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HIS year’s All Ireland Humanist Summer School 
held in Tullamore, Co Offaly, had as its theme 
Humanism in a New Ireland. A wide spectrum of 

speakers highlighted the progressive liberal changes 
mainly in the Irish Republic around the Educate To-
gether movement, and the liberalisation of same sex 
marriage and abortion referendums. It was glaring 
that these developments were restricted to the south 
and that the Dark North had gotten a lot darker un-
der the pro-brexit DUP. 

In his talk Uniting Our Shared Island, Professor Col-
in Harvey, from Queen's University Belfast, stated 
that the discussion for Irish Unity was gaining mo-
mentum and that the Brexit chaos had added to the 
debate on the constitutional future. This did not 
mean that Irish Unity is any closer but suggests a 
willingness to contemplate this option especially if 
there is a no deal Brexit. 

Regarding Brexit itself, there appears to be little 
political support for no deal outside England. In fact 
the expressed wishes of large majorities of mem-
bers of the Scottish Parliament and National As-
sembly of Wales, and five of the main political par-
ties in Northern Ireland are opposed to a no deal. It 
is therefore highly likely that a no deal or a hard 
Brexit will lead to fresh calls for a border poll on 
Irish Unity and for a second Scottish independence 
referendum.  

If a border poll were to occur, ideally it would be 
best if 60/70 per cent of the North's population were 
to vote yes, but common sense – despite Seamus 
Mallon muddying the waters – indicates standing 
over the democratic norm of 50 per cent plus 1. 

Some Unionists and Loyalists seem confused by the 
Good Friday Agreement as they express surprise 
that Nationalists, Republicans, liberals and free-
thinkers dare talk about a United Ireland. The GFA 
acknowledges that a substantial section of the 
people in Northern Ireland share the legitimate wish 
of a majority of the people of the island of Ireland 
for a united Ireland and recognise the birthright of 
all the people of Northern Ireland to identify them-
selves and be accepted as Irish or British or both. 
The idea of a referendum or border poll is embed-
ded in the GFA and is formally endorsed in domestic 
and international law. This is something that the 
DUP and loyalist bloggers like Jamie Bryson fail to 
grasp. 

Prime minister Johnson's toxic language in the re-
cent Brexit debates and the use of traitor and no 
surrender reminds one of the inflammatory lan-
guage of the Reverend Ian Paisley during the cre-

ation of Ulster Resistance in the 1980s. It is worry-
ing that credence is given in the media to Bryson's 
comments as well as other banned loyalists paramili-
taries who use similar language to stoke up sectari-
anism around perceived sell outs etc. While a loyalist 
backlash against any agreed Brexit is possible, it will 
not be on the scale of the 1974 Ulster Workers’ 
Council or the creation of Ulster Resistance. 

Over the past two years, internal and external 
shocks such as RHI, Brexit, a Tory/DUP alliance, 
and the repeal of the Eighth Amendment in the 
south of Ireland have upset the politically stagant 
equilibrium in the North. Over this period the DUP 
has done more to antagonise soft nationalists, so-
cial liberals and even Unionist Remainers, helping 
to render Irish Unity a less daunting prospect for 
many. 

Nationalists and Republicans have a responsibility 
in framing the discourse and debate of the benefits 
of a New Ireland which will be inclusive to all. While 
such events as Féile an Phobail have provided a 
forum for political and cultural discussion across 
communities in Belfast, this year’s Wolf Tone con-
cert when several old IRA songs are sung with gus-
to can lead to negative perceptions for building an 
inclusive movement for progressive change.  

Likewise, the Orga Sinn Féin placard with the slo-
gan ‘Brits Out’ at this year’s Freshers’ Fair at 
Queen's University was insensitive and petty. 
Wouldn't it have been more intelligent and radical to 
have a placard saying ‘Brits in a New Ireland’ or 
‘Unionism in a New Inclusive Ireland’? Building a 
persuasive case for unity amongst the unionist 
community is imperative and the above examples 
are detrimental to providing guarantees on rights, 
equality and identity in a New Ireland. 

There will undoubtedly be a general election in the 
UK within the next couple of months and, whatever 
the outcome of Brexit, the Tories under Johnson will 
totally dominate the English electorate while the 
SNP will do likewise in Scotland. In Northern Ireland 
the main focus should be in opposing the DUP 
Brexiteers and creating a political pact between all 
the pro-Remain parties as recently suggested by 
Claire Bailey of the Green Party.  

Comments about Sinn Féin's abstentionist position 
is a diversion – has the SNP been listened to in the 
British Parliament regarding Brexit? The strategy 
should be to reduce the number of DUP MPs and, if 
a progressive pact is agreed, the DUP could lose its 
three Belfast seats. What a happy thought to finish 
on!                                                                                 q       
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The New Ireland:  
What Do Young People Want? 

Siona Cahill 

N Wednesday just past, I sat 
down with a journalist from 
The Economist magazine in 

the sitting room of my 83 year old 
granny. In the interview, we were 
being asked about cross-genera-
tional social change in Ireland over 
the last decade in particular, and 
whether that had a direct correla-
tion with the decline in the Catholic 
Church. 

When granny was asked why she 
still goes to mass every day, she said, 
“it’s something to do and gets me 
up in the morning”. She said she 
meets her friends for coffee after-
wards and, when asked, couldn’t 
remember the content of any recent 
sermons.  

She reckons many people became 
nuns because the women ‘were that 
way inclined’ to other women, and 
that men joined the priesthood for 
‘the education’, and that in order to 
survive, the church is going to have 
to start training female priests. In 
my head, at least as a child, her faith 
seemed a lot more devout than this. 

She remembers a time in the past 
when a friend of hers, in despera-
tion and exasperation, went to a 
priest in her home place in rural 
Leitrim for advice because her hus-
band wanted more children, but she 
felt her body wasn’t able, and that if 
they continued having children, she 
would have nothing to feed them 
but, in her own words, “the grass 
outside”. The priest’s response was 
that “she should go home and per-
form her wifely duties”.  

Granny still goes to mass despite it 
all, but for her it’s a social occasion, 
a community interaction, and pro-
vides structure to her day. It no 
longer governs how she thinks, and 
she’s not alone in that and will ac-
knowledge that openly. 

Granny was one of the first people I 
came out to as gay, and she voted yes 

in both recent referenda. This may 
not make her a radical. I love her 
but, in ways, by voting the way she 
did she was undoing votes she had 
cast previously - and that’s just it; she 
could change her mind over time. 

Much of what needed to happen - 
mind-changing, in my granny’s case 
– was a result of reasoned, well-con-
sidered information and the under-
standing that you didn’t have to do 
a thing yourself for it to be some-
thing that should be acceptable in 
the society you now live in. Because 
being ‘accepted’ is something very 
few of us will openly admit to want-
ing, but the need for belonging is 
ingrained in our makeup. 

And so I’ve realised, after a lot of 
reflection, that one of the things 
most young people want – including 
me – is acceptance. Not the kind of 
acceptance that means we’re all the 
same, but actually the kind that 
recognises that as individuals we are 
all on our own paths and we should 
be supported to strike out on our 
own and challenge where we’ve 
come from. 

‘Acceptance’ for being gay, for in-
stance, was something I craved for a 
long time before I felt like I was 
strong enough to ask for it, because 
of the overwhelming idea that it 
wasn’t something I deserved because 
of who I was, and what society – 
including my granny – believed.  

That elusive notion of belonging 
doesn’t just come with representa-
tion of women in media, or equal 
treatment at work, or your county 
flag in Croke park – a feat which, to 
be fair, would be a long time coming 
when you’re from Longford, bless 
the lads – but to feel belonging is 
also to recognise that the society in 
which you live needs to start meet-
ing your needs and expectations for 
you to feel really part of it, and that 
that often means unearthing much 
of what has gone before for some-
thing that needs to be re-thought or 
challenged, which doesn’t mean you 
hate Ireland.  

That was what both recent referen-
da created, more than anything. 
Because fundamentally, I don’t be-
lieve I should have had to ask any-
one for the right to marry, or should 
have to go door to door to door in 
my home county having conversa-
tions about wombs and childbirth 
and HSE consent policies and rape 
and incest and what a shame it was 
to get healthcare in England (of all 
places) in order to feel belonging.  

But if I’m being honest, whether I 
like it or not, the opportunity of 
constitutional change, the symbol-
ism of a defeat to hardline Christian 
think tanks, and the public conver-
sation and mobilisation of young 
people that came with both referen-
da, has sown fresh seeds and wa-
tered others when they were 
parched for “a new Ireland” – one 
that I would choose to live in. 

When the journalist sitting on my 
granny’s settee turned to me and 
asked me the same question – about 
what It was that I believed in – I 
said that I believe in people, and 
more than anything I believe in my 
generation of young people because 
I have seen them do great things. 

And I admit that belief is regularly 
questioned and shaken, but I have a 
visceral sense that we are           ––>
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stewards of this Earth and I think 
we need to do much, much better 
for each other and for the land that 
we’re lucky enough to have popu-
lated.  

Social change has come about in 
recent years in small part due to the 
decline of the Catholic Church, and 
the Church only has itself to blame. 
But that assumption is almost like 
the chicken and the egg, and to sug-
gest that it was the only reason for 
change would be an affront to my 
own personal activism and that of 
thousands of others. We did it be-
cause we felt alien from this country 
and I think we did it so we could 
finally begin to belong.  

o in this New Ireland: What do 
young people want in order to 
feel belonging and acceptance?  

Well brace yourselves, because what 
I’m about to say is extremely radi-
cal, and may shake you to the core 
of your foundations as freethinkers, 
philosophers, writers, humanists 
and adults. 

Young people – in a better Ireland – 
want: affordable housing; access to 
high quality education; fair and 
decent working conditions; an actu-
ally representative Oireachtas; a 
planet that’s not dying… and sex. 
Lots of consensual, safe, positive sex. 

And in all of that you’ll see, I’m 
sure, that young people don’t neces-
sarily want something so entirely 
different to what you want. The 
difference is that we have to live 
through the decisions that were 
made for us without us. But we’re 
demanding it now. We’re not wait-
ing ‘our turn’. 

Like we are toting our keep-cups 
and tote bags and striking about the 
planet in protests led by secondary 
school youth because most people 
before us didn’t think protecting the 

rainforest or not burning all fossil 
fuels to hand should be a priority. 

And of course the above list of de-
mands may appear reductive and it 
is, because of course young people 
aren’t a homogenous group or a 
single voting block and I also don’t 
speak and wouldn’t claim to speak 
for everyone my age and younger. 
But I also know that they registered 
in their thousands in order to have a 
chance to vote in the last two refer-
enda because I was there doing it 
with them. I felt the energy.  

I experienced first-hand the drive 
for a new Ireland that we knew 
could exist. One where people can 
change their minds, and ‘go on 
journeys’ to political realisations 
when confronted with more infor-
mation, and a new Ireland where we 
would stop shrugging off the past 
instead of putting a spotlight on it, 
and pointing out what was actually 
wrong, and talking about it, and 
making reparations so that we 
could move on and do better… but 
not forget; never forget.  

