anti-racist group in 
the UK, was highlighted as a positive development 
which is supported by Brendan Cox through the 
memorial fund of his wife, Jo Cox. The Belfast 
Trades Council interestingly plan to hold a meeting 
on 15th May to launch a new book written by 
Matthew Collins, ex-National Front/BNP and now 
an activist in Hope Not Hate in the John Hewitt, 
Pub, Donegall Street, Belfast. 

It is interesting to note that US Christian funda-
mentalist groups have poured millions of dollars of 
'dark money' into Europe, boosting the far right. 
For example, the Alliance Defending Freedom re-
cently co-sponsored a conference in Italy with 
Dignitatis Humanae Institute, a Catholic organisa-
tion supported by the far right campaigner Steve 
Bannon. The same group is also partners with the 
World Congress of Families [WCF] which has been 
designated a hate group by the Southern Poverty 
Law Centre, a well respected American nonprofit 
legal advocacy organisation specialising in civil 
rights based in Montgomery, Alabama, for its 
campaigning against LGBT and human rights. Re-
cently the WCF held a conference in Verona, Italy, 

attended by several far-right European activists, 
including the Italian prime minister Matteo Salvini, 
leader of the far-right party the League. 

We all need to be vigilant as to the rise of the far-
right and its insidious neo-fascist ideology in sow-
ing division and hatred especially of minority eth-
nic groups in Ireland. 

Finally I would like to finish off by sharing this 
statement by L.R.Knost  – Little Hearts/Gentle  
Parenting Resources: Facebook, dated 6th April. 

A little girl was murdered in Auschwitz in April 
1944. When later questioned about mass murder 
of innocent children, women, and men, the sol-
diers who committed the atrocities said with com-
plete conviction: “They weren't innocent, they 
were Jews”. 

We must never, ever deny the power of words,of 
discrimination, of dehumanisation. The path to 
atrocity isn't as long and complex as we would like 
to believe. It's a short and well-trodden path that 
starts with stoking fear of 'others', quickly esca-
lates to those 'others' being labelled en mass as 
criminals, leeches, disease-ridden, dangerous, 
then comes the dehumanising language: 'vermin', 
'roaches', 'animals'. And once they are no longer 
viewed as human, our reason, compassion and 
love, our humanity, is lost. 

Pay attention, friends. And when you hear some-
one, ANYONE, say something dehumanising or 
treat someone, ANYONE, as less than human, 
speak up. 

This is a shortened version of the powerful warn-
ing made by L.R.Knost. We all need to be vigilant. 
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The Philosophy of Compromise 

Brian Mcclinton  

OMPROMISE is an ambivalent concept. It can 
be seen positively as a sign of cooperation but 
negatively as an immoral agreement, a sign of 

betrayal or watering down of principles. In Northern 
Ireland it is frequently presented as a dirty word, con-
noting a surrender of ideals and commitment to truth 
that demonstrates weakness or lack of integrity.  
Chamberlain’s compromise with Hitler at Munich over 
Czechoslovakia is often cited as the archetypal com-
promise which was in reality a capitulation to a bully.  

We may also talk of a person or his principles being 
‘compromised’ when we mean that his action has un-
dermined, or more likely destroyed, his integrity. In-
deed, the word can be taken to mean almost anything 
bad. If we say that an important mission has been 
‘compromised’, we 
mean that it is in dan-
ger of failure. 

Compromise may be 
seen as immoral be-
cause the alleged rights 
in the conflict are not 
regarded as equally 
legitimate. Instead, 
there is assumed to be 
an objective moral 
truth which cannot be 
bartered. “There can be 
no compromise be-
tween good and evil” is 
a frequent slogan. It is 
also said that we should not compromise our principles 
because it is these moral and political beliefs that con-
stitute who ‘we’ are. They are a stamp of our identity, 
and therefore a clear and unequivocal stand in their 
defence is a matter of integrity. If we are passionately 
committed to some principle, then to make concessions 
seems to be a betrayal of ourselves, or else it reveals a 
weak will, a lapse of reason, a lack of sincerity, or just 
plain hypocrisy. 

Yet, if we think about it, compromise is THE guiding 
principle of social life. On the micro level, we compro-
mise all the time with our siblings, spouse, parents, 
children, neighbours, friends, work colleagues, fellow 
walkers, cyclists, motorists, and so on. If we didn’t, then 
life would be a constant war of each against all.  

On the macro level, government is necessary because 
we have different aims, priorities and preferences which 
need to be resolved, and compromise is the main tool 
by which politicians hammer out such conflict resolu-
tion. If we all agreed with each other, we would not 
need government at all. In short,  compromise occurs in 

all behaviour involving human interactions, whether 
personal or political. We do not often achieve our first 
priority, either as individuals or as collectives. 

Yet compromise as a philosophical or political concept 
is practically non-existent. After all, it is not an ideal 
but at best a second-best, and theory tends to focus on 
ideals. Nevertheless, if we define compromise as settling 
differences by mutual concessions, then it is more often 
than not a good in itself. It is indeed a Humanist virtue 
and essential to a philosophical outlook, even though 
philosophy itself has often been dragged along abso-
lutist routes.  

For many years, European philosophy typified by 
Descartes tended to be described as ‘rationalist’, stress-

ing the mind and the use 
of reason as the primary 
means of understanding 
reality, whereas British 
philosophy, as typified 
by Hume, tended to be 
‘empiricist’, focusing on 
sensory experience and 
direct evidence. Kant 
realised that a middle 
ground was more realis-
tic and that both reason 
and empirical evidence 
are necessary. ‘Kant’s 
compromise’, as it is 
sometimes called, has 

set the main path for 
philosophy ever since (which is not to say that all 
philosophers have followed it). 

THE ABSURDITY OF ABSOLUTES 

MANY of our religious and political leaders say that 
there can be no compromise with the truth, which 
should ‘win’. But rejecting compromise is frequently not 
about winning at all but about making sure the other 
side loses. In any case it implies an absolute concept of 
‘truth’, which is a fundamentalist religious concept. But 
while matters of fact are either true or false, values are 
a different matter altogether. It is precisely the adher-
ence to fundamentalist values that caused so much mis-
ery and suffering throughout the last century. Think of 
the obsession with national or racial purity in Nazi 
Germany or the slavish commitment to dogmatic social-
ism in Stalinist Russia. Absolute beliefs, whether in poli-
tics or religion, are literally killing faiths. 

Take any absolute value to its logical conclusion and 
you end up with an absurdity. Consider the imposition 
of free market ideology in Thatcher’s Britain,           ––>
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“All government  – indeed every human benefit and enjoyment, 
every virtue and every prudent act  – is founded on compromise 
and barter. We balance inconveniences, we give and take; we 
remit some rights, that we may enjoy others; and we choose 
rather to be happy citizens than subtle disputants ” – Edmund 
Burke (1775) 

“Compromise is odious to passionate natures because it seems a 
surrender, and to intellectual natures because it seems a confu-
sion; but to the inner man, to the profound Psyche within us, 
whose life is warm, nebulous and plastic, compromise seems the 
path of profit and justice”   – George Santayana. 

“The opposite of compromise is not idealism, but fanaticism, 
which is equal to death”    – Amos Oz 
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where absolute ‘freedom’ ultimately produced the ‘law 
of the jungle’ and the denial of freedom to all but the 
rich and powerful (what Karl Popper called ‘the para-
dox of freedom’).  

Or consider the search for equality in the Soviet Union, 
which resulted in the reduction of nearly everyone to 
the lowest common denominator and an almost com-
plete absence of freedom. Clearly, in terms of the eco-
nomic and social organisation of society, there has to be 
a compromise between the market and the state, be-
tween freedom and equality. There is no sensible alter-
native to some form of ‘mixed economy’, though the 
nature and extent of the mixture is open to debate. 

Consider also the concept of democracy. Western soci-
eties which so describe themselves are not direct democ-
racies in the ancient Greek sense but ‘representative’ 
and ‘liberal’ democracies. Here too compromises or 
modifications are implied. Absolute, direct democracy 
in the modern world would be impractical, indeed 
chaotic – very little would ever actually get done. 
Moreover, in ‘liberal’ democracies majority wishes are 
not always paramount but often have to give way to the 
rights of individuals and minorities. Even these basic 
rights themselves, like freedom of speech, are never ab-
solutes but subject to exceptions in certain circum-
stances, as with racial, religious or personal abuse. 

Concepts such as ‘sovereignty’ and ‘nation’ are also 
fundamentalist absurdities. No state is an island cut off 
from others: the globalisation of economic life, the 
worldwide environmental threat, the universality of 
popular culture and sport, and the global media village 
have all put paid to that idea. We share ‘sovereignty’ 
with others, which means that it is inevitably, and right-
ly, diluted and compromised. Indeed, by sharing sover-
eignty, we may actually achieve greater freedom.  

The UK joined the EU as the ‘sick man of Europe’, but 
its economic performance inside became among the 
best. Politically, it can be argued that membership also 
increased the UK’s leverage among the world’s main 
powers. Indeed, pooling sovereignty enables a country 
to achieve a range of objectives that it cannot achieve 
on its own, such as controlling climate change,  scientif-
ic and medical research, and constraining other states’ 
aggressive foreign policies or nuclear programmes. 
Compromise with sovereignty in this case ensured that 
there was victory for both the UK and the EU and no 
losers. This truth was lost on the 17.4 million who vot-
ed for Brexit in the 2016 referendum. 

In the complex and pluralistic planet we inhabit, a sin-
gle perspective – political, economic, cultural or reli-
gious – is never likely to triumph completely. Simple 
‘solutions’ are therefore largely delusional and frequent-
ly destructive. Freedom and equality; the market and 
the state; law and justice; order and disorder; individual 
or  majority rights; nation and supra-nation. The ma-
ture politics of now and the future is a constant search 
for compromises or give-and-take between these abso-
lutes. That indeed is the case in any successful relation-
ship at any level. Seeking a compromise or Third Way is 
the sane and sensible way to approach fundamental 
conflicts whether personal or political.                        q                                              
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Humanist Association of Ireland 
Meetings

Sunday 12th May
Travelling Sunday Meeting in Sligo town  

– Details to follow  (see humanism.ie)
 

Sunday 16th June
A Walking Tour of St. Stephen’s Green 

with Donal Fallon, 15.00
Donal Fallon is a lecturer and historian 

based in Dublin

Truly this man is the son of god
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Journey to  
Veganism 

WAS very surprised to 
read in the last issue of 
IFH (Mar-Apr) that Lothar 

Luken in his article The Religion of Veganism suspects people 
become vegan because of psychological issues. He proposes 
that self hatred as humans leads to an exaggerated regard for 
animals helped along by doses of Winnie the Pooh, Lassie, Flip-
per and Bambi. He also believes ‘this new dietary virtue’ fills the 
sin gap left by the decline of Christianity and its sexual morality 
that bred fear and guilt.


I hardly know where to begin to defend myself. But let me try. 
Veganism is not a ‘post New Age religion’ and can be traced 
back to more than 2000 years ago. In 500BCE Greek philoso-
pher Pythagoras promoted benevolence among all species and 
followed a vegan diet. At around the same time Siddārtha Gau-
tama was discussing vegetarianism with his followers. More 
recently, Percy Bysshe Shelley also objected to eggs and dairy 
on ethical grounds.


I stopped eating meat after accidentally seeing a film about 
what happens in an abattoir – I was bathing my new baby at 
the time and couldn’t turn over to avoid the horror. The next 
day when I tried to eat the spaghetti Bolognese I’d made I had 
a flashback to the cow I had seen the day before in the pro-
gramme just as the bolt gun was put to its head. The look in its 
eyes will haunt me forever. That was over 30 years ago and I 
haven’t eaten meat since. At first I continued eating fish, but 
after a while it dawned on me that being dragged out of your 
habitat via a hook embedded in your throat probably isn’t the 
best way to end your life, and I stopped eating fish.


Many years later I watched the film Vegucated, mistakenly 
thinking it would be about vegetables and how to grow and 
cook them. After a few minutes of seeing male chicks being 
thrown into whirling blades, pigs who’d tried to flee what they 
obviously sensed was something bad about to happen to them 
being dragged back by their hind legs, and male calves being 
shot at birth, I could take no more. In tears I switched it off and 
started using free range eggs. However, some time later I dis-
covered that ‘free range’ isn’t as nice as it sounds, and male 
chicks are still ‘disposed’ of, so I stopped eating eggs. I now 
make scrambled tofu flavoured with garlic and onion and 
coloured with saffron or turmeric, and my family love it.


I also learned that dairy cows mourn their little calves and are 
pumped full of antibiotics to ward off the recurrent infections 
they get from repeated enforced pregnancies to keep them 
producing milk. So I gave up milk and switched to soya.


Lothar also accuses soy production of clocking up wasteful 
food miles, which I believe is true but, according to Alpro, the 
company that produces sustainable soya based products, 
which I use,  soya  production uses  four times less water than 
milk, two times less land and causes two and a half times less 
emissions. He also points out that its production destroys rain-
forests, but then that will be carried out by people who believe 
humans are superior to animals so can dispose of them and 
their habitats as they like… Yet Lothar accuses plant eaters of 
feeling superior when, in fact, it’s because they don’t feel supe-
rior to other living creatures that makes them horrified at the 
thought of eating them.
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Lothar also wants to know what vegans would do with mos-
quitoes, rats etc, and asks what should be done about spi-
ders killing insects, robins and badgers eating worms and 
various other comparisons. Personally, I insisted on humane 
traps when we had a couple of mice keeping us awake at 
night, and on holiday I use a spray and wipes impregnated 
with something that deters mosquitoes. He’s right that there 
is a hierarchy: I feel much more sad about a dog dying than a 
fly, for example, but I wouldn’t kill a fly or even a spider, al-
though I’m terrified of them. But the point here is that they 
don’t have a choice in what they eat, while we do.


He also talks of ‘such restrictive morality to feel better as a 
human’, and I have two arguments here. First I don’t feel 
better for worrying about animal suffering: I can’t see a dog 
chained up outside a shop without worrying it has been 
abandoned so my concern is actually a burden to me. 


Secondly, how is a plant based diet restrictive? If you eat 
meat you have choice of chicken, cow, pig, duck, fish, but I 
haven’t room in this article to list the amount of vegetables 
we can choose from. So when Lothar talks of ‘their bland 
food’ it’s clear he just didn’t meet vegans who could cook. 
Gordon Ramsay spent a week with monks who grew all their 
own vegetables and said afterwards that it was beautiful 
food. He now provides vegan meals in his restaurant. This 
from a chef who used to say: “vegetarians have a choice in 
my restaurant – they can f... off”.


And as for the ‘folly’ of the farmer who found he couldn’t 
send his ‘friends’, as he had come to see them, to the 
slaughterhouse, and instead placed them in an animal sanc-
tuary to live out their days - the cognitive dissonance of the 
meat eater fell away, and I think he’s wonderful. Sure, other 
farmers will fill the gap and produce more, but as long as 
money rules, and neo-liberalism is rife in the UK, that will 
always be the case. I accept that Lothar was talking about 
‘militant’ vegans, but does history not show us that freedom 
has to be taken, because it’s never given? I’m not advocating 
violence, but gentle walks with placards don’t work. I know 
this as a women deprived of her pension for six years that 
our polite demonstrations have got us nowhere, and we are 
now taking the government to court. 


We may have been at the top of the food chain for millennia, 
but look at what we’ve done to the world. I am in no doubt 
that we are at the very least contributing to global warming. 
There have been high CO2 levels in the past, but there has 
never been the spike that we have seen since the start of the 
Industrial Revolution. Lothar and I seem to be in agreement 
that things need to change to save the planet, and that 
means less meat ‘production’ to start with (personally I see it 
as killing creatures who want to live out their lives free of fear 
and exploitation just as human animals do.)   And yet Lothar 
seems angry with the very people who might achieve this. 
Large amounts of manure are not needed to grow vegetables 
as Lothar claims. I’m doing it with home-made compost 
made of kitchen and garden waste.


It’s the very steps that plant eaters are taking, albeit usually 
more in concern for animal welfare, that will save our planet: 
eating less or no meat, growing your own veg and generally 
being kinder to each other and the fellow occupants of earth. 
Of course there are anomalies. While I have concern for ani-
mals I use a mobile phone, and I’m afraid to find out what 
cruelties that involves as I couldn’t work without it. There is a 
saying ‘If you want to change the world start with your own 
corner’. If we all take whatever steps we can we’ll be going in 
a better direction. We’ll all end up ‘wrapped in Earth’s diurnal 
course’. If it and we still exist.                                                 q       



Towards a Secular  
Morality (2) 
Alan Tuffery 

 AMON Murphy’s article ‘Towards a Secular Morali-
ty’ in the March-April Irish Freethinker & Humanist 
chimed with some ideas I've been exploring in relation 

to the issue. Eamon argued that a selective reading of so-
called revealed religious texts comes a poor second to the 
use of human reason when choosing an ethical basis for 
individual morality. 
  
I think it is critical that humanists develop a coherent moral-
ity which can replace the failed religious models that cur-
rently dominate much of the world (who is not sickened by 
the repeated assumption by believers that there can be no 
morality without a god?). Such a shared, coherent system of 
ethics is essential if progress is to be made in creating a secu-
lar world for all humanity. In this article I hope to indicate 
some ideas that may be useful to a debate about the nature 
of a proper moral basis. 
  
Any secular morality must be based on the real world as we 
experience it and a real assessment of what we humans are. 
Two features stand out. Firstly, we are social animals and, 
secondly, we have highly developed language skills and con-
sequently the technical ability to preserve and transmit ideas. 
  
The fact that we, like the other primates, are social beings 
means that within our social group our behaviour is being 
continually monitored, judged and responded to. In this way 
we learn as individuals to conform to the norms of our soci-
ety (consider how small children learn to share and to play 
together). It is not hard to imagine that individuals whose 
behaviour falls outside the range of acceptable behaviours 
will be actively discriminated against and — to take a crude 
‘Darwinian’ view’ —  perhaps have less opportunity to pro-
duce offspring. After all, in our society, individuals showing 
extremely aberrant behaviour are actually locked up, which 
very effectively reduces their ‘breeding potential’. Thus the 
genes tending to produce those aberrant behaviours are 
selected against over the millennia and their frequencies are 
reduced in the population. 
  
The second distinguishing feature of humans, namely their 
communication skills, leads to a further important conclu-
sion. The ability to rapidly and effectively transmit ideas, 
including technical skills and methods of organisation etc, 
means that in humans the principal means of evolution is 
cultural. We can change our ideas and institutions far more 
quickly that we can acquire new genetic traits. As Julian 
Huxley pointed out in his seminal Essays of A Humanist 
(1964), this novel and unique ‘cultural evolution’ means that 
humans are the ‘sole agents of evolution’. That is, we and we 
alone are capable of influencing the destiny of the Earth and 
its inhabitants. In fact, the destiny of the Earth is determined 
independently of anything we do — it will be burned to a  

crisp or vaporised by the death of the Sun. All we can do is 
try to preserve the delicate biosphere, that ‘skin’, less than 
ten kilometres thick, around the earth in which we live. 
  
Now the model of socially-conditioned morality that I have 
outlined above is essentially based on small communities of 
family or tribe. It is much easier to behave well to our im-
mediate family, tribe or acquaintance, than it is to be empa-
thetic and generous to groups who are more remote. Hiero-
cles, a second-century Stoic philosopher, pointed this out 
with his diagram of the circles of ‘cosmopolitanism’ (above). 
The smallest circle is oneself and the circles gradually get 
bigger to include in turn family, fellow citizens and finally all 
humankind. Hierocles considered that it is the individual’s 
duty to draw people in to the inner circles so that our con-
cern is for all humankind. What humanist would not agree 
with that idea? At the same time we now recognise our kin-
ship with all other living things in the ‘web of life’ and may 
wish to add one more circle to include them. 
  
Steven Pinker, in The Better Angels of Our Nature (2011), 
has reviewed the systems of morality which have evolved 
from those based on tight kinship relations (‘communal 
sharing’) up to the highest ‘legal-rational’ system. He argues 
that this comes about because of the increasing use of ab-
stract (rational) thinking and so the legal-rational system 
incorporates and transcends the more narrowly based sys-
tems of morality and enables us to take a higher perspective 
view of our problems. Crucially, this system of thought, like 
any other, can be learned though practice and discussion. 
  
In today’s globally connected world we have to shake off 
our tribal views. We are faced with problems on a global 
scale, such as destructive, unregulated capitalism, major 
conflicts, increasing scarcity of resources due to overpopula-
tion, destruction of the ‘web of life’, and climate change. 
This means that we must act at a supranational, global level 
and develop a moral perspective that encompasses the 
whole planet and all humans — and indeed all living beings 
— on this Earth. I suggest that the recognition of our unique 
characteristics and our role as Huxley’s ‘sole agents of evolu-
tion’ and of the need to develop a shared global morality 
will be critical to this process.                                             q 
A version of this article appeared in the Irish Times (2/4/19). 
Alan Tuffery is happy to receive comments: atuffery@tcd.ie
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“You are personally responsible for becoming more ethical 
than the society you grew up in” – Eliezer Yudkowsky
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When Gods started to Preach  

HE origins of religion and of complex societies 
represent evolutionary puzzles. The ‘moralising 
gods’ hypothesis offers a solution to both by 

proposing that belief in morally concerned supernatural 
beings culturally evolved to facilitate cooperation in large 
societies. Yet it is simply that – a hypothesis.   Although 
research until now has suggested an association between 
the presence of moralising gods and greater social com-
plexity, the relationship between the two has been dis-
puted and causality has yet to be properly determined. A 
paper by Harvey Whitehouse (and colleagues) of Oxford 
University which recently appeared in the academic jour-
nal Nature may shed some light on the question. 

One thing that will be apparent to many who study his-
tory and anthropology is that the further back in time we 
look, the greater the likelihood that the gods worshipped 
by various civilisations are unconcerned with how people 
behave towards each other and demand only that people 
show deference to them. Earliest human societies, charac-
terised by small populations and underdeveloped social 
structures, institutions and economies, seemed to have 
gods that demanded only the occasional sacrifice and a 
bit of worship, whatever form that happened to take. 