A Better Ireland not because it is 
inevitable that time means progress, 
but because we need to and we de-
serve it. 

If we take into account remarks 
from this Summer School’s very first 
speaker, Paul Rowe from Educate 
Together, it is not just in the educa-
tion system itself that young people 
have grown up in a changed and 
changing Ireland, and in turn de-
manded change while we were at it. 

The idea that Ireland might transi-
tion significantly from decade to 
decade or generation to generation 
is by no means a unique observa-
tion, but if we think that we should 
stand still now because we’ve asked 
for just enough, we will do our 
country, and our island, a massive 
disservice. It would also make me 
ask, what the hell would it all have 
been for if we pressed pause now? 

Young people now live public lives 
online that would have previously 
been unfathomable; lives that, de-
spite seeming more shared, are regu-
larly more lonely and dark and ex-
posed because of that sharing.  

Bare in mind that there are children 
born in the last few years whose 

lives will be played out and cap-
tured almost entirely digitally. In-
stead of pulling out dusty photo 
albums for boyfriends in years to 
come, Irish mammies will be 
scrolling through memes and shared 
videos of cute animals to find em-
barrassing toddler content for that 
special someone being ‘brought 
home’ for the first time.  

What does all this mean? It means 
that we’re switched on as a genera-
tion, and that does not get flipped 
back, and probably can’t be. And 
instead of mulling over the tragedy 
of it, we need to be preparing for 
what that means for our society. 

There are no absolutes here of 
course. Not every single young per-
son is mobilising and agitating, but 
most of us know it will be next to 
impossible to ever buy a house on 
the average industrial wage and 
there is a creeping bitterness and 
rejection in that fact that will make 
for a disaffected generation. 

And if you’re wondering why you’re 
not seeing people in their late 30s in 
particular taking over the streets 
demanding change, it’s because 
they’re attempting to just keep their 
heads above water, or because 
they’re not coming back from Aus-
tralia. We make light of the ‘avoca-
do eating’ of millennials as if some-
how it’s the brunches that have got-
ten us into this state. 

So here it is: The key issues young 
people are facing include: 

• Access to higher education for 
disadvantaged and marginalised 
groups, where - after Brexit - we 
will have the highest fees for third 
level in the EU, while investment in 
that sector has dropped dramatical-
ly since the recession and never re-
covered. The number of current 
students from the travelling com-
munity is still in single digits. Your 
postcode is an accurate indication 
of your trajectory. Grants don’t even 
nearly cover the cost. 

• Genuine equality of opportunity, 
social and economic, for Mná na 
hEireann (without pandering, with-
out being told to calm ourselves, 
without being made feel like we’re 
“whinging” or making work for 
everyone else). This means that I 
won’t, any time soon, be           ––> 
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shutting up about ‘women’s issues’ 
or gender equality, parity and the 
need to expand what we understand 
by gendered roles and norms in the 
first instance. 

• Access to accommodation and 
affordable housing as we battle a 
spiralling housing crisis. On the 
night of the census in 2016, there 
were 429 homeless students in Ire-
land. This made up over 8% of the 
total homeless numbers. There are 
people this week starting in college 
attempting to muster up €290 per 
week for accommodation. There are 
young people staying in digs for 
mad money who have one shelf in 
the kitchen, and have to entirely 
evacuate with their belongings every 
single Friday of term. There are 
young people who can’t afford to 
pursue the thing they love most 
because Dublin has shut them out. 

And what are we demanding? 

• Sexual consent education, and to 
do better than hauling in CURA to 
tell us that we’re loved no matter 
what but don’t you dare think about 
having a baby outside marriage. 

• Mental health supports that 
recognise the record anxiety and 
depression levels facing people be-
tween 18-24, and the male suicide 
rates which are devastating families 
and communities. 

• A future for a planet that we are 
unlikely to survive without, and 
quite frankly we’re embarrassed and 
ashamed that we’ve been put in the 
position of somehow saving it by 
people who were here before us. As 
if it’s some exciting Hollywood-style 
mission, instead the actual end to 
the planet. 

• And an improvement in the situa-
tion for the hundreds of people still 
living in Direct Provision within this 
state. To be silent and not to act is 
to be complicit. It is to shirk our 
responsibilities.  

Social change doesn’t happen by 
itself, or because it’s time naturally 
comes, or because of goodwill. I 
think that’s clear but is often not 
reiterated.  

It happens not just on the streets but 
by cross-generational dialogue that 
works together to demand it. 

We made grá the lawin 2015. We 
made mná the law in 2018. 

And we can’t think the process of 
ticking off boxes will continue, be-
cause with great respect to Patsy 
McGarry in his contribution, I dis-
agree with him that there isn’t a 
pushback happening from people 
who are comfortable now - who are 
saying this far (abortion and the 
gays) and no further.  

Things like climate change are going 
to need action beyond coffee in re-
usable mugs. New immigrants, as 
part of our society, will need more 
than ‘intercultural days’ in our 
schools to feel welcome and accept-
ed. Ireland won’t look the same as it 
did and it shouldn’t, because we’re 
not in a scene from The Quiet Man, 
and we never were in the first place.  

The next stage of change will unset-
tle the things we considered unique 
to Irish identity, and the conse-
quences of Brexit will rattle us more 
than anyone wants to talk about. 

So I was asked to consider what I 
thought and what it is in my experi-
ence that young people want in a 
new Ireland – a secular Ireland, as it 
were.  

There isn’t a simple answer to that 
question, but in order to feel be-
longing, to feel accepted in this Ire-
land, there is certainly a hell of a lot 
to be done.                                     q 

(The above is an abbreviated  
version of a speech delivered by 
Siona Cahill, activist and former 
President of the Union of Students 
in Ireland, at the 2019 All Ireland 
Humanist Summer School on 
Sunday 8th September 2019) 

DEFICIENCIES IN PATIENT CARE 

PRESS reports that hospitals are dis-
charging patients in the middle of the 
night are disturbing. This aspect of Pa-
tient care needs to be looked at. While 
some Patients may have their care needs 
in place, others may not. Are these the 
kind of headlines we want to read in our 
newspapers? 

For a start, targets in patient care are set 
too low in Northern Ireland.  England, 
Scotland and Wales have set targets at 
above 90% while Northern Ireland has 
set targets at 55% and has failed badly 
in such important issues as cancer care, 
A and E and routine surgery. 
  
There is confusion about how soon a 
patient should receive treatment for 
cancer once diagnosed. There is one 
school of thought that suggests that it 
should commence immediately after 
diagnosis. While others feel that exper-
imental therapies ought to count as 
treatment, sometimes it works and 
sometimes it does not. Then there is the 
‘watch and wait’, and bearing in mind 
that cancer is no friend of doctors or 
nurses and has no respect for waiting 
lists.  

I suggest that patients ought to take part 
in the decision-making process much 
earlier on rather than leaving it till later 
when the only choice is life changing 
surgery. Such patients can be seen hav-
ing been discharged from A and E after 
midnight and at the mercy of taxi driv-
ers who may or may not take the direct 
route. These situations can cause the 
frail patient who lives alone to face 
anxiety provoking situations. 

Rosaleen Rogers (Dr) Not GP, 
Newtownabbey 

BORIS AND THE BARD 

I liked the Boris and the Bard article in 
the last issue very much. Johnson seems 
more and more unreal. It was grand the 
way the vast genius of Shakespeare was 
used to illustrate just how odd he is. 

In the late 1800s, Wells and Shaw, both 
in the Fabian Society, wanted a form of 
leftish democracy. But both suddenly 
realised that most people don’t know 
what they are voting for. They wondered 
if benevolent dictators would be better. 
But where would they find them today? 

Nicholas Emmett, 
Oslo, Norway                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         
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The next stage of 
change will unsettle 
the things we con-
sidered unique to 
Irish identity, and 

the consequences of 
Brexit will rattle us 
more than anyone 
wants to talk about

Letters



A Compassionate Future  
Tom White 

HIS year’s Summer School in Tullamore was ab-
sorbing and challenging, especially on Day Two 
when the debate moved to the political future of 

our island in the light of Brexit. No one in attendance 
claimed to know what will develop from the fluid, fraught 
political problems we are currently faced with, North and 
South. When our brains become overloaded with com-
plexity, there is an all too human tendency to revert to gut 
instincts – fear, fight and flight. This has been a recurring 
motif in Irish history and indeed world history. In crisis 
situations it is difficult to think of long - term solutions.  

The Good Friday Agreement came out of a crisis situa-
tion.  It brought peace to Ireland after decades of strug-
gle and suffering, and all sides grabbed the Peace divi-
dend and sighed a mighty sigh of relief.  Although the 
Agreement contained many forward-looking aspects, the 
natural human tendency on all sides was “to let the hare 
sit” on contentious and challenging issues;  these issues 
have been both home–grown (‘Cash For Ash’,  Parity of 
Esteem,  Irish Language) or imported,  like Brexit.  The 
political institutions underpinning Good Friday have 
now largely failed (no debates at Stormont). When peo-
ple give up talking with one 
another, they generally end 
up shouting at one 
another.  Most worrying of 
all, the Peace Dividend we 
so longed for and valued is 
beginning to look distinctly 
rocky.   

The political leaders of the 
Loyalist community in 
Northern Ireland (the DUP) found themselves in tempo-
rary nirvana after the last Westminster election.  Theresa 
May failed to secure a majority, and turned to DUP to 
help govern – a lurch to the right and a blatant act of 
treachery towards her Conservative long term support-
ers, the Official Unionist Party of Northern Ireland.   

For the Tories, the DUP represented ‘any port in a storm’, 
so the DUP got the chance to strut the world stage, 
whilst screwing a few extra UK taxpayer pounds to-
wards Northern Ireland. Stormont has been prorogued, 
now Westminster has also been prorogued; a bit of a 
pattern there, perhaps? Maybe the DUP might not be the 
best coalition partners for anyone to have?  

“We are where we are” - the old cliché; but where exact-
ly do we want to go?  South of the border, the women 
and young people of Ireland (and the EU) have slowly 
dragged what used to be a deeply conservative nation 
kicking and screaming into the 21st Century. Recent ref-
erendum triumphs in the Republic have masked the fact 
that what has been achieved has been one hell of a strug-

gle for progressives against the innate Catholic conser-
vatism enshrined in the McQuaid-De Valera Constitution 
of 1937.  Whatever the many shortcomings in the cur-
rent Irish Constitution, it sure beats the dreadful state of 
affairs at the moment in the UK which has muddled by 
for centuries of “precedent.” 

I believe it would be much better for citizens living south 
of the border to update and redraft the Irish Constitution 
to help make it a secular and inclusive document which 
everyone on the island could ascribe to and support.   
That one giant stride of progress would circumvent the 
constant effort of progressives having to fight referen-
dum causes to seek to amend a deeply flawed document. 