On the other hand, larger more 
developed societies, with hun-
dreds of thousands or millions 
(and now billions) of people, 
tend to be characterised by gods 
that seem keener to keep an eye 
on the citizenry and ensure that people behave well and 
treat each other more congenially. The latter is certainly a 
feature of most of the modern world’s main religions  –  
the god of Abraham sees all! 

One obvious rationale is that small societies do not need 
a supernatural policeman. If everyone is related to every-
one else, or knows everyone else or is aware of family 
connections, there is a great disincentive to behave anti-
socially, while those who do behave so can be managed 
with relative ease. 

This changes as societies grow, empires expand, and civil-
isations, races and cultures intermingle. This is especially 
so as those societies and empires absorb ethnically and 
culturally diverse groups, whether through migration or 
conquest. Different enforcement mechanisms are now 
required, and what could be better than an all-seeing eye 
that enforces co-operation between friends and strangers 
alike? 

So which is it: does a ‘big’ god permit a big society, or 
does big society require a ‘big’ god? 

Whitehouse’s team have accumulated data on more than 
400 societies that have existed in the past 10,000 years 

for the purpose of analysing how variables such as popu-
lation size and social and economic complexity relate to 
the type of god or gods worshipped in that society – the 
purely narcissistic or the moralising kind as well. The 
research suggests that, in more than 80 per cent of the 
cases studied, ‘big’ gods appeared about 100 years after a 
society took a leap forward in complexity, which the 
team defined as having populations in the region of 1 
million people – ‘megasocieties’. 

This suggests that moralising gods are a consequence of 
big societies rather than a cause of them. So moralising 
gods follow – rather than precede – significant develop-
ments in social complexity. “Such gods are not a prereq-
uisite for the evolution of social complexity, but they may 
help to sustain and expand complex multi-ethnic empires 
after they have become established” (Nature, Vol. 567, 
Issue 7749). 

Yet the study also revealed another religious phe-
nomenon that has played a role in driving societies to-
wards greater complexity: frequent collective rituals, 
such as daily food offerings to gods. In three quarters of 
the examples studied these rituals predate ‘big’ gods   by 
long periods of time – around 1,100 years on average. 

Rituals that facilitate the stan-
dardisation of religious traditions 
across large populations general-
ly precede the appearance of 
moralising gods. This may sug-
gest that ritual practices were 

more important than the particular content of religious 
belief to the initial rise of social complexity. 

For centuries, scholars have realised that rituals act as a 
kind of ‘social glue’, promoting cooperation and trust 
within groups and – sometimes almost as importantly – 
pitting them against outsiders. Rituals are learned social-
ly through imitation. Although most research on it in ear-
ly childhood has examined the acquisition of technical and 
instrumental knowledge, imitation is equally necessary to 
acquire the social norms and practices of communities. 

Whitehouse’s hypothesis is that, because they were easy 
to learn and were performed often, such rituals may have 
allowed beliefs and practices to spread to much larger 
populations than had previously been possible, helping 
to unify those populations around a common identity. 
Only subsequently do ‘big’ gods emerge. Certainly, both 
innovations seem to have consolidated or stabilised soci-
eties that had recently expanded. All this fits with previ-
ous findings from the same group of researchers that 
societies became recognisably ‘modern’ in the mid-first 
millennium BC, during the so-called ‘Axial Age’  – the 
period in which figures such as Plato, Buddha and 
Zoroaster appeared on the scene, promoting moralising 
ideologies.                                                                      q                                                                                                                                                   
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permit a big society, or does big 

society require a ‘big’ god? 
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Above All, Compassion  

quick scan through the websites of the various 
Humanist/Freethinker/Atheist groups that repre-
sent the community that this magazine serves in 

Ireland,  North and South, and it’s fairly easy to list what 
we (that community) believes fundamental to the human 
condition. 
  
Humanist Association of Ireland:  “Compassion,   
Equality and Reason”. 
Atheist Ireland:  “Promoting Atheism,   Reason and an 
Ethical Secular State”. 
Irish Freethinkers: “Uniting and Enriching Ireland 
Through Humanism”. 
Humanists UK:  “Think for Yourself,  Act for Everyone”. 
Humanists International (Formerly IHEU): “Humanism is 
a democratic and ethical life stance that affirms that hu-
man beings have the right and responsibility to give mean-
ing and shape to their own lives…Humanism is not theis-
tic, and it does not accept supernatural views of reality”.  

Of course these are inspi-
rational statements, and 
few individuals or organi-
sations can live up to and 
evince these aspirations 
consistently.   But if you 
(like me) are a member of 
one or more of the above 
organisations then you and 
I should be at least trying 
to embody those aspira-
tions in our day-to-day 
lives.  Let’s look again at 
the underlying threads that the above organisations have 
in common:   “Compassion,  Equality,  Reason, Ethics,  
Secular, Uniting,   Enriching, Enhancing, Rights, Respon-
sibility, Non-Theistic…” 
  
When I was lying in hospital at death’s door almost four 
years ago,  I wasn’t too worried about many of the items 
on that list because all I needed was a considerable 
amount of compassion and reason from the nurses, doc-
tors and friends caring for me. And I got enough of that 
to survive. I lived to be able to thank them, and to think 
deeply about the nature of compassion,  and to try to 
make that central in my day-to-day existence. 
  
If compassion did not exist,   then I would not have sur-
vived. I suggest that you also consider whether you could 
have survived without compassion.  As new-born babies it 
is highly unlikely that we could have lived for more than a 
day or two without the care of  other human beings.  The 
care that human beings exhibit in looking after the needs 
of one another is compassion.   Science has provided us 
with computers which can beat world champion chess and 
goh grandmasters,   machines which can out-reason the 
most intelligent human beings on earth. But the love 

evinced by a mother bringing her sobbing baby to her 
breast can never be replicated by any machine  –   that is 
compassion, a unique characteristic of only a few higher 
mammal species. Compassion is what makes life worth 
living. Take what you need,   give what you can, of the 
most precious commodity in the universe. 

Reason and the scientific method can take us so far on 
our journey towards wisdom, and Humanists,   Free-
thinkers,  Atheists and Agnostics have a profound regard 
for what science has brought to the table of life. And 
rightly so. As it has helped humanity in so many 
ways,  religious fundamentalists hate science because it 
undermines the power of their gods  – no need for hu-
manity to supplicate itself to the priestly caste  – because 
science already provides the ‘miracles’ we all long for. But 
at the furthest extremity of scientific knowledge there 
exists a ‘cloud of unknowing’ where our logic peters out.  
Existence itself,   the very large, the very small, the ques-

tions “Why Anything?” and 
“Why me?” have yet to be 
answered – and may never 
be answered by science.  
Which leads to the very 
rational response: “So what 
if we don’t know every-
thing?   Forget about these 
things and live in the here 
and now!” 
  
I rationalise about God and 
heaven and an afterlife as 
follows, and it might be 

worthwhile if it helps you to clarify your personal views. 
Post-death matters are totally irrelevant as to how we 
conduct our lives in the here and now.   We need to be-
have with compassion and respect to one another every 
moment we have on planet earth. That is what humanity 
expects from us, and what God, if there is a God,   ex-
pects of us too. God, if there is a God, would be aghast 
at the amount of human effort that has been wasted in 
the useless prayers and supplications of the many faiths 
on earth. Stephen Fry memorably put a stop to the ‘Gay 
Byrne Question’ on The Meaning of Life by his crushing 
reply. My answer to St Peter at the Pearly Gates would 
be: “I gave up worrying about God and heaven because I 
came to the conclusion that if you ever existed you must 
be compassion incarnate.” And if I get barred from 
Heaven as a result of that short statement,  then I 
wouldn’t want in anyway. A place without compassion 
isn’t worth going to. 
  
So if you believe, as I do, that compassion is the supreme 
quality of both man and God (if there is one) then let’s 
make it a priority to put compassion at the forefront of 
our daily lives. It makes sense  – and it’s actually a very 
healthy option for us all.                                                 q
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Infinity without Divinity 

UMAN evolution can be 
looked at in a number of 
ways – physical, environmen-

tal, societal, and cultural. Another 
way to approach it involves cogni-
tion. In contrast to other living 
creatures, humans developed a ca-
pacity for symbolic and abstract 
thinking which enabled them to go 
beyond instinctive reactions and 
understand better the world in 
which they existed in all its various 
aspects. 

Insofar as they could not properly 
understand certain things, they 
needed to develop explanations to 
fill the lacunae. When it inevitably 
came to posing questions about the 
origin and destiny of the universe 
as well as its exact nature and ex-
tent, the supernatural idea came 
into being. In other words, defi-
ciencies in knowledge and thinking 
were filled by religion. 
  
In theistic terms, this became 
known as the god of the gaps theo-
ry. However, religious believers do 
not like this theory and insist that 
belief in a god or gods should be a 
matter of faith rather than default. 

Yet, from the time of the ancient 

Greeks onwards, religion has been 
in constant retreat in the face of 
science. The earth is no longer flat; 
the sun does not revolve around it; 
phenomena such as earthquakes, 
famine, and epidemics are not the 
result of divine intervention, but 
due to shifts of tectonic plates, ef-
fects of climate, and spread of 
viruses, respectively. 

And the onward march of science 
continues. The last bastion of reli-
gion concerns the temporal and 
spatial dimensions of the universe. 
Some Christians, for instance, hav-
ing acquiesced in scientific discov-
ery, transformed the Bible into a 
mere collection of parables and are 
prepared to go back to the Big 
Bang 14 billion years ago.  

But then they ask confidently: 
“what came before that?” And if 
science imminently comes up with 
some explanation, the question will 
be repeated of “what came before 
that?”, and so on. Of course, the 
believer has the answer, namely 
‘god’. And if the nonbeliever poses 
the question of “what came before 
god?”, the response is that “he or 
she always was and always will 
be”. 

However, couldn’t the nonbeliever 
respond in turn that perhaps a god-
less and boundless universe always 
was and always will be? That is not 
an established scientific answer, but 
rather a speculation that we may 
eventually come to realise that the 
mystery of the cosmos arises not 
from its existence but from the 
limitations of human cognition. 

Up to now, humans have been ac-
customed to thinking in linear 
terms of a beginning and an end 
and measurements of space. Al-
ready, we have been given several 
inklings of the shortcomings of our 
cognitive processes by the theoris-
ing and research of physicists, par-
ticularly in the last 150 years. One 
thinks, for example, of the revolu-
tionary advances made by such as 
Einstein.  

But there is still much work to be 
done before definitive conclusions 
can be reached about the biggest 
and most fundamental questions, 
if, in some cases, ever. In fact, one 
wonders if we are on the verge of 
simply accepting infinity without 
divinity.                                        q 
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Tools for Sceptical Thinking 

E encounter so much unreli-
able information every day, 
perhaps especially in reports 

of medicine and science, so we need 
to be equipped with tools to recog-
nise bad arguments. This will help us 
to see the flaws in others’ argument 
and avoid them in our own. These 
notes draw heavily on Carl Sagan’s 
thoughts on ‘skeptical thinking’ and 
‘baloney detection’ in his 1996 book, 
The Demon-Haunted World: Science 
as a Candle in the Dark.

 

Positive Tests 
 

Is there independent confirmation of 
the facts?

Is there proper debate by knowledgeable people with 
different views on the matter?