Arriving at a draft for a “Second Republic” will be a 
complex process, but that process would be greatly en-
hanced if Loyalists in the North were prepared to have a 
creative input to its drafting. Why should they do so?   

Demographics alone suggest that there will soon be a 
majority of people in Northern Ireland who favour a 
united Ireland; better surely to influence the outcome of 

what may well become 
inevitable than to have a 
fait accompli foisted upon 
Loyalists in the North.  
Better to walk through the 
door to reunification clear 
– sighted rather than blind-
folded. That’s prudent and 
rational.  

That’s not just a polite re-
quest to Unionists in the North; the fact of the matter is, 
progressives in the South need your input and help. The 
prospect of a United Ireland still has immense traction 
amongst conservatives South of the border, who will be 
more inclined to accept clauses which might otherwise be 
too radical for them if they believe a United Ireland is 
made more likely by their voting “Yes.”  

There’s a lot of challenges out there, North, South, East 
and West. In the midst of confusion, we can revert to 
tribalism, to shooting one another, or we can move on to 
a cooperative, shared future which supports the legiti-
mate aspirations of all the diverse communities which 
inhabit our island. Let’s choose the latter option, and let’s 
start the planning and work to put that in place NOW.  

Planning a Second Republic, with its constitution written 
from the grassroots up, is what is needed to give comfort 
and hope in our time of crisis. Let’s draft a new secular 
Constitution and let’s put that to voters, South and 
North.                                                                            q                 
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It would be much better for citizens  
living south of the border to update 
and redraft the Irish Constitution to 
help make it a secular and inclusive 
document which everyone on the  

island could ascribe to and support



Humanism: A Universal Religion? 

Bob Rees 

ODERN humanists have 
been at pains to distance 
the movement from the 

traditional religions, emphasising 
the unbridgeable contradictions 
between the evolving scientific 
knowledge of humanists, and an-
cient dogmatic beliefs of the reli-
gious. They claim that there is no 
way that humanism could ever be 
confused with religion. Julian Hux-
ley (right) didn’t agree. 

Huxley (1887 – 1975), was a 
British evolutionary biologist held 
in high esteem by all humanists up 
to the present day. A fan of Dar-
win, he became first president of 
the IHEU (now Humanists In-
ternational) in 1952, and in 1963 
he took on the presidency of the 
BHA (now HUK). He saw Evolu-
tionary Humanism as the ultimate 
universal ‘replacement’ for the re-
vealed religions, which, he felt, had 
been debunked by modern scientif-
ic evolutionary discoveries.  

In his 1927 book Religion Without 
Revelation he wrote: “What the 
sciences discover about the natural 
world, and about the origins, na-
ture and destiny of man is the truth 
for religion. There is no other kind 
of valid knowledge. This natural 
knowledge, organised and applied 
to human fulfilment, is the basis of 
the new and permanent religion”. 

In The Humanist Frame (1961), he 
made it clear that the new religion 
he had in mind was evolutionary 
humanism, and in 1962, he wrote 
The Coming New Religion of Hu-
manism. He defined ‘religion’ as “a 
socio-cultural system of beliefs, 
behaviours and practices, morals, 
world-views, ethics and organisa-
tions that attempt to address the 
nature of existence, especially its 
transcendental and spiritual ele-
ments”, and ‘religions’ as “psycho-
social organs concerned with the 
problems of human destiny and 
involving the emotion of sacredness 
and a sense of right and wrong”. 

He conceded that religion of some 
sort is probably necessary, though 
not necessarily a good thing.  
However, a humanism-based reli-
gion would undoubtedly be a good 
thing because instead of worship-
ping supernatural rulers, it would 
sanctify the higher manifestations 
of human nature in art and love, 
and in intellectual comprehension. 
It would set us free “from sub-
servient fear of the unknown and 
the supernatural … showing us our 
destiny and our duty”.  

Huxley felt that science should be 
the ally of religion, not its rival, 
and he felt that evolutionary hu-
manism could provide a ‘scientific 
theology’, whereas religion is im-
prisoned in a theistic framework of 
fixed ideas. Evolutionary human-
ism offers a new look and a new 
freedom and a way out of the theis-
tic impasse, illuminating our exis-
tence and our destiny in a whole 
new way. 

In the Introduction to The Human-
ist Frame (which Alan Tuffery’s 
North Dublin Humanist Society 
Book Club read and discussed in 
September), Huxley claimed that 
“older ideas which attempted to 
organise dualistic beliefs around a 
core of ignorance” (i.e. theistic 
religions) had failed - the theolo-

gians’ assertions of divine incom-
prehensibility no longer satisfied 
modern man; and there was no 
need for further criticism of their 
dogma which had already discred-
ited itself. 

But when considering the steps 
necessary to realise his vision, he 
cautioned that any new manifesta-
tion of humanism that attempts to 
replace theistic religion must em-
phasise unity of mind with body. 
Theistic religions are compelled to 
operate in an unreal dualistic spiri-
tual-material world, but a unitary 
humanist religion could play a 
practical role in the real world.   

He also emphasised that the new 
religion must reject the absolutes of 
revealed dogma such as inner cer-
tainty, absolute validity of moral 
commandments, or of ultimate 
perfection, because such absolutes 
are barriers against the possibility 
of improvement. Like science, hu-
manism must at all times be free to 
refine itself to provide an ever-
evolving “new vision of human 
destiny”. 

Everybody can be motivated by the 
humanist notion that the primary 
aims of our existence are fulfilment 
and enrichment through the reali-
sation of life’s possibilities, thus 
helping to heal the rifts between 
religion, science and art.  However, 
we will have to refine our under-
standing of human motivation, 
because, henceforth, humankind 
will be in control of its own evolu-
tion, and we will have to balance 
our material and quantitative re-
sources between maintenance and 
utility (e.g. food, energy, industry) 
on one hand, and enjoyment and 
fulfilment (solitude, natural beauty, 
wonder and interest) on the other.  

Our habitable planet has maybe 
500 million years to go, barring 
accidents, and who knows what 
our race might achieve, when guid-
ed by humanist priorities of      ––> 
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scientific knowledge, creative imag-
ination, art and beauty? The central 
belief of Evolutionary Humanism, 
founded on scientific observation, is 
that existence can be improved, that 
vast untapped possibilities can be 
realised and that greater fulfilment 
can replace frustration. Humanist 
ideas offer a practical dynamic 
framework for guiding national and 
global policy and action. 

It may seem that the individual hu-
man is temporary and insignificant 
in the vast scale of things, but Evo-
lutionary Humanism considers that 
each of us is significant as a con-
tributor to society as a whole: whilst 
busily realising our personal possi-
bilities, we are simultaneously help-
ing to fulfil human destiny. The in-
dividual and society are 
interrelated. But if we are to appre-
ciate the beauty of this world 
(rather than the next), then we must 
combine all our resources of won-
der, intelligence, creative freedom, 
love, imagination and belief. 

Science has explained some ancient 
mysteries such as rainbows, earth-
quakes and heredity, but the key 
mysteries of existence remain un-
solved. Humanists are happy to 
accept that we don’t have the an-
swers to ‘why’ questions such as 
‘why do we exist?’, or ‘why is there 
something rather than nothing?’, 
because science doesn’t do ‘why’ 
questions, but Humanists suspect 
that there is no grand purpose, that 
it was all just a cosmic accident.  

We accept that there are lots of 
things we don’t know, whereas reli-
gious teachers conveniently ascribe 
all such matters to God.   Huxley 
felt that any new religion must 
prompt our sense of wonder and 
strangeness in the challenge of exis-
tence, keeping alive our sense of 
wonder and strangeness, but with-
out conceding to supernatural ex-
planations. Man’s emergent religion, 
like his science, must be a clear, self-
correcting system, free from mum-
bo-jumbo or dogma. 

Psychology and evolutionary biolo-
gy now provide coherent explana-
tions for Christian ethics and our 
sense of guilt, of right and wrong. 
Tradition (accumulated experience) 
depends on babies being genetically 
equipped as authority-acceptors, 
believing whatever they are told by 

their parents – providing baby with 
a conscience which will remain in 
place as the child matures to adult-
hood. The conversion from ancient 
religion to evolutionary humanism 
must not destroy that primitive con-
science as it releases the shackles of 
an imposed authority system, which 
involves a complete reformulation of 
religious ethics – not an easy task. 

Huxley believed that his mid-20th 
century world was ready to affirm 
this new kind of religion, but only if 
it could provide similar personal, 
social and emotional services as 
those already covered by the exist-
ing theist religions. For example, 
evolutionary humanism must pro-
vide for some ceremonial celebra-
tions of life, and indeed, many hu-
manist organisations have already 
reformulated traditional religious 
formats into popular, flexible hu-
manist templates.  

Of course, there are several other 
aspects of religion that humanism 
does not attempt to address: reli-
gions are founded on an ideology, a 
morality, a ritual, an intellectual 
framework of beliefs, myths, theo-
logical principles and mysteries, an 
ethical set of rigid moral codes and 
injunctions, and the means for ex-
pressing religious emotion, and 
Huxley felt that evolutionary hu-
manism must also find ways to 
replicate or substitute these things, if 
it is to supplant traditional theistic 
religions. Unfortunately, rigid dog-
ma, myths and mysteries are alien to 
humanism, and it is hard to see how 
they might be reconciled. 

Religious concepts like God, the 
soul, salvation, original sin, and so 
on all have a basis in our primal 
experiences of reality, but for the 
religious to embrace humanism, 
Huxley wrote that it would be nec-
essary to translate these ancient 
fantasies into notions that corre-
spond with today’s reality: we must 
reformulate traditional concepts 
such as Divine Law and God’s Will 
to make them consonant with scien-

tific knowledge. This is unrealistic  – 
he wants us to make sense out of 
nonsense! And anyway, there is no 
appetite amongst today’s humanists 
to change their simple lifestance into 
any sort of improbable religion-
lookalike. If we could raise a new 
generation from scratch, one that 
had never heard of the supernatural, 
then there would be no need to in-
troduce distractions such as notions 
of God or of life after death, before 
then attempting somehow to square 
them with humanist thinking, as 
Huxley demands. Clearly, an exclu-
sively secular education system 
would be a prerequisite for human-
ism even to get off the ground as a 
universal belief system. 

Sir Julian Huxley wrote his opti-
mistic predictions in the mid-20th 
century, but in 1931 his brother, 
Aldous Huxley (also a humanist), 
had already produced a more pes-
simistic vision of a ‘Brave New 
World’ whose genetically-engineered 
inhabitants were kept so sated with 
pleasure (sex and drugs) that they 
had no other interests at all, no reli-
gion, no literature, no sadness, no 
freedom, no interest in anything – 
just pleasure. Depressingly, in 2019 
we can see people who have no ap-
parent interest in anything much 
beyond entertainment (football and 
TV) and instant gratification (plea-
sure). “Many people would die 
rather than think”, said Bertrand 
Russell. “We are a people on the 
verge of amusing ourselves to 
death”, added Neil Postman. Such a 
people would definitely find Evolu-
tionary Humanism a real drag. TV 
and the social media are the new 
opiates of the masses.     