Consider alternative explanations. How can you test 
these explanations? (This is the basis of the scientific 
method.) In doing this, treat all alternatives fairly — don’t 
favour your own. Can you put numbers on things to 
make a better test?

Every link in the argument must be right.

Occam’s Razor. Given two equally good explanations, 
always choose the simpler.

Falsification. Can the hypothesis be falsified, at least in 
principle? If it can’t, it’s probably useless.

 

Negative Tests — what not to do. Types of argu-
ment to recognise and reject.

 

Argument ad hominem — ‘for the man’. Ignore who 
makes the argument; just consider the argument. Even a 
person you seldom agree with might be right one day.


Argument from authority. Value an argument for its own 
sake not for who says it or how well they say it.


Argument from adverse consequences. These are ar-
guments of the ‘slippery slope’ type, such as, ‘If we allow 
this behaviour, society will fall apart.’


Appeal to ignorance. Such as, ‘Whatever has not been 
proved false must be true’, or ‘There is no evidence that 
this does not happen, so it must have happened.’


Special pleading. Such as ‘You don’t understand this’, 
or ‘This is beyond understanding’, so you’ll just have to 
accept it. (This usually the last refuge of a failed argu-
ment.)


Begging the question. (A misunder-
stood term.) It means assuming the 
answer to the question in order to an-
swer the question. Example: ‘Shares 
fell yesterday on the news that the 
government may fall.’ There is no inde-
pendent evidence that this was the 
reason for the fall in share prices.


Confirmation bias or observational 
selection. This is paying attention only 
to occurrences that fit our preconcep-
tions. ‘I dreamed of Uncle Jack last 
night and I bumped into him today. 
How spooky is that!’ Such arguments 
ignore the number of times you dream 

of someone and don’t see them the 
next day. (This was very well expressed by Francis Ba-
con (1561-1626): “The root of all superstition is that men 
observe when a thing hits, but not when it misses.”).

 

Arguments from small samples. If the number of cases 
is small, the conclusion is weak. Gamblers love this one. 
‘I have just thrown three sevens in a row, so tonight I 
can’t lose’.


Inconsistency. Such as planning for a remote contin-
gency while ignoring a more urgent danger. Or failing to 
apply the same reasoning to similar cases.


Non sequitur — ‘it doesn’t follow’. ‘We will win because 
we are right’. Apart from the fact that might may defeat 
right, doesn’t each side in a battle say the same thing?


False dichotomy (sometimes called the ‘excluded mid-
dle’). Consider as the only options only two extremes 
from a continuous range. (‘You’re for us or against us.’)

Correlation vs Causation. A goes up when B goes up, so 
A caused B. A favourite from long ago was: ‘As the num-
ber of TV aerials has increased, so has the number of 
teenage pregnancies.’ It is far from obvious that TV aeri-
als cause teenage pregnancy.


Straw man. Representing the opposition’s argument in a 
misleading way in order to make it easier to demolish it. 
‘Evolution is the result of entirely random processes.’ — a 
gross over-simplification and a wilful misrepresentation.

 

Over-emphasising small differences. A typical example: 
“Girls have done better than boys in maths in this year's 
state exams”. The difference in the percentage of A-
grades is only 1.5% when the number of students is in the 
tens of thousands. Without a (simple) statistical test it is 
not possible to say that this not just a random wobble.   q
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Picasso’s Guernica 
Brian McClinton 

 
ABLO Picasso was born in 
Málaga in 1881, the son of 
an art teacher. Inspired by his 

father, he displayed exceptional tal-
ent for drawing from a very early 
age. According to his mother, his first 
words were ‘piz, piz’, a shortening 
of lápiz, the Spanish word for ‘pen-
cil’. From the age of seven his father 
trained him in figure drawing and 
oil painting. By the age of fourteen 
his career as a painter may be said 
to have begun with two early works 
of note: The First Communion, a 
large composition that depicts his 
sister Lola, and Portrait of Aunt 
Pepa. In 1890, still in his teens, he 
visited Paris for a short time, mixing 
with the European avant-garde. 

In 1901 he embarked on a phase 
known as the ‘Blue Period’, charac-
terised by austere paintings in 
shades of blue and blue-green, in 
which he depicted the general 
squalor of beggars, prostitutes and 
sick children on the Paris streets 
which he observed on frequent visits. 
In 1904 he made the decision to live 
in Paris, the world’s epicentre of 
contemporary art. He also entered 
what has been called a ‘Rose Peri-
od’,  characterised by a lighter tone 
and the use of orange and pink 
colours and  featuring  circus people 
or  acrobats.  Fernande  Olivier,  a 
bohemian artist who became his  
mistress,  is the subject of many. 

Picasso again quickly struck out in a 
new direction, influenced by Paul 
Cézanne, who died in 1906 and 
whose painting The Bathers (Les 
Grandes Baigneuses) was first ex-
hibited in that year. It is a sculptural 
depiction of a bathing party of nude 
females. The interlocking women fit 
into the triangular pattern formed 
by the trees and the river. Cézanne 
thought that the painter ought to 
“treat nature by the cylinder, the 
sphere, the cone”. The artist should 
construct his painting rather than 
merely copy something. Picasso re-
sponded in 1907 with a massive 8ft 
by 8ft nascent cubist work known as 
Les Demoiselles D’Avignon  (below), 
depicting five nude female prostitutes 
and based on a brothel he had fre-
quented on Carrer d’Avinyó, a street 
in the red light district of Barcelona.  

The five pink women – whose bod-
ies fracture into jagged shapes – 
seem arrested in time and existing in 
different worlds while provocatively 
flaunting their nudity. The two in 
the middle gaze unsettlingly at the 
viewer out of huge black eyes. 
African masks are worn by the two 
on the right, one of whom is squat-
ting among fabric diamonds. The 
phallic bowl of fruit pointing up-
wards in the centre foreground is 
the viewer’s phallus leading into the 
brothel and towards the women. 

The painting was viewed initially by 
friends whose reaction was so nega-
tive that Picasso kept it in his 
Montmartre studio for nine years. 
Matisse, whose Le bonheur de vivre 
was also inspired by Cézanne’s 
Bathers, thought Picasso’s ‘hideous 
whores’ were something of a sick 
joke. Whereas Matisse’s piece exudes 
a languid sensuality, Picasso’s is ag-
gressively pornographic. It has been 
suggested that Picasso is depicting 
not only desire but also fear  – the 
fear of syphilis, a real threat before 
antibiotics. He referred to it as his 
brothel painting, calling it Le Bordel 
d’Avignon, but André Salmon, the 
organiser of the 1916 exhibition at 
which it was first displayed, retitled 
it Les Demoiselles d'Avignon so as to 
lessen its scandalous impact. It is 
now regarded as the beginning of 
modern art – and a masterpiece.  ––>
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ET is Les Demoiselles d’Avi-
gnon not just a piece of sexy 
geometry? Is it indeed ulti-

mately – like most works of cubism, 
itself originally a term of derision – 
a triumph of form over content? If it 
has any meaning at all, the female 
distortions display a sexual disgust 
and destructive misogny. These were 
the feelings in 1907 of someone 
who in his lifetime used prostitutes, 
had two wives and several mistress-
es, and who later said: “For me 
there are only two kinds of women: 
goddesses and doormats”. The con-
tent of the work, in so far as it ex-
ists, is negative and unhumanist. 

Les Demoiselles d’Avignon was 
painted when Picasso was only in 
his mid-twenties. Move on 30 years 
to 1937 when he was fifty-six and 
widely considered the world’s fore-
most living painter. Reports reached 
him in Paris that a town in Northern 
Spain had been destroyed on 26th 
April by bombers of the Nazi Con-
dor Legion, acting in support of 
Franco’s rebel government in the 
Spanish Civil War.  

It was market day in the ancient 
Basque town of Guernica (spelled 
‘Gernika’ in Basque), 21 miles north 
east of Bilbao, and the 7,000 inhabi-
tants swelled to 10,000. At 4:40pm 
the planes arrived, flying low as there 
were no defences, and over the next 
three hours dropped 100,000 
pounds of high-explosive and incen-
diary bombs, reducing the town to a 
smouldering ruin (top right). Von 
Richthofen, the Condon Legion’s 
commander, wrote in his diary: 
“bomb craters can be seen in the 
streets. Simply wonderful”. The 
Basque government reported 1,654 
killed at the time, many burned alive, 
though later figures have put it much 
nearer 250. 

In the Times newspaper George Steer 
wrote: “The raid on Guernica is un-
paralleled in military history. Guerni-
ca was not a military objective. A 
factory producing war material lay 
outside the town and was un-
touched. So were two barracks some 
distance from the town. The town 
lay far behind the lines. The object of 
the bombardment was seemingly the 
demoralisation of the civil popula-
tion and the destruction of the cradle 
of the Basque race”. At the Nurem-
berg Trials, Hermann Goering testi-
fied: “The Spanish Civil War gave me 

an opportunity to put my young air 
force to the test, and a means for my 
men to gain experience”. Franco, 
however, never acknowledged any 
responsibility and blamed the car-
nage on Basque Republicans, accus-
ing them of having set fire to the 
town during their retreat to Bilbao. 

Guernica has gone down in history 
as the first experiment in total war. It 
was a blatant act of terrorism against 
the civilian population. Picasso  – 
then working on a commission from 
the Spanish government to produce a 
large mural for the World’s Fair to be 

opened in Paris in late May – was 
enraged. He abandoned the initial 
project and on May Day began to 
sketch his response to the atrocity.  

There would be no images of planes, 
bombs or exploding buildings; in-
stead, he decided to anchor the work 
in the violence, suffering and passion 
of the corrida. The bullfight arose in 
Málaga, the Andalusian city where 
Picasso had been born. The bull en-
tered the ring alone, angry, and al-
ready wounded by tiny lances driven 
into his neck. It made several charges 
at the capes wielded by the torero or 
matador. A horse and picador then 
entered the ring, and the bull charged 
the blindfolded horse and gored it, 
while the picador tried to drive his 
long lance into the bull’s neck, weak-
ening him and vulnerable to the final 
blow by the matador’s sword. The 
sacrifice of the horse being impaled 
by the bull’s horns fascinated Picasso 
throughout his life and in May 1937 
it formed the genesis of his painting 
of the Guernica terror bombing. 

Picasso said: “in the panel on which 
I am working, which I shall call 
Guernica, and in all my recent 
works of art, I clearly express my 
abhorrence of the military caste 
which has sunk Spain in an ocean of 
pain and death”. The painting was 
completed after 35 days on 4th June. 
It is a massive work, measuring 3.5 
metres (11.5ft) high and 7.8 metres 
(25.5 ft) wide. Its sheer size aids its 
depiction of the horror of war. The 
same applies to the palette which is 
grey, black and white, perhaps be-
cause this bleak monochrome 
heightens the sense of panic and ter-

ror and because it helps to create a 
veneer of journalistic realism. This is 
stressed by the textured part in the 
bottom left half which resembles the 
lines of newsprint. 

Guernica is set in a room littered 
with suffering people and animals. 
Starting on the left, there is the white 
head and partial dark body of a bull. 
Picasso said that the bull was there 
to ‘signify brutality and darkness’. 
But does it represent the general cru-
elty of war or more specifically the 
brutality of Franco’s fascists, while 
the suffering horse serves as the re-
publican side and/or the massacred 
civilians? Is the fact that the bull is at 
the ‘western end’ turning its head 
away from the horrific event symbol-
ic of the governments of western 
Europe who stood by and did noth-
ing to help Spain in its hour of need? 

Below the bull is a grieving woman 
holding a dead child in her arms. 
This is Picasso’s homage to the Pieta 
by Michelangelo, which is the     ––>
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sculpture of the Virgin Mary 
cradling the dead body of her son. 
Both are also pyramidal in shape. 
Her head faces the sky in an an-
guished cry or scream. Perhaps this 
mother represents Spain mourning 
over the loss of its children. Her 
tongue is like a dagger pointing up 
to the bull’s steaming nostrils.  

Below the bull and the horse – if we 
continue the corrida analogy  – lies 
the dead matador or torero, the 
sword broken off in his tight-fisted 
hands.  All that remains of his dis-
membered body is his head, a sev-
ered right arm and the left arm, 
which contains a stigmata, a symbol 
of martyrdom. As well as the sword, 
his right hand is holding a flower, 
which may be the white poppy rep-
resenting a hope of peace for the 
future amidst the carnage. Beyond 
the corrida allusion, he probably 
represents a republican soldier in 
the civil war or the Republic itself. 
The flower may be the white poppy 
representing a hope of peace for the 
future amidst the carnage. 

The wailing horse has a dagger-
shaped tongue and death-head nos-
trils and appears to be wearing 
chain mail armour decorated with 
the marks of newsprint. It seems to 
have been mortally wounded in the 
side with a spear or javelin. Again, it 
could represent the people of Guer-
nica or the Republicans. Or indeed 
the fact that animals as well as hu-
mans are casualties of war. 

Between the bull and the horse there 
is a small bird, perhaps the dove of 
peace as it has a white flash across 
it. Is peace being pushed into the 
background by the warring fac-
tions? We should also note the light 
bulb above the horse. This may have 
multiple meanings. It is shaped like 
an eye with the light bulb as the 
pupil and rays of light emanating 
from it like spiky eyelashes. Is this 
God’s eye as he laments the madness 
of war? More likely, it  represents the 
incendiary bombs. The Spanish word 
for bulb, ‘bombilla’, is very similar to 
the word for bomb, ‘bomba’.  

There are three other figures in the 
painting. At the bottom right, a 
woman runs towards the centre in a 
diagonal path. She seems to be  flee-
ing from the scene with a wounded 
leg. Perhaps she is one of the 
refugees who were leaving Spain. 

The women at the top right (or is it 
a man?) holds her arms in the air 
and screams as she is being engulfed 
in flames. Her eyes and nostrils are 
shaped like teardrops and her head 
is bent backwards as if broken off.  

The third women on the right of the 
horse’s head emerges from an open 
window wielding a lamp. Is she 
shedding a light on the scene and 
coming to the rescue? She recalls the 
Statue of Liberty raising her torch in 
the air. She may represent the Eu-
ropean Enlightenment threatened by 
the rise of fascism. 

RONICALLY, Guernica was 
first exhibited in the Spanish 
Pavilion at the World’s Fair in 

Paris which was held to celebrate 
man’s technological developments. 
Picasso’s supreme masterpiece 
demonstrates that technology has its 
dark side. The reaction to it was 
initially negative. The press ignored 
it altogether. In late July the official 
German guidebook to the fair sug-

gested that German-speaking visi-
tors should pass by the pavilion be-
cause it contained nothing of interest 
or importance, least of all a mam-
moth black-and-white painting that 
seemed to be the dream of a mad-
man, a melee of broken bodies that 
might have been the work of a four-
year-old child. 

Le Corbusier, the renowned architect 
and one of the fair’s key planners, 
was damning. “Guernica saw only 
the backs of our visitors”, he wrote, 
“for they were repelled by it”. The 
art historian Anthony Blunt wrote in 
the Spectator that it was nothing 
more than a series of ‘abstruse cir-
cumlocutions’ with no meaning for 
serious observers of art or politics 
and that it was ‘too esoteric for ordi-
nary people to decipher or enjoy’. 

Yet Christian Zervos, the Greek-
French art historian, wrote in the art 
journal Les Cahiers d’Art: “this work 
will forever enter our hearts, will 
inspire, stir up feelings, and arouse 

our convictions that there are greater 
things than ‘reality’, and that to par-
ticipate in their grandeur is to rise 
again in dignity”. The poet Michel 
Leiris wrote: “on a black and white 
canvas that depicts ancient tragedy, 
Picasso also writes our letter of 
doom: all that we love is going to be 
lost, and that is why it is necessary 
that we gather up all that we love, 
like the emotion of great farewells, in 
something of unforgettable beauty”. 
The art historian Herbert Read 
wrote in the London Bulletin that 
“Guernica is a monument to de-
struction – a cry of outrage and hor-
ror amplified by the spirit of genius”. 

Picasso was, for much of his life be-
fore 1937, a very apolitical man. His 
paintings generally prove it: form is 
all, content is secondary. See Les 
Demoiselles d’Avignon, Violin and 
Grapes, Girl before a Mirror, Three 
Musicians, The Old Guitarist, The 
Weeping Woman, and so on. Guer-
nica is different. Form and content 
are perfectly fused to produce one of 
the greatest artistic indictments of 
man’s inhumanity to man ever creat-
ed. Here Picasso demonstrates that a 
powerful political statement can be 
made using a non-realist form. The 
fractured cubist shapes actually am-
plify the destructiveness and terror 
produced by the civilian bombing. 
The Guardian art critic Jonathan 
Jones has aptly referred to the paint-
ing as a ‘cubist apocalypse’. 

Picasso refused to let Guernica go to 
Spain until ‘reestablishment of public 
liberties’. After the World’s Fair, it 
was displayed on a tour that lasted 
19 years throughout Europe and 
North America to raise conscious-
ness about the threat of fascism and 
raise funds for Spanish refugees.  
Finally, in 1981, eight years after 
Picasso’s death and six years after 
Franco’s, it was taken to Spain and 
now resides in the Reina Sofia muse-
um in Madrid. 

A full-sized tapestry copy hangs out-
side the Security Council chamber of 
the UN. When Colin Powell was 
outlining the American case for war 
against Iraq in 2003, it was decided  
to cover it with a blue curtain. Pow-
ell could hardly seduce the world 
into bombing Iraq surrounded on 
camera by shrieking and mutilated 
women, men, children, bulls and 
horses. That would have been to let 
too much light on reality.      q
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“The dream of a mad-
man, a melee of broken 
bodies that might have 

been the work of a four-
year-old child”  –  

German Guidebook 

I



The Irish Freethinker and Humanist • May-June 2019 

After Θ God  

EFORE dawn on 29th 
September 1979 one 
million people – a num-

ber equal to the entire popula-
tion of Dublin and about one 
third of the Republic’s popula-
tion at the time – gathered in 
the Phoenix Park for the first 
ever papal visit to Ireland. If 
sometimes I’d felt embarrassed 
because of my faith, this gar-
gantuan assembly leant legiti-
macy to Catholicism, making it 
more socially acceptable to be a committed believer.  

When the Aer Lingus jet with Pope John Paul II on board 
flew overhead, the hair on my neck stood on end. The 
Pope had arrived in Ireland. The Brits had the Queen: we 
had the Pope. He kissed Irish soil when he stepped off 
the plane. (Later it was said the Pope kissed the ground 
and walked on women.) 

I also made it to Galway for the papal youth mass. When 
the Pope said, “Young people of Ireland, I love you”, tens 
of thousands of young people clapped and cheered in 
jubilation for ten minutes and we sang, “He’s got the 
whole world in his hands”. And we didn’t mean God. We 
meant the Pope. He was our superstar. 

Eventually the popular singing priest Father Michael 
Cleary interrupted our spontaneous cheering and singing, 
saying the Pope had to get on with the mass. 

Bishop Eamon Casey was on the podium too. Cleary and 
Casey were probably the most prominent clerics in Ire-
land at the time. Both had clandestine relationships and 
had fathered children which, when it came to light in 
1992 and 1993, caused scandal and anguish for the 
faithful, the clerics’ duplicity sparking disaffection and 
doubt in the laity who felt betrayed by the clerical 
Church. By then, I’d become convinced of the need for a 
married clergy and I was struck by the innocence of 
many laity. I knew many wonderful priests who had been 
forced to leave their priestly ministry because the Church 
elevated the man-made law of celibacy over what it 
claimed to be the God-given vocation to the priesthood. 

But back to those innocent days – for me and for 
Ireland – of the papal visit. I had begun to attend a 
charismatic prayer meeting held in St Doolagh’s Retreat 
House in north Dublin run by the Marist Fathers, a 
Catholic religious congregation of priests. I was im-
pressed by a charismatic Marist priest based there, Father 
Larry Duffy, who was such a powerful preacher that he 

was nicknamed ‘the laser 
beam’. Earnest and genuine in 
his faith, he prayed for hours 
every day and his slender 
frame suggested he fasted too. 
I believed that this man had a 
direct link to God, like the 
prophets of old. I was so influ-
enced by him that I began to 
imitate his mannerisms, like 
other young people might copy 
a rock or a sports star. 

I had been mortified as a young boy when I’d been 
caught unawares mimicking the words and gestures of a 
priest saying mass and when my father had said, “We 
might have a priest in the family”. But now, aged 17 or 
18, it was time to decide what I wanted to do with my 
life. Money didn’t appeal to me – buying a house, taking 
out a mortgage, getting into the rat race. I wanted to do 
something meaningful. I wanted the excitement and ad-
venture of following Christ. I wanted to spend my life 
addressing the real needs of others, helping them too to 
find meaning in their lives. 

The Marist Fathers seemed to me to be the place where it 
was all happening. The congregation was open to what I 
thought the Holy Spirit was doing anew in our day. I 
liked that the Marists did various ministries – retreats, 
parishes, foreign missions and schools – and so I 
wouldn’t need to decide yet what work I would do as a 
priest. I heard that their seminary was vibrant with many 
young men testing their vocations like me. And Father 
Larry Duffy, my hero, was the Marist vocations director. 

During an all-night vigil I told him I wanted to be a 
priest. 

“Praise be God!” he said. 

He asked me about my family and I told him I’d an uncle 
a priest in South Africa and two cousins training to be 
priests. He explained that if I joined, I could see if I liked 
it and that the Marists would be looking at me to see if I 
was suitable. He said there would be entrance tests but 
he was sure I’d be grand and meanwhile I could take a 
trip out to the seminary. There was an open day for new 
entrants coming up soon. 

I wanted to be a priest more than anything else in the 
world. Father Duffy placed his hands on my head and 
prayed: “Many souls will be saved by your ministry”. 

© Joe Armstrong 2019
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explores the religious mindset – once held by its author - and  
examines transitioning from belief to unbelief, a journey that  

involved rethinking everything 

Joe Armstrong



From Criminal Law to Humanist Politics 

T could have been oh 
so different. When I 
m e e t A l a n E d g e 

(right) in the Red Cow 
Hotel, we agree it’s a relief 
that the establishment isn’t 
owned by the Sultan of 
Brunei. In news that has 
shocked not just the gay 
community but the entire 
world, the Asian ruler and 
owner of numerous luxury 
hotels has introduced new 
laws allowing the stoning 
of homosexuals.  