Humanism, like any personal phi-
losophy, needs its adherents to dis-
cuss and develop its tenets. Alas! We 
have many professing Irish human-
ists who claim that even this humble 
magazine is too cerebral, and that it 
needs to be dumbed down. What 
chance, then, for Julian Huxley’s 
brave new vision?                          q   
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Non-Religious Pastoral Care in NI 
Tom Woolley 

CCORDING to Barletta and 
Witteveen (*), the benefits of 
a holistic approach to health 

care includes positive outcomes for 
patients and financial benefits for 
hospitals and the community. Tradi-
tionally, holistic health excluded 
spiritual and religious aspects. This 
trend has changed in recent years 
with health care experiencing the 
integrated work of chaplains, pas-
toral carers and spiritual carers. 

While there has been growing 
recognition of the benefits of pas-
toral care in hospitals, hospices and 
other healthcare settings in the UK, 
this has been based on religious 
chaplaincy. However, many people 
in hospitals are non-religious and 
do not necessarily appreciate being 
confronted by a bible-wielding 
chaplain. In England and Scotland 
many humanists are now involved 
in providing pastoral care and over 
the past 18 months I have been in-
volved in exploring the potential for 
non-religious pastoral care in 
Northern Ireland, but this has raised 
many problems and issues which 
are discussed in this article. 

Humanists UK (HUK) has organ-
ised some training programmes and 
there are many humanists filling a 
chaplaincy role in hospitals through 
the HUK-sponsored Non-Religious 
Pastoral Support Network (NRP-
SN) in England. They work closely 
with religious chaplains as part of 
hospital and prison chaplaincy 
teams. HUK assumed that a similar 
approach could be adopted in 
Northern Ireland but may not have 
been aware of the way in which 
chaplaincy services are organised 
here. 

Having started to follow the HUK 
model, I have begun to think that 
the idea of humanists working 
alongside religious chaplains is not 
necessarily the best way forward. 
Instead we need an independent 
secular form of pastoral care that is 
funded by the NHS in the same 
way that religious chaplains are 
funded.  

There are different concepts of pas-
toral care. Essentially, trained carers 
should provide active listening for 
people coping with illness and other 
stresses and strains of life when 
things go wrong. Medical staff, 
however supportive, are usually too 
busy to sit and chat and in any case, 
they are there to solve the medical 
problems. Non-religious pastoral 
care will come without an agenda to 
convert or proselytise and my expe-
rience of meeting patients is that 
they are greatly relieved and pleased 
to have someone to talk to who is 
not pushing a religious agenda (and 
this even includes people with reli-
gious affiliations). 

However, in Northern Ireland the 
health service spends over £1 mil-
lion employing nearly 100 full and 
part time religious chaplains in hos-
pitals, of which the Belfast Trust 
spends nearly £half a million. The 
paid chaplains come from the four 
main churches: Church of Ireland, 
Methodist, Presbyterian and 
Catholic. Some are full time but 
many are part time and, when va-
cancies occur, the adverts make it 
clear that only priests from these 
denominations can apply. They are 
supported by religious volunteers on 
a part time basis. Hospitals also 
provide prayer rooms or chapels 
and Sunday services. Unpaid Volun-
teers from other religious groups 
such as Buddhists, Muslims, Hin-
dus, and so on also have a minor 
presence in some hospitals and may 
be called in when a patient requests 
to see someone from their faith. In 
response to a FOI request to Belfast 
Trust, hospitals pointed out that 
their chaplains are Christian be-
cause the majority of patients are 
Christian! 

Volunteers are managed through the 
Hospital Volunteer bureaus and 
required to undergo volunteer train-
ing. Many other volunteers will be 
found in hospitals, acting as porters, 
providing information and so on. 
However, when applying to do pas-
toral care volunteers have to be ap-
proved by the head religious chap-

lain. A number of humanists have 
been approved by some hospital 
trust volunteer bureaus and are 
available to give pastoral care on a 
voluntary basis. However, they had 
also to be approved by the head 
religious chaplain.  

When patients are admitted to hos-
pital, nurses complete a PAS (Patient 
Admission) form which takes the 
normal address and other relevant 
details. Patients are also asked for 
their religious affiliation and some-
times if they wish to be seen by a 
chaplain. Patients who have no reli-
gion are generally recorded as ‘other’ 
or no religion. Patients who have 
declared their non–religious status 
may still be approached by a reli-
gious chaplain as many of the chap-
lains believe that they can provide 
pastoral care to anyone. Occasional-
ly, non-religious patients are re-
ferred to a humanist or non-reli-
gious volunteer but there are exam-
ples of patients who have told me 
that they have requested a visit from 
someone non-religious, but this re-
quest was never passed on. 

Humanist volunteers are also work-
ing in Maghaberry prison and in a 
number of other locations such as 
hospices and nursing homes. Estab-
lishing this voluntary input has been 
a massive task and taken many, 
many hours of meetings and negoti-
ations. It has become apparent that 
nurses in wards are generally un-
aware of the availability of non-
religious pastoral care, indeed many 
are unfamiliar with the chaplaincy 
service in general. The Head Chap-
lain at the Royal Victoria Hospital 
provides occasional multi-faith train-
ing sessions for nurses and staff, 
which includes talks from a human-
ist and other religious groups.  

Religious chaplains in Northern 
Ireland are mostly members of the 
NI Healthcare Chaplains Associa-
tion (NIHCA) and this organisation 
has welcomed a Humanist member, 
though to date they have still not 
include a secular/humanist event in 
their programme. NIHCA,        ––>
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(which is also funded by the De-
partment of Health) organises train-
ing events and a course for new 
chaplains. However, NIHCA’s 
events and training tends to empha-
sise a religious and spiritual ap-
proach to pastoral care. Despite 
being well intentioned, there is a 
lack of awareness of a secular ap-
proach to pastoral care and an as-
sumption that religious chaplains 
can also minister to the needs of the 
non-religious. Indeed, at a couple of 
training events I have attended, the 
speakers made little attempt to hide 
their missionary purposes. One 
speaker, a chaplain from England, 
explained that the greatest theologi-
cal achievement would be to con-
vert a dying child in a hospice to 
Jesus and had a number of tech-
niques to facilitate it. New religious 
chaplains are being trained through 
a Clinical Pastoral Education course 
and are encouraged to join the UK 
Board of Health Care Chaplaincy. 

Section 75 of the Northern Ireland 
Act was established so that 
“government and public au-
thorities ensure equality of 
opportunity and good rela-
tions are central to policy 
making and service delivery. 
The Section 75 statutory du-
ties aim to encourage public 
authorities to address in-
equalities and demonstrate measur-
able positive impact on the lives of 
people experiencing inequalities. 
Public bodies are required to review 
their policies and ensure compliance 
with Section 75 but so far I have not 
been able to find a review of chap-
laincy services by Hospital Trusts.  

This raises the question as to 
whether spending over £1 million of 
public money on chaplains from the 
four main churches is providing 
equal opportunity to members of 
other religious faiths and growing 
numbers of non-religious people. 
Current data on religious affiliation 
is very out of date in Northern Ire-
land, but there is little doubt that 
cultural attitudes are changing, par-
ticularly among young people. Old-
er people (who will make up a large 
proportion of hospital admissions) 
are more likely to stick to tradition-
al religious affiliations.  

It is important for the Hospital 
Trusts to review current policies as 
the assumption that most patients 

are Christian, which is still preva-
lent, is long out of date. A patient 
that I have spoken to, who had ma-
jor cancer surgery, was presented 
with a stone from Lourdes by a 
nurse as he left hospital. She ex-
plained that this would speed his 
recovery. Other patients I have met 
claim to have been distressed by 
visits from religious volunteers who 
would not take no for an answer 
when their offers to read the bible 
or pray were rebuffed.  

Hopefully such incidents are rare 
and some chaplains that I have met 
seem professional and responsible, 
but nevertheless the numbers of 
referrals for visits for non-religious 
pastoral care in 2018-19 can be 
counted on two hands.  

Palliative and hospice care is an 
important and growing field of 
medical work as cancer and demen-
tia rates grow and at least 50% of 
patients die in hospital. Providing 
pastoral care to someone with only 

days or weeks to live is challenging 
and again it took many months 
before gaining access to one hos-
pice. It is possible to refer patients 
to a humanist celebrant to help with 
their funeral and this can provide 
great comfort to someone who does 
not want a sham religious service at 
the end. There are a number of im-
portant organisations developing 
palliative care across the island of 
Ireland such as the All Ire-
land institute of Hospice 
and Palliative Care, Voices 
for Care, Macmillan and 
Project Echo.   

Some non-religious patients 
also become interested in 
working as pastoral care 
volunteers themselves and 
it will be necessary to train 
more volunteers to meet 
the demand that will grow 
as more staff in hospitals 
become aware that non-
religious pastoral care is 
available. Some hospital 
trusts are currently review-

ing their chaplaincy provision to see 
if it provides value for money and 
patient surveys have been carried 
out (though not by independent 
bodies). There is a case to be made 
to the Department of Health that 
they should be funding a wider pro-
vision of pastoral care, particularly 
to non-religious people, as simply 
supporting the four main churches 
is not acceptable. Such a change in 
policy and funding is unlikely to 
take place while there is no regional 
Government, however. 

It is essential that there is an organi-
sational structure in Northern Ire-
land that provides support to volun-
teers. Pastoral care can be draining 
and volunteers need someone they 
can talk to if necessary. An overview 
of where volunteers are working 
and whether they are getting refer-
rals is necessary. Some limited sup-
port from London has been avail-
able through the non-religious pas-
toral support network but it has 
become clear that volunteers in 

Northern Ireland need their 
own organisation with signifi-
cantly increased resources. 

A further issue is whether 
non-religious pastoral care 
should be under the control of 
the religious chaplains. In 
England humanists work as 

part of the religious chaplaincy 
team but this may not be appropri-
ate in Northern Ireland. Instead 
secular pastoral support  should be 
independent and funded by Gov-
ernment. 

* (John Barletta and Kate Witteveen, 
April 2007, Australian Journal of Prima-
ry Health 13(1):97-105)                 q
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Shostakovich’s Fifth Symphony 
Brian McClinton 

N 1932, after two and a half 
years’ work, the Russian com-
poser Dimitri Shostakovich   – 

who had written his first symphony 
when he was still a nineteen-year-
old student at the Leningrad Con-
servatory – finished his opera Lady 
Macbeth of the Mtsensk District. 
Based on a novella of the same title 
by the 19th century Russian writer 
Nicolai Leskov, it told the story of 
Katerina Izmailova, a flour mer-
chant’s wife, driven through passion 
and boredom to commit brutal 
murder. She falls in love with the 
new farmhand Sergei and kills both 
her tyrannical father-in-law Boris 
and her weak and ineffectual hus-
band Zinovy. Katerina and Sergei 
marry, but the police interrupt the 
ceremony. The last act of the opera is 
set in a Siberian labour camp where 
Katerina and Sergei are among the 
convicts, but he has now found an-
other lover. Katerina drags her into a 
frozen lake and commits murder-
suicide as both women drown. 

Shostakovich portrayed the woman 
as a talented and clever victim of 
her narrow-minded provincial, petty 
merchant background, typical of the 
bad old days of Tsarist Russia.  In-
deed, unlike Leskov’s novella, 
Shostakovich takes Katerina’s side. 
“I feel empathy for her”, the com-
poser said. “She is surrounded by 
monsters”. He dubbed the work, 
which oozes lust, sex and political 
liberation, a ‘tragedy-satire’.  But 
was it intended as a disguised attack 
on Stalin’s regime? Does Katerina 
represent the spirit of Russia rising 
up against the tyrannical ruler? 
While Shostakovich was ostensibly 
satirising Tsarist Russia, was he 
really attacking Stalinism? 

The opera was premiered in 
Leningrad in January 1934 and 
toured successfully for two years. It 
was widely praised as ‘stunningly 
wonderful’, ‘a brilliantly orchestrat-
ed composition’ and ‘a masterpiece’. 
Stravinsky,  though,  criticised  it  as 

‘lamentably provincial’ in a letter to 
the conductor Ernest Ansermet in 
1935: “Lady Macbeth is not the 
work of a musician, but it is surely 
the product of a total indifference 
towards music in the country of the 
Soviets”. The work, he wrote, 
“deeply disappointed me, intellectu-
ally and musically”. 

It might be supposed, however, that 
its apparent anti-Tsarist theme 
would be music to the ears of Soviet 
officialdom, and indeed initially it 
was,  but its fortunes were dramati-
cally reversed with the publication 
in the Communist Party newspaper 
Pravda on 28th January 1936 of an 
editorial entitled Muddle Instead of 
Music, which effectively dealt it a 
sudden death-blow.  

On 26th Stalin had attended a per-
formance in Moscow’s Bolshoi The-
atre but left before the end. 
Shostakovich later wrote that he 
witnessed Stalin cringing at loud 
parts of the score and laughing at its 
sexual scenes. The 29-year-old com-
poser was reportedly ‘white as a 
sheet’ when he bowed for the audi-
ence (Shostakovich: A Life Remem-
bered, by Elizabeth Wilson, Faber 
and Faber, 1994, 2006, p128). 

His fears were justified by the tone 
of the unsigned editorial, which 
denounced the sympathetic portrayal 
of a murderess and condemned the 
work as ‘an ugly flood of confusing 
sound’, ‘formalist’, ‘bourgeois’, 
‘coarse’ and ‘primitive’. “Love”, it 
said, “is smeared throughout the 
entire opera in the most vulgar 
form”. What the masses wanted 
was ‘genuine, simple art’. Ironically, 
this criticism amounted to saying 
that the work was unrealistic and 
too highbrow, whereas Stravinsky 
had felt that it was too lowbrow. 

Rumours spread that Stalin himself 
had written the Pravda article, 
though the most likely author was 
David Zaslavsky, a high ranking 
party official and one of Pravda’s 
senior writers, who probably wrote it 
at Stalin’s instigation. The same per-
son may have decided or been or-
dered to launch another onslaught, 
this time against Shostakovich’s 
ballet The Limpid Stream, set in a 
collective farm, which had pre-
miered in 1935. Just over a week 
after the first editorial, on 6th Feb-
ruary 1936, another unsigned edito-
rial appeared, entitled Balletic Falsi-
ty. It attacked the ballet for its ‘un-
realistic, uninformed’ portrayal of 
life on a collective farm, and its 
‘arrogant’ avoidance of the folk 
songs, games and dances that would 
have given it authenticity. 

Shostakovich must have felt the 
earth open beneath his feet. The 
opera was effectively banned and 
not performed again until 1962. His 
position was now precarious. The 
year 1936 was the first of the ‘Mos-
cow show trials’, where Stalin’s po-
litical enemies were forced into hu-
miliating confessions prior to their 
liquidation. During the Great Purge 
or Terror, between 1936 and 1939, 
at least 750,000 people were exe-
cuted and more than a million oth-
ers were sent to forced labour 
camps, administered by a govern-
ment agency whose acronym     ––> 
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was Gulag, which gave rise to call-
ing the camps Gulags. Members of 
Shostakovich’s family were arrested 
and shot, including his brother-in-
law, his mother-in-law and his un-
cle. Adrian Piotrovsky, librettist of 
his ballet The Limpid Stream, was 
arrested and shot. The same fate 
befell his patron Marshal Mikhail 
Tukhachevsky and the composer 
and musicologist Nikolai Zhilayev, 
who had praised him as a genius. 

The question, then, is how did 
Shostakovich survive, especially 
when he had attracted the disap-
proval of Stalin himself? The latter 
wanted Soviet composers to write 
music that was joyful and opti-
mistic, whereas Shostakovich often 
did the opposite. His music too of-
ten seemed to express the terror, 
fear, and frustration of living in Stal-
inist Russia. Yet he was also recog-
nised at the highest level as a great 
composer. There is a transcript of a 
conversation the day after the Mud-
dle Instead of Music editorial in 
which Stalin himself accepted this 
judgment but added that “He has 
no one to guide him” (Dimitry 
Shostakovich; Pauline Fairclough, 
Reaktion Books, 2019, pp59-60). 

At this time Shostakovich was 
working on his 4th symphony. He 
refused to repent. He told his friend 
Isaac Glikman: “If they cut off both 
hands, I will compose music anyway 
holding the pen in my teeth”. (Lau-
rel Fay: Shostakovich: A Life, p92).  
He finished the work but, ‘trembling 
with fright’, as he later admitted, he 
withdrew it while in rehearsal in 
December 1936. He feared for his 
life and for that of the musicians, 
whose director persuaded him to 
withdraw it after he was probably 
pressurised by Communist Party 
officials. Its world premiere did not 
take place until 25 years later.  

The withdrawal is not surprising. 
The work lacks the required fea-
tures of grandeur, heroism and a 
happy ending. It is, as his son Max-
im has stated, “absolutely devoid of 
happy resolution”, and “there is no 
exit…The finale is dark”. It could 
have been seen as a bleak comment 
on Stalin’s regime, or at least as too 
negative when ‘Soviet realism’ de-
manded a positive outlook. 

Keeping a small suitcase packed for 
impending arrest and sleeping in the 

stairwell out of fear,  Shostakovich 
quickly began work on the Fifth, 
completing the score after three  
months in July 1937. According to 
the soprano Galina Vishnevskaya 
(Rostropovich’s wife), the composer 
then had to have the piece vetted by 
a party committee: “a few dozen 
nincompoops got together to judge 
a genius”. 

Its premiere on 21st November by 
the Leningrad Philharmonic under 
its young music director, Yevgeny 
Mravinsky, was a resounding suc-
cess and received an ovation almost 
as long as the 45 minutes of the 
symphony itself. The work was 
hailed by the Soviet press as ‘free 
from error’.  

The Fifth is not only Shostakovich’s 
masterpiece, it is also the piece that 
has been most subject to critical 
revision and debate. At the time, an 
unnamed critic wrote in a Moscow 
newspaper that it was ‘a Soviet 
artist’s creative reply to just criti-
cism’. So, had Shostakovich learned 
his lesson and mended his ways? 
More generally, was he a conflicted 
but compliant communist or was he 
a secret dissident? 

In 1960 Shostakovich joined the 
Communist party (after some pres-
sure), and when he died in 1975 the 
New York Times obituary referred 
to him as “a committed communist 
who accepted the sometimes harsh 
criticism to which his modernistic 
works were periodically subjected”. 
He also won various awards such as 
the Order of Lenin and the Stalin 
Prize, and in 1966 he received the 
title of ‘Hero of Socialist Labour’. 

But even if he was a socialist, it does 
not follow that he approved of the 
Stalinist regime. Indeed, the evi-
dence points to the contrary.  

In 1979 a Russian émigré musicolo-
gist Solomon Volkov published Tes-
timony: The Memoirs of Dmitri 
Shostakovich in New York. Claim-
ing that the composer had related 
his story to him over three years, he 
portrayed a closet dissident who 
cooperated with the regime only as 
far as he felt it was necessary to 
survive. According to Volkov, 
Shostakovich said: “When I started 
going over the life stories of my 
friends and acquaintances, I was 
horrified…All I saw was corpses, 
mountains of corpses. I am not ex-
aggerating, I mean mountains, And 
the picture filled me with a horrible 
depression”. 

Although Volkov’s narrative has 
been questioned, both Maxim and 
Galina, Shostakovich’s son and 
daughter, have both verified it, as 
have conductors such as Kurt 
Sanderling, Valery Gergiev, and 
Vladimir Ashkenazy. The last named 
wrote in a new introduction to the 
Memoirs: “The need to protect one-
self was something all of us who 
had to survive in the Soviet Union 
understood...This was barely per-
ceived by the gullible West”. 
Mstislav Rostropovich, to whom 
Shostakovich dedicated his two 
cello concertos and a friend of the 
composer, called Testimony ‘basical-
ly…true’. 

Listening to the works themselves 
dispels all doubts. While it is true 
that we can never be sure about ––>
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the ‘meaning’ of a piece of music, 
many of Shostakovich’s composi-
tions cry out in despair and horror 
at the troubled times in which he 
lived. The Fifth Symphony is one of 
the clearest examples. The first 
movement opens starkly with weep-
ing strings, conveying both isolation 
and desolation. Gradually, more 
instruments enter, and then the de-
velopment speeds up through a 
grotesque militaristic march to a 
near-hysterical climax, as if the Stal-
inist state is marching its citizens off 
into a bleak dystopia devoid of all 
humanity. Finally in the coda every-
thing is slowed down again into a 
tragic resignation. The music be-
comes weaker and weaker, ending 
with violin and piccolo followed by 
the haunting sound of the celesta. 

After a brisk opening in the cellos 
and basses, the brief second move-
ment scherzo launches into a comic 
waltz that teeters close to the edge 
of sanity. It is surely a bitter dance 
parody. Shostakovich wrote the 
music for 30 films and this move-
ment draws on the grotesque hu-
mour in many of his scores. It pro-
vides comic relief between the highly 
charged first and third movements. 
We can imagine it mocking graceless 
Stalinist officials dancing the night 
away and behaving like buffoons. 