Thankfully, there’s no link to the Sultan on the Naas 
Road as far as we are aware, so we sit down for our 
chat. He has just come from dropping his mother to the 
hospital for a procedure on her knee. Lest you have an 
image of a frail elderly lady, 
you should know that as a 
woman in her 60s, still living 
in the home where he grew 
up in Shankill Co Dublin, she 
injured herself doing CrossFit 
– a particularly cruel and de-
manding fitness regime. I anticipated a high level of ener-
gy given that kind of dedication to high-energy exercise 
on his maternal side but Alan is a calm coffee companion 
who seems comfortable and self assured. 

He’s wearing a rainbow ring on his wedding finger. But 
my query about his marital status is greeted with an up-
roarious laugh. He buys these trinkets regularly for a 
fiver in the George’s Street Arcade in Dublin city centre. 
The colour wears off on his finger quite quickly, which I 
suspect is an added bonus for a proud gay man. 

Alan’s journey to Humanism started with a (lapsed) 
Catholic mother and a Church of Ireland father. His 
schooling sounds somewhat idyllic; within a primary 
school class of 30 classmates, a quarter were Catholic. 
The difference between the religions became clear quite 
quickly for Alan as the Catholics had so many days off 
school for various saints’ days and holy days of obliga-
tion. Even still, he wasn’t tempted to jump ship. 

Secondary school was in the multi-denominational, ‘reli-
gion-lite’ St Andrews which he experienced as very 
Christian, with only a little nod to pupils of other faiths 
and precisely no nod to people of no faith. 

When he joined Trinity to 
study History and English 
in 1998, he was most ex-
cited to be able to declare 
himself on registration day 
as being of no faith. A 
poised young man, he 
walked up to the table, 
about to step into the 
adult world, separating 
church from his state…
until he spotted someone 
from his church who hap-
pened to be manning the 
‘which religion are you’? 
table. He blurted out ‘no 

religion’ rather brusquely, only to be left stunned at the 
lack of reaction. 

Alan had another chance to assert his ‘no religion’ status 
when he travelled around 
India. On a sight-seeing tour 
in Delhi he was shown a 
house where the external wall 
was covered in tiles. Each tile 
brandished a different deity – 
Ganesh, Shiva, Jesus. In a 

place where peeing on walls is a common occurrence, the 
homeowner hoped that people would recognise their god 
and choose not to relieve themselves there. Alan chose to 
assert himself without taking any physical action that 
day!  

Alan has certainly made his adult years count to date. 
His belief in standing up for himself and others goes be-
yond just talking about it. He has protested the invasion 
of Iraq, the use of Shannon, and the blood ban on gay 
men (the last one was while at TCD). He also worked as 
a canvasser on his J1 visa in San Francisco in 2001, going 
door to door on the issue of federal hate crimes legisla-
tion in the wake of the Matthew Shepherd murder. He 
was on the committee of the ‘TCD LGB’ society circa 
2000 where they shared a room with the Socialist Work-
ers. They used to play their loudhailer out the window of 
House 6 and mess with the fire and brimstone preacher 
below.  

A common theme to our chat is Alan talking about having 
worked on the marriage referendum and ‘Repeal the 
Eighth’  campaigns. Both taught him a lesson, as he was 
often wrong-footed,  and wrongly expecting people of a 
certain generation to be most intolerant of these ideas. ––>                             
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The emergence of a more liberal 

Ireland seems to have surprised as 

well as delighted him
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He quickly realised his error in jumping to this conclu-
sion. The emergence of a more liberal Ireland seems to 
have surprised as well as delighted him. One can’t help 
but wonder if the less tolerant Ireland of the 90s was a 
large part of the reason why he went to London where 
he did a law conversion before training as a barrister. 

“Criminal law and politics tend to go hand in hand… in 
a good way!” 

This is how he explains getting into politics without any 
family history of it (although he recalls that his late fa-
ther did love to rail against Charlie Haughey). His Lon-
don based barrister world meant interactions with politi-
cians, people working in politics, law, MEPs and friends 
and colleagues who would try their best to imitate his 
Irish accent, but ultimately, end up doing a rather good 
pirate impersonation. “How arrrrrrrr ya!” 

The shortage of housing in the greater Dublin area 
means that when he moved back in December 2014 he 
ended up living in Glenasmole.   He had to learn to drive 
in six short months if he wanted to live there. 

That was quite the challenge but he took it in his stride, 
in much the same way that he adapted to the new Ireland 
he discovered, and joined a group of like-minded indi-
viduals looking for change. 

As well as his campaign work, he also canvassed for 
Children’s Minister Catherine Zappone.  

But what of his own political ambitions? He touches on 
how the powers of councillors have been reduced in the 
past, how there is no room for personal ideologies or 
vanity projects if he is successful in his campaign. He is 
going forward as an independent candidate in the Local 
Election Area of ‘Firhouse-Bohernabreena’, which also 
includes Knocklyon and Edmondstown, and which is 
part of South Dublin County Council. In standing for the 
Dublin county council elections, he feels a certain re-
sponsibility attached to the role. 

“I think that councillors needs to fight and use every 
power that remains open to them to hold local authori-
ties to account. Not necessarily to obstruct. To work with 
local authorities and to make sure that all these issues are 
being taken into account.” 

“I’d like them (the government) to make people better 
when they’re sick and that’s not going to happen, is it?” 

So putting health to one side, if he had a magic wand, 
housing would be top of his to-do list. Not just the struc-
tures. He’s passionate about the need for infrastructure –
sports facilities, schools and public transport  – wherever 
these new houses are to be built. Just because the Augus-
tinian Abbey has room for 200 houses is not a good 
enough reason to build them without some space for 
people to breathe. He understands the need for a new 
model for urban living, one that is supported by ade-
quate social amenities. 

“I don’t want you to ban Christmas or shoot the Easter 
bunny.” 

By his own admission, and from what I observe, Alan is 
clearly strong-willed, with a huge sense of fairness. His 
belief in the need to stand up for what is right, and for a 
better place to live is fuelling his drive now, and if all goes 
his way on May 24th, he might just get that chance.           q 
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THE zeitgeist is a German philosophical concept which 
means ‘the spirit of the age’. But which is better? A spirit of 
the times which looks back to the past or one which looks 
to the future? Fawlty Towers was recently voted the UK’s 
best ever situation comedy. An article in the Guardian by 
Alex Clark pointed out its eerie prescience. As she says, it 
was, above all, about isolation. It was a portrait of rage and 
frustration, an exploration of the impotence that results 
when the world as we wish it to be is so agonisingly at odds 
with the world as it is. 


Then she makes the key point: that it was the Brexit mind-
set incubating in the shabby surroundings of a down-at-
heel hotel that had seen far better days. Basil himself is a 
hard Brexiteer: fawning on the aristocracy; suspicious of 
experts;  infuriated by the need to ingratiate himself to for-
eigners and treating the one he employs with contempt; 
horrified by black doctors in the NHS; and unable to forget 
about the glorious past, especially the Second World War. 
As Clarke indicates, the MP Mark Francois and his 
squadron of nostalgia-based, 1945-obsessed calamity-
capitalism spies are merely tribute acts to Fawlty.


By contrast, the current most popular comedy series Derry 
Girls played on the fact that for these teenagers the Trou-
bles were a petty inconvenience or source of banter and 
allowed us to laugh at ourselves. The second series  – 
which, to be frank, has been rather hit and miss  – ended 
with Bill Clinton’s visit to Derry in 1995. Sister Michael 
commented: “we stop killing each other for five minutes 
and people lose the run of themselves”.


The last words were uttered by Clinton, who exhorted the 
people to “believe that the future can be better than the 
past”. And that is the message that should unite us what-
ever our god or country may or may not be.     Prospero   q                           

Basil and the Derry Girls



An Overview of the Ungodly,  

North and South 
Tom White 

H A V E b e e n  
drawing a pen-
sion for a few 

years now,   and wish 
to report to younger 
readers of this august 
magazine that old age 
brings a few benefits 
as well as more than a 
few drawbacks.   One 
good thing about age-
ing is that I’ve become 
a bit braver.   As Saul 
Alinsky, the radical American Social-
ist agitator, said: “Once you accept 
your own death, all of a sudden 
you're free to live. You no longer 
care about your reputation. You no 
longer care except so far as your life 
can be used tactically to promote a 
cause you believe in”.  I’d like to use 
the remainder of my time to tactical-
ly promote a few causes – compas-
sion,   rationality,   joy and human 
freedom would be a fair enough list 
to get on with,  I suppose. 
  
For most of twenty years I’ve been a 
member of several organisations 
which have fought for secular caus-
es here in Ireland.  It’s been amazing 
because we’ve done so well with so 
little resources. Things have im-
proved –  many things still need 
change and reform  –   but consis-
tently arguing for rational change 
has worked.  I want to thank so 
many colleagues in secular organisa-
tions who have staffed information 
tables, conducted meetings,  lobbied 
politicians, talked and written to the 
media… so many wonderful people 
who have helped make change hap-
pen.  But why are we now in a situa-
tion where there are four significant 
humanist/atheist organisations repre-
senting secularists North and 
South,  four independent organisa-
tions with a combined membership 
of perhaps only 2,000 adults?   If we 
claim that we are rational and com-
passionate,  why have we allowed 
schism and disaffection to undermine 
reasoned debate and compromise in 
our own small pool of talent? 

  
A common human weakness is the 
belief that “I am right,   therefore 
you are wrong”.   Sometimes our 
egos get in the way of listening 
properly to arguments which might 
change our opinions.   Humanists 
and Atheists have not been immune 
from this problem.   To quote Saul 
Alinsky again: “The human spirit 
glows from that small inner light of 
doubt whether we are right, while 
those who believe with certainty 
that they possess the right are dark 
inside and darken the world outside 
with cruelty, pain, and injustice”. 
That small inner light of doubt is 
something we should all cultivate.  
If I am wrong,   I must be willing to 
change my mind, and in order to do 
that I must listen – with respect – to 
the views of others. 
  
Secular Ireland,   North and South,  
can continue to muddle on with 
four distinct organisations each pre-
tending and wishing that the other 
three didn’t exist.  Or,  which seems 
to me a compellingly rational sug-
gestion – but I may be wrong   – 
sitting down together on a regular 
basis (three or four times a year 
perhaps?) to look at how they might 
co-operate and streamline their re-
sources. The magazine you are read-
ing now is a case in point.  As far as 
I know, it’s the only current paper 
magazine regularly produced by sec-
ularists for secularists in Ireland;   it 
should have,  and certainly deserves, 
the financial and administrative sup-
port of all secular organisations on 

the island. That isn’t 
happening at the mo-
ment.  It’s something 
that must be looked at 
urgently. 
  
The radical idea of 
“listening with re-
spect” can be extended 
wider than the small 
pool of radical secular 
activists in Ireland. 
Thirty years ago, when 

clerical sex scandals were still red 
hot news, it was necessary and use-
ful for our organisations to high-
light this and promote exposure of 
the dark aspects of what was going 
on in our midst. Today,   many of 
our meetings are still preoccupied 
with Church scandals of the past.   

Fair enough, many of us oldies con-
tinue to be shocked by what went 
on back then –  and still goes on 
today. But younger generations need 
something more positive to talk 
about and to work towards.  

Two different people asked me to-
day: “What are Humanist meetings 
for?” And my answer – although I 
may of course be wrong  – is that 
Humanist meetings are about pro-
moting rationality and compassion,  
and promoting scientifically proven 
methods of maximising human 
freedom, health and enjoyment of 
life.   

Our best advertisement should be 
that people begin leaving our meet-
ings with smiles on their faces.  See-
ing old friends at our meetings is 
always a pleasure;  meeting new 
friends is an even greater privilege.  
Let’s plan to do both!  We should be 
making society a happier place to 
live in every time we meet. 
  
To sum up:   four secular organisa-
tions in Ireland: one objective.  Why 
not meet, listen to each other,  and 
help one another where we can?    q                         
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Invocation 

HE significance of the bell in our cultural and 
ecclesiastical heritage cannot be overestimated. 
Bells have performed a myriad of diverse functions 

throughout the centuries and have remained a constant 
means of communication, from alerting people of im-
pending dangers to the call or invitation to worship. 

Some years ago I was fortunate enough to spend a few 
days holiday in a Donegal hotel which had formerly 
been one of the old Manor houses of Ireland. I became 
intrigued with the old bell tower complete with bell, its 
original function having ceased many years ago, that of 
calling the workers in from the fields for prayers and 
evening meal. Today its revised function is one of pro-
viding that vital glimpse into the past, reminding us of 
the harrowing lives that our ancestors lived and their 
dependence on sustenance for body and soul in equal 
measures. 

As a painter and sculptor I invariably make use of dis-
carded and reclaimed material which I feel may have 
potential for a piece of art work. Having recently re-
ceived a quantity of old lead I was drawn to the fact 
that the material had had a past life having undergone 
the ravages of time. The weathered and stained surfaces 
and the telling marks and holes along with the mal-
leability of the metal had a certain fascination for me. 
No less so was the symbolic significance of lead espe-
cially in its connotations with preservation and perma-
nence. A river estuary in South West Scotland and a 
windswept beach provided the wooden casing and the 
old piece of rope. 

This work was part of a sculptural installation entitled 
‘Invocation’. It was exhibited in St. Columb’s Cathedral 
Derry in 2013 as part of the UK City of Culture  
programme.                                                                  q             

Colin Corkey
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Democracy’s Crisis 
Bob Rees 

HORTLY after I had submitted my 
piece ‘Democracy, What Democra-
cy?’ for the March-April edition of 

this magazine, I came across A.C. 
Grayling’s recently published Democra-
cy and its Crisis, and I was pleased to 
find that he, too, is seriously perturbed 
by the ongoing manipulation of elec-
torates by minority vested interests. But 
Grayling is concerned about much more 
than fake news, which was the theme of 
my piece. 

He lays down several basic requirements 
that must be fulfilled before he believes 
that a democracy can exist. For starters, 
he calls for a clear written constitution 
setting out the rights and liberties of all 
citizens (such as freedom of expression 
and the right to assembly), defining elec-
toral procedures and detailing how gov-
ernmental power may be exercised, including checks and 
balances limiting the power of the legislature and the 
executive. He lives in England, so he is particularly con-
scious of these things, observing that in the UK, the cabi-
net is de facto unconstrained by any checks or balances.  

He also points to the need for a Supreme Court empow-
ered to strike down unconstitutional legislation, the ob-
jective being a transparent, responsible and engaged gov-
ernment, with limits on campaign budgets to ensure a 
level playing field, and complete transparency about the 
funding of campaigns, observing that “political office in 
the U.S. is bought and sold like a pair of socks”. 

Secondly, we need wise unbiased politicians. Elected 
politicians are representatives acting on behalf of the 
people, but Grayling stresses that they are not the peo-
ple’s messengers or delegates. So throughout the neces-
sarily limited duration of their office they must be free to 
decide what is right, regardless of the wishes of those 
who elected them, and independently of party discipline 
for all matters not covered by party’s election manifesto.  

MPs must be prepared to acquire information, listen to 
arguments, form judgements, change their minds, and 
reach non-partisan decisions, all without pressure from 
party whips, of whom Grayling is particularly scathing. 
Even so, he observes that “it is a rare political career that 
does not end in failure” because politicians always prom-
ise too much in the first place. 

Democracy also requires an informed and reflective elec-
torate, unprejudiced, dispassionate, and considerate of 

the long-term interests of others, imply-
ing that what we have at present are 
ignorant, irrational, selfish misinformed 
voters who would ‘rather die than think’ 
(Bertrand Russell).  

Grayling prescribes compulsory civic 
education for all school kids from the 
age of fourteen, together with access for 
the electorate to reliable information to 
support their participation in discussions 
and at the ballot box. He calls for ‘a 
platform for debate and analysis’, but 
observes sadly that in this case, one can 
do no more than take the horse to water. 

I noted in my earlier piece that there 
must be a responsible means for distrib-
uting truthful information to the elec-
torate, and Grayling agrees that democ-

racy cannot exist where the electorate can 
be easily misinformed by special interests or big money, 
as at present. Undoubtedly, if voters were better in-
formed, they would have different political preferences. 
Grayling also feels that most party politicking is cheaply 
premised on the notion that the other party is always 
trying to cheat everyone. 

hroughout history, ruling elites which have been 
founded on heredity, religion, wealth, or tradition 
have been reluctant to share their power in a 

democracy, yielding only when forced to. It is generally 
agreed that democracy is the least bad political system 
we know, and today it is the professed system of gov-
ernment in most countries – even totalitarian regimes 
describe themselves as ‘People’s Democratic Republics’. 
But true democracy is fragile, and it is hard to maintain 
whilst simultaneously ensuring sound stable government, 
and Grayling shows us how apparent democratic power 
is being covertly usurped by self-interested minorities, 
and overtly exploited by populist demagogues, using the 
election of Donald Trump and the Brexit referendum as 
case studies. 

To achieve the desirable objectives of democracy, 
Grayling specifies several further conditions: 
(1) Each vote must have equal weight, and there must be 
a system of proportional representation (PR), because the 
First Past The Post (FPTP) system normally results in 
one-party rule by a minority representing typically 35% 
of those who voted, and even less of the total electorate, 
with no representation at all for the majority.  This is not 
‘strong government’, as touted by those favouring FPTP, 
and it is certainly not democracy.                                ––>
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(2) Voting should be compulsory. Our forefathers fought 
long and hard for enfranchisement, and bloody wars 
have been fought to defend it, and Grayling reckons that  
it should be a criminal offence to disenfranchise oneself  
through laziness or disinterest. Vote spoiling is available  
to those who wish to protest at the choice of candidates. 

(3) As many as possible of the population over the age of 
sixteen should be eligible to vote. It smells of  
gerrymandering when certain sections of the electorate 
are disenfranchised.  

(4) Opinion polling should cease a few days before 
polling day, and betting on outcomes should be  
forbidden. It is a human weakness to want to be on the  
winning side, and favourable polls tend to attract  
floating voters for no better reason than that they appear  
to be favourites to win. 

(5) Voters must be offered a real choice between clearly  
different manifestoes and candidates. As things stand,  
researchers from rival parties discover the same wants  
and needs among the electorate, so they all produce  
remarkably similar promises and manifestoes. 

A people’s referendum is presented as the ultimate exer-
cise of democracy, but Grayling is particularly critical of 
the Brexit referendum. He points out that a referendum 
is an opinion poll, a snapshot in time, which asks the 
people for a simple yes/
no answer to a complex 
question, and the Brexit 
referendum was intended 
to be advisory only, not 
binding (Hansard 16 
June 2015). So he saw 
Brexit as “a coup by a 
few extremists in the Conservative party”, pointing out 
that most respondents were ignorant about the issues, 
being particularly susceptible to the ongoing anti-EU 
campaigns by right-wing Conservatives over the previous 
several years. The fact that the franchise specifically ex-
cluded some of those expected to vote against Brexit – 
British ex-pats and EU citizens living in the UK – indi-
cates a further degree of bias.  

Grayling argues that a referendum whose outcome 
would so seriously affect the affairs of the state should in 
any case have required a supermajority, typically 67% or 
80%. And then Article 50 was triggered after a very 
short Bill was rushed through parliament with restricted 
time for debate and a three-line whip imposed. 

Having no written constitution is clearly convenient for 
the British cabinet, as it enables them to make it up as they 
go along. In the Brexit referendum, only 26% of the popu-
lation voted to leave, yet Brexiteers were able to claim that 
‘the people have spoken’. Grayling is greatly irritated by 
this deliberate blurring of the difference between ‘the peo-
ple’ and the whole populace. He claims that ‘the people’ is 
a rhetorical term used by demagogues to describe just 
those who voted for the victor’s side, but implying that the 
whole population supported it. ‘The people have spoken’ 
sounds democratic, even though in the case of Brexit, only 
17.4 million (out of an electorate of 46.5 million and a 
population of 67 million voted in favour. 

In the USA, he is similarly unimpressed by the electoral 
college system which was intended to stop unsuitable 
individuals from getting into the Oval Office, yet which 
put Donald Trump in there despite his receiving only a 
minority of the popular vote (65.8 million for Clinton, 
63 million for Trump). The US President, as well as the 
Senate and Supreme Court, are traditionally seen as es-
sential components of the U.S. democratic system, even 
though none of them is directly elected by the people. 

The current wave of populism sweeping across the west-
ern hemisphere seems to reflect the failure of modern 
democracy as it is practised. Wealthy elites are calling the 
shots, and people are feeling ignored. Populists claim to 
speak on their behalf, though populism is usually found-
ed on anti-immigrant and especially anti-Muslim senti-
ment, dependent on simplistic slogans and responding 
only to the enthusiasms and prejudices of the majority, 
and short termist solutions. 
   
But his main criticism is of the UK, which only lowered 
the voting age from 21 to 18 as recently as 50 years ago. 
There, it is Parliament (not the people, or the Crown or 
the Courts) that is sovereign, which boils down to the cab-
inet of the governing party. The latter, with its whipping 
system (which depends on blackmail, bullying and 
bribery) is guaranteed to get its way. The Lords and the 
judiciary are powerless. The unwritten constitution is vul-
nerable to different interpretations without appeal, and the 

cabinet can alter it or re-
interpret it to suit itself. A 
single vote majority can 
suspend any law or human 
right – Lord Hailsham QC 
described it as ‘an elective 
dictatorship’.  In most coun-
tries, “Government is sub-

ject to a written constitution, but an unwritten constitu-
tion is subject to government”, not the people. 