The grieving third movement Largo 
– written in only three days – 
caused people at the premiere to 
weep. Strings and woodwinds pre-
dominate, with sounds redolent of 
the Russian Orthodox Church ser-
vice. It is an almost unbearable ele-
gy to the countless victims of Stal-
in’s purges. In a conversation, Ros-
tropovich refers to the sorrow and 
suffering conveyed by the sympho-
ny, and we hear it clearly in this  
tragic movement. 

Now we come to the finale. Superfi-
cially, it sounds triumphant, follow-
ing the pattern of Beethoven’s Fifth, 
of which there are echoes, noticeably 
in the Scherzo with its pizzicato 
strings. But to quote Rostropovich, 
again: “anybody who thinks the fi-
nale is glorification is an idiot”. But 
Stalin and the Politburo did, taken in 
by the apparently uplifting coda. But 
it is a deliberately bombastic false 
panegyric to the glory of the state.  

Even at the time, some discerning 
voices noted that not all was what it 

seemed. The writer Alexander 
Fadeyev wrote after the premiere 
that “the end does not sound like an 
exit (and certainly not like a tri-
umph or victory) but like a punish-
ment or a revenge on someone”. 

The movement begins with fiery 
woodwind trills before a bombastic 
theme in the trombones. The first 
four notes (ADEF) were taken from 
an unpublished song, Rebirth, that 
the composer had written to words 
by Pushkin as a reaction to the 
nightmare attack on him in Pravda 
the previous year: 

An artist-barbarian with careless brush 
Blackens a picture of genius; 

And his sinful drawing 
Scrawls meaninglessly over it. 

But over the years, that alien paint 
Flakes off like old scales. 

The work of genius returns to us, 
In its former beauty. 
Thus delusions fall 

From my tormented soul, 
And from within again spring up, 

Visions of former, pure days. 

The ‘artist-barbarian’ is Stalin, re-
peatedly defacing the works of 
artists and forcing them to conform 
to his dictates. In the Testimony, 
Shostakovich is quoted as saying: 

“The rejoicing is forced, created 
under threat. It’s as if someone was 
beating you with a stick, saying: 
‘your business is rejoicing, your 
business is rejoicing’, and you rise, 
shakily, and go off muttering ‘our 
business is rejoicing, our business is 
rejoicing’”. 

Shostakovich’s Fifth, the greatest 
symphony of the 20th century, is a 
work of deliberate ambivalence. 
For it had to address two audi-
ences: the Stalinist state at the 
height of the terror and the critics 
of that state. Stalin may have had 
the victory for the moment but, as 
Rebirth suggests, one day the hor-
ror will end and the spirit of hu-
manity will reassert itself. 

The key to understanding the com-
poser is to realise that he was a 
humane socialist and a great artist 
who survived in a totalitarian state. 
We should note that, on two sepa-
rate occasions, he composed music 
to accompany productions of 
Hamlet, and it is not far-fetched to 
conclude that he saw himself as the 
musical embodiment of the human-
ist idealist subtly satirising the bar-
barian world of Soviet politics.   q   
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2. Irish town and host to Humanist Summer School this year

3. The moral principle that people should treat others as they wish to be treated 
themselves

5. The argument that everything that exists has a cause so the existence of the 
universe proves God exists

7. The story of a man, born on December 25th, in the stable next door to Jesus

8. Father of modern, experimental science; published his first book in 1630
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be a colourful celebration of their lives

10. Declaration signed at the first world humanist congress in 1952
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last issue

4. Author of The God Delusion

6. Celebrity humanist and QI 
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After Θ God  

N a long letter in early October, 1980, my mother 
wrote: ‘The tears haven’t flowed as I anticipated.’ She 
adjudged my room ‘beautiful’, which it wasn’t, and 

‘so tastefully furnished’. In fact, it had a basic short single 
bed, a cheap table, simple shelving for books, storage 
space for clothes and a sink. She said a friend of mine 
‘shed the tears that were spared to Mum – how she will 
miss you!’ (Perhaps another exaggeration.) Enclosing a 
card from another friend, mother wrote: ‘I know that 
you won’t be offended at me opening it.’ I was. 
In contrast, my dad’s letter was short, wry and level-
headed. He’d left school at twelve so his spelling wasn’t 
great. 

Dear Joseph Glad to get you letter to day, am glad to 
hear you are Settleing in in the V.I.P. suite. We have not 
started to miss you yet. I say about next week we will 
God Bless Dad 

A few weeks into the novitiate, a fellow novice came to 
my room perplexed. 
‘This place is getting to me, Joseph. There’s too much 
religion! If it wasn’t for you and a few others I’d be outta 
here.’ 
‘You’d a girlfriend, didn’t you, before you entered?’ I 
asked. 
‘Yeah, I miss that an’ all,’ he sighed. ‘Oi, I could do with 
a good shag!’ 

He said one of the priests had told him that celibacy was 
harder for the sexually experienced. 
‘It’s unnatural, Joseph, a house full of men. Then again, 
sex isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. My dad said to me that 
he often has to be celibate too. Marriage isn’t sex on tap.’ 

Sexually repressed and inexperienced – apart from, and 
partly due to, the long-ago child abuse of fondling and 
stripping by two Christian Brothers – I’d never before 
talked to a friend so freely about sex. 

In my journal, I wrote that Milltown was ‘the best place 
for me’. It was. I was exploring the meaning of life. I was 
getting to know myself. But behind my choice lay a self-
limiting lack of confidence in myself, a fear that I 
couldn’t cope outside of religious life, that no woman 
would ever want to marry me and that shorn of my reli-
gious identity I would be lost. 

We had a wonderful Christmas at Mount St Mary’s and, 
for the first time since entering in September, we returned 
home on 26th December for a few days. My mother had 
an obsessive compulsive need to ‘give’. Insisting I take 
money she proffered, I declined, saying I would have to 
hand it in to the bursar. 

‘You don’t need to give everything in.’ 
‘I do. Everything we get, we give to the congregation. 
Everything we need, we get from the congregation. That’s 
the deal.’ 
‘You don’t need to tell them.’ 

Parental tensions persisted over the Christmas. Tactfully, 
I raised the possibility of marriage counselling. 
‘Tommyrot,’ said my mother. ‘I know marriages that 
broke up after counselling.’ 

I yearned to understand my childhood and the tension 
I’d felt in my gut from my earliest memories; parental 
rows, Paul banished, David vanished, his whereabouts 
still unknown. Talking had never worked.  So I asked my 
mother to write to me reminding me of family holidays, 
pet dogs and, as I put it, ‘stuff about Paul and David’. 

Eventually, I received this: ‘David was very fortunate in 
getting a very nice clerical position as junior clerk in the 
clerical department of Grangegorman.’ 

It isn’t easy to grasp what delights a boy aged 15 or 16 
might enjoy as a clerk in a depressing mental institution. 

‘After two years he resigned and packed his bag for Lon-
don and the big smoke. Be that as it may, he chose, ap-
parently, to break away from his roots, and, as a friend of 
mine said to me, “For Heaven’s sake, don’t be worrying, 
he is just like so many more. If he wasn’t doing alright he 
would have shown up on your doorstep long ago. Any-
way, he was an adult at twenty-and-a-half years of age so 
he was well able to look after himself.”’ 

Serpentine-slippery words: after two years he would have 
been 18, not 20-plus. My brother Paul believes David left 
Ireland in 1972 aged 17. 

‘In my heart,’ she continued, ‘I must confess I am not 
worried about him for the simple reason that common 
sense tells me there is nothing to worry about.’ 
This from a woman terrified of thunder or every time I 
got on my bicycle.   

‘Having said that, I must also confess, that having reared 
him, I am interested to know how he is getting along, 
and whether he is married or what. One just doesn’t rear 
children and write them off as if they never existed, al-
though I would nearly bet, that, at times, one could be 
nearly forgiven for doing so.’ 

She concealed more than she revealed. 

© 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



Arguments for the Existence of God 
 3. The Teleological Argument  

Brian McClinton 

N the previous two issues we discussed the ontological and 
cosmological arguments. A third 'proof' is the so-called tele-
ological argument (from the Greek ‘teleos’, meaning ‘pur-

pose’ or ‘aim’, and logos, meaning ‘blueprint’ or ‘plan’). This is 
the argument from design. It says that nature displays such order, 
complexity and beauty that it must have been purposely designed 
in this way  – like a watch in the analogy made by many writers, 
most famously the English clergyman and theologian William 
Paley, whose work Natural Theology appeared in 1802. Paley 
writes about finding a stone and a watch while crossing a heath. 
We would regard the stone as part of nature but see the watch as 
an artifice put together for a purpose. Just as the watch implies a 
watchmaker, so an eye implies an eye-maker, and, according to 
Paley, that “would be alone sufficient to support the conclusion 
which we draw from it, as to the necessity of an intelligent cre-
ator”. And, since the universe is more intricate and complex than a 
watch, it must have a great architect or designer behind it, namely 
God, who designed the stone and everything else. 

Another way of expressing Paley’s view of purposeful design is 
simply to say that there is striking regularity and order in the 
universe, which seems to conform to basic scientific laws and 
that this orderliness requires some kind of explanation. For ex-
ample, the law of cohesion ensures that objects hold together and 
the law of gravity ensures that stones will fall. Indeed the uni-
verse is so fine-tuned that it seems to have been designed to sup-
port life on earth  –  in the words of the British astronomer Fred 
Hoyle, it looks like a 'put-up job'. The so-called anthropic princi-
ple is sometimes presented as an updated version of Paley's 
watchmaker, though this is not so: the principle merely states that 
the properties of the universe are consistent with the existence of 
intelligent observers. However, it is often used by theists to argue 
for a universe intelligently designed for human habitation on the 
grounds that if the physical properties of the universe are precisely 
the values necessary to produce life, then it is unlikely that life 
arose by chance. God is thus seen as the fine-tuner who created a 
life-friendly universe. 

The teleological argument can be presented in biological or cos-
mic form. First, it is argued that organisms have features that 
enable them to adapt to the environment. The eye, for example, 
helps us to survive by perceiving objects around us, yet if parts 
of it were slightly different, we would not be able to see. Second, 
in cosmic terms, the universe itself obeys certain stable laws and 
has certain physical features that permit human life to exist. For 
example, our sun is neither too hot nor too cold and the zone 
around it in which we exist – known as the Goldilocks zone  – is 
not too hot or too cold but just right to allow our planet to have 
liquid water. Also, as a result of the unique properties of the hy-
drogen atom, water itself is lighter in its solid than its liquid form 
and therefore ice floats, yet if it didn't the oceans would freeze 
from the bottom up and earth would be covered in solid ice. If 
earth were not located precisely where it is, then we might also 
not have AIDS viruses, congenital deformities, or death itself.  

We also have to realise that there are possibly 30 billion planets 
in our galaxy and 100 billion galaxies in the universe. Indeed the 
tract of space-time that we inhabit may be just one of an infinite 
number of universes. If we inhabit a multiverse, then the chances 
of life somewhere out there are even greater. Even if there is only 
a billion to one chance of life, it is clear that in our galaxy alone 
there could be 30 planets which are inhabited by life forms. 500 

years ago Copernicus replaced the earth-centred model of the 
planetary system with a sun-centred model. Now, believers in 
intelligent design are again trying to place humankind centre-
stage. But they are ignoring the distinct possibility of life in other 
planets in a multiverse. 

One obvious but important point is that, even if valid, the teleo-
logical argument points not to a singular designer but several. 
Just as several people are involved in the making of a watch, so 
the more complex the design in the living world, the greater the 
number of designers that would be necessary. To illustrate, a 
paper plane is easily designed by one person, but a space shuttle 
requires hundreds of people to get going. The complexity of the 
universe(s), by this logic, is so great that it would require many 
gods to construct: multigods in a multiverse. As Hume wrote: “A 
great number of men join together in building a house or ship, in 
rearing a city, in framing a commonwealth: why may not several 
Deities combine in contriving and framing a world?”(Dialogues 
Concerning Natural Religion). In this reasoning, the sun would 
be made by a sunmaker, the snow by a snowmaker, life by a 
lifemaker, and so on. We do not have to assume that any one of 
these deities has any supreme intelligence. Indeed, considering 
some of the deficiencies of nature, we might conclude that some 
of them are, in Hume’s words, ‘stupid mechanics’.   

Paley’s argument is actually based on an internal contradiction and 
several flaws. First, he implies that the watch is both different from 
nature which, in the form of the stone, is uncomplicated and ran-
dom, and also similar to nature, in the form of the eye, in being 
complex and ordered. Second, he illogically assumes that because 
two different objects have a common quality i.e. complexity, there-
fore they must have another common quality, i.e. a watchmaker/
designer. We also have the problem of who designed the designer? 
  
Watchmakers have fathers, after all. Nor are watches made out of 
nothing: they require many different people producing at least 130 
components, including the basic metal, a mainspring, balance 
wheel, escapement, gear train, winding stem, dial train, and so on, 
whereas Paley’s deity apparently made the universe ex nihilo. 
Finally, as Hume indicated, we can only ascribe to a cause what-
ever qualities are needed to produce the effect. So the design ar-
gument, if valid, would only prove the existence of a designer. It 
would not prove that this being has the other attributes commonly 
ascribed to a god, such as omnipotence, omniscience and  
omnibenevolence.                                                                       ––>             
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The eye is not in any case, like Paley’s watch, a model of perfec-
tion. The human eye is wired backward. In all vertebrate eyes the 
‘wire’ from each of three million light-sensitive retinal cells 
passes in front of the retina, and the collection is bundled into the 
optic nerve, creating a blind spot. This arrangement of wires 
leading away from the backside, not light side, of the light-sensi-
tive cells is the reverse of what any good designer would con-
struct. On the other hand, the wires do lead from the backside of 
the separately evolved eyes of the squid, octopus, and other 
cephalopods. The notional designer would thus appear to favour 
squid over humans. The eye is also subject to several weakness-
es, such as astigmatism, macula degeneration and presbyopia.  

Other parts of our anatomy could have been better ‘designed’. 
Our bones lose minerals after the age of thirty, our muscles atro-
phy, and our leg veins become large and twisted. The openings of 
our tubes for breathing and swallowing are so close that we often 
choke. The appendix serves no apparent purpose, but it is infec-
tion-prone, leading to inflammation and potentially fatal appen-
dicitis. The male prostate gland enlarges in later life and impedes 
urine flow. A better designed human, one that would live to a 
hundred in better health, would have bigger ears, rewired eyes, a 
curved neck, a forward-tilting torso, shorter limbs and stature, 
better padding around joints, a reversed knee joint, and more. 
     
What we observe in nature is not design in Paley’s sense. It is 
order, pattern, symmetry. If he had referred to a plant instead of a 
stone the point would be easily made that a human being is an 
organism like the plant rather than a machine like the watch, and 
perhaps even the universe itself is an organism which grows and 
reproduces in a regular manner. Thus 'laws of nature' are simply 
our way of describing how things behave. Many of them are 
statistical averages such as would emerge from the laws of 
chance. Nor were human beings 'designed'. It is not that the envi-
ronment was made to be suitable to us, but that by slow, gradual, 
cumulative selection we grew to be suitable to it. As Richard 
Dawkins suggests, the only watchmaker in nature is the blind 
force of physics and, as far as life is concerned, the blind watch-
maker is natural selection (The Blind Watchmaker, 1988, p5). 

In other words, the argument from design has been shown to be 
false by Darwinism. The discovery of fossils, the existence of 
transitional species, the DNA and anatomical connections be-
tween humans and other animals, the use of animals in medical 
research, even the observation of evolution in the laboratory, all 
falsify the hypothesis of a God who created separate, unchanging 
species of life-forms at one time. Indeed evolution implies that 
humanity was an accident and not a special creation. However, 
while evolution explains steps in the process of the development 
of life, it does not appear to explain the origin of life itself, which 
means that some prebiological process may have been involved.  
Some theists argue that the original non-living matter  – which 
they call the ‘original replicator’  – from which the first living 
thing evolved must have been created rather than evolved, but 
biologists and chemists have long identified a number of natural-
ly occurring molecules and crystals that can replicate in ways 
that could lead to natural selection. 

Since the late 1980s attempts have been made to revive the teleo-
logical argument, and the term ‘Intelligent Design’ surfaced in 
America after ‘creation science’ was ruled to be a religious con-
cept and therefore constitutionally unfit to be taught in public 
schools. Its supporters maintain that it leaves open the question 
of who the designer might be. Nevertheless, it is really a reli-
gious concept cloaked in the language of science and nothing 
more than stealth creationism, neo-creationism or, if you like, 
creationism dressed up in a lab coat. In 1996 Michael Behe, a 
biochemist, published Darwin’s Black Box: The Biochemical 
Challenge to Evolution, in which he argues that complex biolog-
ical structures could not possibly have been produced gradually 
by evolution because they possess a quality he calls irreducible 
complexity and cannot function unless each of their parts is in 

place.  Since natural selection can only choose among systems 
that are already working, there is no way that Darwinian mecha-
nisms could have fashioned the complex systems found in living 
cells. And if such systems could not have evolved, they must have 
been designed. Examples are the lens and retina of the eye and the 
molecular components of blood clotting. Or, to simplify, a bird 
cannot fly without hollow bones, avian wing structure, and feath-
ers. Take away any of these components, and flight is impossible. 

This is patent nonsense. Fossil evidence indicates that a reptile 
mutation produced pinnate scales and, through a process of nat-
ural selection, the scales became feathers. After feathers evolved, 
front legs evolved to wing structures. Further down the line, 
natural selection favoured birds with hollow bones. To suggest 
that each and every piece of a machine, mechanical or biochemi-
cal, must be assembled in its final form before anything useful 
can emerge is just plain wrong. ‘Irreducibile complexity’ fails to 
take into account numerous other pathways that a particular or-
ganism can evolve through  – it assumes that evolution must go 
through ‘additive’ processes to achieve its conclusion and this 
isn't the case. For many organs, removal of a part may render it 
useless for its current function, but the organ could have been 
useful to the organism for some other function. Insect wings, for 
example, before they were large enough to be effective for flight, 
were used as heat-exchange panels. 

Darwin himself pointed out in The Origin of Species that “dis-
tinct organs sometimes perform simultaneously the same func-
tion in the same individual. To give on instance, there are fish 
with gills, at the same time they breathe free air in their swim-
bladders... one of the two organs might with ease be modified 
and perfected so as to perform all the work by itself, being aided 
during the process of modification by the other organ; and then 
this other organ might be modified for some other quite distinct 
purpose, or be quite obliterated”. The illustration of the swim-
bladder in fishes demonstrates the important fact that an organ 
originally constructed for the purpose of flotation may be convert-
ed into one for a wholly different purpose, in this case respiration. 

Some neo-creationists have manufactured other arguments. In 
Intelligent Design (1999) William Dembski claims that design in 
nature is mathematically demonstrable. The Pythagoreans in the 
6th century BCE declared that “all is number”, and Galileo fa-
mously stated that our universe is a ‘grand book’ written in the 
language of mathematics. According to him, God is a geometer 
and created the universe as a geometrical pattern. Consider four 
modern discoveries. Einstein upended our universe using nothing 
more than careful reasoning and mathematical calculations. The 
Higgs Boson was predicted with the same tool as the planet Nep-
tune and the radio wave, i.e. with mathematics. Is the universe 
therefore a mathematical structure? Max Tegmark, a physics 
professor at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, thinks so, 
and in Our Mathematical Universe (2014) he suggests that we 
are all part of a giant mathematical object, which in turn is part 
of a huge multiverse. This intriguing theory seems to be a flight 
of fancy: most scientists don’t buy it and maintain that mathe-
matics is a human construction. 

There is one final point to be made about the teleological argu-
ment. Return to Paley’s analogy of the watch. It is designed for 
something, i.e. to show the time. Theists are so preoccupied with 
trying to prove design in the universe that they generally fail to 
address the question of why a God made it. We are back with the 
questions we posed in the cosmological argument. Why, for ex-
ample, did God create such a vast universe and other planets if 
there is only life on earth? Why did he create human beings at 
all? Why did he create Hitler and Stalin as well as the Buddha 
and Confucius? Why did he create mosquitos, tsetse flies and 
carpet vipers? When asked such questions, the usual reply is 
either that he did it for his own glory or that his purpose is a 
mystery. We are left with the concept of a mixed up, enigmatic, 
egotistical deity whose creation lacks any coherent sense.        q
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 Hot     Topics                                       Hot     Topics 

YET  another report has 
reprimanded the main 
Christian churches in 
Northern Ireland for their 
intolerant abuse of power 
in the education of chil-
dren. Back in 2015 the 
Woolf Institute in Cam-
bridge published a report 
on Living with Difference.  
It stated that the province 
was not well served by 
the Core Syllabus in RE. 
“RE in Catholic schools is 
denominational in nature, 
the emphasis being on 
faith formation. In con-
trolled schools it must be 
non-denominational and 
is usually largely focused 
on Biblical material”. 

In October the Transform-
ing Education project at 
Ulster University pub-
lished a study that was 
equally scathing. It found 
that almost every school 
was ‘church-related’, and 
it concluded that, while 
multi-faith approaches 
had been adopted in 
Britain and the Republic, 
the pre-eminence of 
Christian teaching in NI 
schools was retained “at 
a level where it may be 
reasonable to ask 
whether the NI RE syl-
labus is about education 
or Bible instruction”. 

The study spells it out 
clearly: “Christianity per-
vades Northern Irish edu-
cation and schools have 
been shown to have diffi-
culty in accommodating 
those of other faiths and 
none who choose not to 
participate in RE and col-
lective worship in school”. 
While parents are entitled 
to request their children 
are withdrawn from these 
activities, “schools may 
not always be transparent 
about the existence of 
this option”. 