We in the Republic may be feeling smug, insofar as we 
have no Monarchy, and we have a formal Constitution 
with a Supreme Court and a good system of proportional 
representation in place. Yet there is little justification for 
complacency. We still have indistinct divisions between the 
main parties which seem more interested in parish pump 
matters, resulting in low voter turnouts (Presidential elec-
tion - 56%; 8th Amendment - 64%; 2016 General Election 
- 65%). And party discipline is not confined to manifesto 
matters, our referenda are subject to interference from 
outside the country, and we have serious inequality be-
tween rich and poor. And advocacy groups like the HAI 
are forbidden from political campaigning.                       q                                              
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In the Brexit referendum, only 26% of 
the population voted to leave, yet  
Brexiteers were able to claim that 

‘the people have spoken’
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African Magic 

HE dominance 
of Hollywood 
 – the greatest 

corrupter of western 
culture in history  – 
means that most 
cinemagoers struggle 
to gain access to 
films produced out-
side America and 
Britain (the desire to ‘take back control’ from the EU by 
Brexiteers is ironic given the almost total subservience of 
Britain to American culture). We should therefore be 
grateful to the streaming sites for offering films that 
would make it into only a handful of cinemas, if at all. 
Netflix is leading the way in bringing us quality movies 
from outside the US/UK axis: witness the Mexican mas-
terpiece Roma reviewed here in the last issue. 

African films are almost non-existent in British cinemas, 
but two just released on Netflix are well worth watching. 
The Burial of Kojo is the first feature of Samuel ‘Blitz’ 
Bazawule, who was born and raised in Ghana and is 
now based in New York. Bazawule, already known as a 
hip-hop artist, also composed the score, which is an at-
mospheric mix of Afrobeat, jazz and pop. 

Films about Africa often focus on the poverty, squalor 
and struggles of the people. That is present here, as well 
as allusions to local corruption and foreign imperialism, 
but they are only a backdrop to the personal story of a 
young girl Esi (marvellously acted by Cynthia Dankwa) 
who lives with her mother Ama (Mamley Djangmah) 
and father Kojo (Joseph Otsiman) in a Ghanaian village 
built on wooden stilts in the middle of a lake. The moth-
er supplies most of the family’s meagre income through 
sewing, while Kojo takes Esi out in his boat and spins her 
tales whose beginnings only make sense if you know 
how they end. 

Esi’s world is very much one of dreams and visions. One 
day a blind old shaman paddles up to the village from 
the ‘realm in-between’ and asks Esi to look after a white 
‘sacred bird’ which, he says, is being hunted by an evil 
crow. At night she has a premonitory dream of a menac-
ing man in a crow costume.  

Eli is trying to grasp the meaning of this vision when  
Kojo’s estranged brother Kwabena turns up and per-
suades Kojo to bring his family back to the city he had 
left seven years before. The brothers had once loved the 
same woman, who died on the day of her wedding to 
Kwabena in an accident caused by Kojo’s drunk driving. 
But Kwabena insists that the past is the past and that 
they can get rich by robbing an abandoned gold mine. 

You can guess who the white bird and the crow are, but I 
shall not divulge what happens. Suffice to say that the 
film is a touching story of human courage and survival 
and a surrealistic feast of beautiful images and sounds in 
which dream and reality merge into a super-reality. 

The Burial of Kojo is a haunting tragedy, while The Boy 
Who Harnessed the Wind is an inspirational triumph. It 
tells the true story of William Kamkwamba, a young 
Malawian engineer and author who gained fame in his 
country in the early 2000s when he built a wind turbine 
in his family home, using bicycle parts, blue gum trees 
and other materials collected in a nearby scrapyard. 

The film, which premiered at the Sundance Film Festival 
earlier this year, is the directorial debut of Chiwetel Ejio-
for, star of Twelve Years a Slave, who also wrote the 
screenplay and plays the boy’s father Trywell, a hard-
working subsistence farmer in a small village in Malawi. 
He is a good father but initially sceptical of his son’s  
fancy ideas. The film succeeds in conveying both the ten-
sion and love that define the father-son relationship. 

It opens in 2001 when the 13-year-old boy, brilliantly 
played by Maxwell Simba, is sent to a nearby private 
school. But the rains fail and famine strikes. Trywell is 
faced with not only possible starvation but also greedy 
landowners ready to sell out to international tobacco 
companies and a government that couldn’t care less for 
the local farmers’ plight. 

William is forced to leave school because his father can’t 
pay the fees, but he sneaks back into the school library, 
where he finds a book, Using Energy, that gives him the 
inspiration to generate electricity. He constructs a wind 
turbine which powers a water pump, allowing his father 
to plant seeds out of season. 
 
The title of the film is a bit 
of a spoiler. But that 
doesn’t matter because 
Ejiofor spends much of the 
running time depicting the 
community and creating a 
real feeling for the place, 
bringing to life the coun-
try’s landscape and culture. 
The film also skilfully 
throws light on the process 
of scientific invention and 
proves the old adage: give a 
man a fish, and you feed 
him for a day; teach a man 
to fish, and you feed him 
for a lifetime.                  q                                  
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                                                                      Prospero’s  
              Diary 

 
St Martin of the Bogside 
THE news that the mayor of San 
Francisco London Breed had 
awarded a posthumous honour 
to Martin McGuinness for what 
he described as the late IRA 
commander’s ‘courageous mili-
tary service’ was met with be-
musement back in his native land, 
not least by many relatives of the 
innocent victims of the IRA’s 
dirty war. Maybe it’s a precursor 
of what is to come: a canonisa-
tion by the Catholic Church, perhaps? St Martin of the Bogside 
might be quickly followed by St Gerry of the Peacemakers.

It wouldn’t be the first time that sinners have been miraculous-
ly turned into saints. Take the case of St Paul. Before his conver-
sion, he was known as Saul, in which guise he participated in 
the stoning and killing of St Stephen, the supposed first Christ-
ian martyr. St Paul is well known as originally a persecutor of 
the early Christians. Another example was St Vladimir 
(956-1015), who became Prince of Kiev by murdering his elder 
brother. Then he raped his sister-in-law and added her to his 
harem of several hundred women. When he converted to 
Christianity, he dismissed his extra wives and his harem, tore 
down the pagan temple, and launched a vigorous campaign to 
convert his people.  He was canonised in the mid-thirteenth 
century and his Feast day is July 15.  It seems that history, or at 
least a version of it, is kind to repentant rogues.

St Michael of Neverland 
AS well as sinners transmo-
grified into saints, there are 
individuals who follow the 
opposite path as sainthood is 
stripped away to reveal the 
monster that lurks within. 
Michael Jackson, the ‘infallible 
King of Pop’, was the most 
successful solo artist ever – his 
album Thriller has sold a record 47 million copies. He was 
worshipped by his fans who regarded him as a sweet, 
innocent child-man in a cynical world. 

But that was only the tip of the iceberg, a fact that should 
be obvious from his act with its hallmark crotch-grabbing 
pelvic thrust. This Peter Pan is now surely exposed as a 
paedophile Pied Piper, who lured young boys into his 
bed and, if five of them are to be believed, had sex with 
them. His story proves that if you are powerful and 
wealthy you can get whatever you want, though you 
may have to keep it a secret or dress it up in a disguise 
so that others fail to see what should be transparent. 

St Martin of Sligo  
STEVE Coogan’s This Time With Alan Partridge on BBC1 was 
hit and miss, but it came to life in episode 4. In the final sketch 
he interviewed ‘Martin Brennan’, a lookalike Sligo farmer, com-
plete with ruddy cheeks and crooked teeth. After some stage 
Irishry, Coogan-Brennan (below) broke into singing the bal-
lad When You Were Sweet Sixteen. How charming and typi-
cally Irish, we mused…and then the tone changed as we 
were treated to a fiery rendition of IRA anthems Come Out 
Ye Black and Tans and Men Behind the Wire. How also typical: 
one minute loving deeply and the next fighting ferociously. It 
was a brilliant stroke of genius, and both nationalists and 
unionists united in appreciation.                                     q                      
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History, or at least a version of it, 

is kind to repentant rogues 

This is the true meaning of ‘hiding in plain sight’, in 
which a deeper truth is concealed by making it appear 
to be something else. Both Jimmy Saville and Michael 
Jackson successfully performed this trick but Jackson 
was more open about it, holding little boys’ hands and 
even admitting that he slept with them in his bed. But 
he convinced millions that his actions were pure, asex-
ual, expressions of his love. Even the boys’ mothers 
believed this fiction, both freely admitting that they 
were seduced by Jackson’s celebrity and money. 

Leaving Neverland, the four-hour documentary shown 
at the Sundance Festival and on Channel 4 in March 
was a tough watch. Wade Robson and James Safechuck 
described in detail their relationship with the megastar 
and alleged that he had sex with them for years – in 
Robson’s case from aged 7 to 14, ending after Jackson 
tried to penetrate him and next day asked him to dis-
pose of his underwear if there was any blood on it. 

Of his experience Robson said: “he made me feel com-
plicit, that I wanted it at least as much, if not more than 
him. And the thing is, the abuse didn’t feel strange be-
cause it was being done by this man who was like a god 
to me. So much of it was validation for me. But what 
does that mean, that I liked it? Like, I’m a freak too”.  
Yet both Robson and Safechuck say that as adults they 
have suffered from depression and anxiety. 

Jackson groomed the boys and their mothers, but he 
also groomed millions of fans around the world who 
worshipped him like a god. They all had faith in him, 
just as a large percentage of humanity has faith in an 
all-loving god, despite the glaring reality of a planet of 
enormous cruelty, suffering and injustice. Gods, human 
or divine, appear beyond all reason and evidence. But 
they can and must be dethroned from their pedestals. 
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Humanist Meetings in Ireland

Waterford

Dublin

Belfast

Sligo

Galway

Limerick Kilkenny

Humanist Association of Ireland 
Monthly meeting at rotating venues, mostly Dublin.  
Details of next meeting at humanism.ie or HAI Facebook Page 

Humanist Association of Northern Ireland 
Second Thursday, 8pm. Holiday Inn, University St, Belfast 
Contact: Roger at 07778583435 (roger.kelly.2@ntlworld.com)  

Irish Freethinkers and Humanists 
Second Thursday, 8pm. Holiday Inn, University St, Belfast 
Contact: Brian at 07962122038 (brianmcclinton@btinternet.com) 

North Coast Humanists 
Lodge Hotel, Coleraine. Second Tuesday, 6 30pm. Contact:  
Jennifer at 028 7035 4287 (jennifer.sturgeon@btinternet.com)  

Belfast Humanist Group 
First and third Mondays of month, 31 Malone Rd, Belfast.  
Contact Catherine Burnett on 02890642956 

Cork Humanists 
Contact Geraldine O’Neill on 086 812 8892  
http://corkhumanists.weebly.com 

Humanists West (Galway) 
Last Sunday of month, 12 noon, Anno Santo Hotel, Threadneedle Rd., 
Salthill, Galway. Contact Garry O’Lochlainn at 0872222726 

Kilkenny Humanist Group 
2nd Friday of month, in the Aspect Hotel, Kilkenny at 20:00.  
Contact Peter Deevy at 087-257-0855 (peterdeevy@gmail.com)  

Mid-West Humanists (Limerick, Clare, Tipperary)  
3rd Wednesday in Limerick. Email info@midwesthumanists.com 
Check midwesthumanists.com and contact Peter at 086 8155102 

North West Humanists 
Radisson Hotel, Sligo. 8pm, second Tuesday of the month.  
Contact Gill Bell at humainstgb@gmail.com; +353 87 295 8206 

Waterford Humanists 
Meetings third Monday of month, Phil Grimes Pub, 60 John Street, 
Waterford, 7 30pm. Contact Teresa at grahamt22@gmail.com.

Cork

Coleraine