The study also points out 
that Northern Ireland re-
mains deeply divided. 
“This division is arguably 
most enduring in the 
structure of an education 
system where 93% of 
pupils attend schools that 
are to some extent de-
fined by the Catholic/
Protestant schism”. 

The churches argue that 
diversity is a good thing. 
If only the experience of 
diversity applied to the 
pupils and not just to the 
religious institutions! It 
confirms what humanists 
have argued for decades: 
NI cries out for an educa-
tion system that is both 
integrated and secular. 
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COURT CHALLENGE TO IRISH OATH 
FIVE Irish citizens have initiated a challenge in the Eu-
ropean Court of Human Rights to the religious oaths in 
the Irish constitution. The five are David Norris, the 
independent senator, Róisín Shortall, co-leader of the 
Social Democrats, John Brady, a Sinn Fein TD for 
Wicklow, Fergus Finlay, former government adviser and 
CEO of Barnardos, and David McConnell, Chancellor of 
Trinity College, Dublin, and honorary president of the 
Humanist Association of Ireland. 

The submission presented by the five argues that the 
oaths, which are mandatory for presidents, judges and 
members of the Council of State (which includes the 
taoiseach and tánaiste), are discriminatory. The sub-
mission states that this requirement for applicants to 
these posts “could prevent them from taking up office 
or force them to publicly declare allegiance against 
their conscience”. 

The presidential oath is prescribed in Article 12.8 of the 
1937 Constitution. It begins: “In the presence of 
Almighty God”, and ends: “May God direct and sustain 
me”. The God to which this refers is Christian, as is 
made clear in the Preamble which begins: “In the Name 
of the Most Holy Trinity”, and then a few lines later con-
tinues: “We, the people of Éire, Humbly acknowledging 
all our obligations to our Divine Lord, Jesus Christ, 
Who sustained our fathers through centuries of trial…” 

The submission to the Europe Court states: “These 
declarations exclude conscientious non-Christians and 
non-believers, and those who do not wish to violate 
their consciences, from some of the most senior public 
offices in the country”. 

The 2014 constitutional convention recommended 
separate referendums to remove blasphemy and the 
religious oath. A referendum was held on blasphemy in 
2018, and passed with 65% in favour. So far there has 
been no move to have a vote on the oaths. 

According to the 2016 census, 10% or nearly half a 
million people had no religion or did not indicate a reli-
gious belief.  63,400 or 1.33% declared themselves as 
followers of Islam, and of course thousands are adher-
ents of other religions. So a sizeable and growing pro-
portion of Irish people are not Christian. Why therefore 
should they be required to take a Christian oath? 

Ireland needs a new constitution with a secular oath 
which simply declares loyalty to the constitution. No 
privilege should be granted to citizens of any religious 
faith  – or none. As John Brady is quoted as saying: 
“the church has controlled all facets of Irish society for 
too long”. 

CHURCHES SLAMMED  – AGAIN!
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     Unheard Music 

UMEROUS photographs collected from old 
redundant family albums of people from the 
past lie hidden beneath layers of clay in this 

work. I make no apologies for the full-on finality 
that emanates from the painting but part of my in-
tention was also to create something of a recognition 
or a tribute to the countless lost individuals whose 
creative talents have been so cruelly cut short as a 
result of ‘The Troubles’. Hence the title ‘Unheard 
Music’, a reference to the silencing of the creative 
spirit. 

In a previous life as an art teacher throughout the 
years of ‘The Troubles’ I witnessed at first hand the 
damage and destruction that those days have inflict-
ed on so many caught up in violence. 

Created some years ago, I now view the painting in a 
somewhat different light, as much a warning as an 
acknowledgement. In our present unsettled climate of 
political uncertainty, the mere suggestion of a re-es-
tablishment of customs posts and borders immediate-
ly sends out a negative message which inevitably 
leads to suspicion, exclusion and contempt for oth-
ers. Those who unwittingly advocate such a move will 
sadly be facilitating the likelihood for many children 
and young people to be drawn into a violent future. 

The intentional use of local clay retrieved from under 
the sea bed of Belfast Lough, that same clay on 
which the very foundations of the city of Belfast were 
built, serves to placate or to give greater credence to 
the purpose and integrity of this work                    .q 

Colin Corkey

N

Art



Sex and Violence in Tibetan Buddhism  
The Rise and Fall of Sogyal Rinpoche  

Mary Finnegan and Rob Hogendoorn • Jorvik Press • 2019 •  £15.95 €17.95 
Lothar Luken 

HE gradual erosion of different 
shades of Protestantism in Ireland 
and the recent decline of Roman 

Catholicism have helped to free the way 
for secularism, freethinking and atheism. 
Along with that, however, Buddhism has 
had a steady increase of practitioners 
too: from 3894 in1996 to 9358 in 2016. 

Its attractions are a relative ‘godlessness’, 
an emphasis on psychology, personal 
growth and ‘awakening’ and, in the Ti-
betan versions, the lure and romance of 
a mysterious Himalayan tradition and 
its colourful ‘authentic’ Masters, chief 
among them the universally well-regard-
ed Dalai Lama (whom Sogyal is said to 
have loathed and trashed). 

There’s also a lot of bells and smells and 
candles – so Catholics feel quite at home.  They’ll also 
find the sexual scandals of their anointed clergy mirrored 
in those of incarnated lamas. The book under review 
here follows the rise and fall of Sogyal Rinpoche and 
exposes his sexual and financial misconduct and  – sur-
prise! – the inadequate reaction of his inner circle of chief 
disciples and more generally how a guru-based spirituali-
ty is a hazardous path to ‘liberation’. 

He was born in 1947 into a family of tea traders in East-
ern Tibet. 80 years on, Sogyal’s organisation, Rigpa, op-
erated in 41 countries, offering teachings, rituals, retreats 
and paraphernalia. For years he was the second most 
prominent Tibetan after the Dalai Lama. His first retreat 
centre was Dzogchen Beara, spectacularly located on a 
cliff at the mouth of Bantry Bay. Here one of his biggest 
prestige projects is under construction: Ireland’s first 
proper Buddhist temple. But it looks like it’ll never be 
finished now: they need another €1 million to complete it 
– Sogyal, their main magnet and fundraiser, is disgraced 
and hiding somewhere in Thailand and erstwhile follow-
ers have left in droves.   

In France there are court proceedings and in Britain a 
report from law firm Lewis Silkin, commissioned by 
Rigpa, found: 
-  some students of Sogyal (who were part of the ‘inner 
circle’) have been subjected to serious physical, sexual 
and emotional abuse by him; and 
 - there were senior individuals within Rigpa who were 
aware of at least some of these issues and failed to ad-
dress them, leaving others at risk. 
- senior managers interviewed for the report as being 
“guarded, hostile and inconsistent”. 
-  one of them was described as involved in “a proactive 
cover-up”. 

I spare you the details Finnigan gives us. 
Let’s just say that devotees were coaxed 
and forced into his bed and made to 
believe this was an honour – as was be-
ing mouth-fed by Sogyal with whatever 
he’d just chewed. He also had a habit of 
severely hitting and hurting people – 
saying: “that’s when you’re closest to the 
Master”. All this is facilitated by the 
reverence for the guru – whose behavior 
is not to be questioned because he is a 
higher sort of being. Thinking for your-
self just betrays how deeply you’re still 
stuck in your ego. 

So what’s the fascination? Having been 
to the centre near Castletownbere to do 
yoga, long before it was handed over to 
Sogyal, I then attended weekend retreats 
with Sogyal and found it all quite inter-

esting, learned about meditation and mantras – but never 
felt any charisma or wisdom and left the last session ear-
ly because it seemed a waste of time when I could have 
worked in my garden.  

So I assume it only works when one projects one’s need 
for a guru/father figure/guide onto a suitable person – 
and who better than a robed monk down from the Hi-
malayas. This could have positive psychological effects, 
or is just weakness, lostness and escapism leading to 
mind-numbing dependency. Now they advise to choose 
one’s guru carefully, check his credentials and try him out 
– yeah, enjoy alcohol responsibly… 

But didn’t Sogyal write this world-wide bestseller The 
Tibetan Book of Living and Dying (1992)? Well, accord-
ing to Finnegan, he didn’t! And according to experts he 
couldn’t. It would appear to have been compiled by the 
two ‘editors’ and is strikingly similar to the books of one 
of them, Andrew Harvey. But surely, to sell it needed the 
Tibetan’s name on the cover – and he craved the resulting 
fame and invitations… and visitors. 

And so my last encounter with Sogyal was when in 2007 
President McAleese visited Dzogchen Beara and I was 
wondering what the energy would be between Catholic 
aristocracy and Buddhist hierarchy. Well, she made an 
inspired speech on dying, without notes and clearly 
showing that she’d thought deeply about the matter. 
(though she incredibly did so without mentioning ‘Bud-
dhism’ even once). He, however, read out a list of plati-
tudes – fawningly and so thrilled he had the President 
there. What an embarrassment! Am I too harsh? Well, 
when the commemorative DVD came out, the centre had 
put on Ms McAleese’s full speech – and not a word from 
their guru! Takes a lot for acolytes to go that far…   ––>        
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FOR humanists, the question of free will is important because it is tied 
up with the core idea of individual responsibility. Humanists see them-
selves as having a responsibility to live a moral life both in relation to 
others and to society as a whole. 
  
Richard Oerton, as his title suggests, sets out to show that free will is a 
myth and a dangerous myth at that. Oerton is a lawyer, not a philoso-
pher and he adopts a tone of thoughtful plain speaking and avoids jar-
gon. Then, having set forth his arguments and considered why there is 
so much resistance to the idea that free will is a myth, he goes on to 
examine the consequences of the absence of free will for society, espe-
cially the law. 
  
His main objection to free will is that it is not capable of being defined in 
any meaningful way. No one seriously argues that events do not have 
causes. Free will, if it means anything, means that an event does not 
have causes and that is a terrifying notion. 
  
The converse of free will is determinism and Oerton’s definition is: “A 
person acts as he does because he is what he is; and he has not made 
himself what he is”. Again, “No one can sensibly deny that human per-
sonality is formed by a combination of genetic inheritance and environ-
mental influences…”. 
  
For Oerton, the fact that events have causes means that they are de-
termined. However, Kevin Mitchell has pointed out (in Innate: How the 
Wiring of Our Brains Makes Us What We Are, reviewed here in March), 
genetic endowment only ‘predisposes’ development, rather than deter-
mining it in a very precise way. Genetic instructions are general rather 
than minutely detailed. Further, genetics probably controls less than 
50% of normal variation. This leaves another 50% for the effects of the  

individual's entire experience which encompasses childhood circum-
stances, education and all social interactions. 
  
Oerton emphasises the ‘chain of causality’ involved in any choice. He 
also allows that events, including social approval or disapproval, can 
alter the chain of causality for future actions. He agrees that approval 
and disapproval are a normal part of social interactions. 
  
Where this book comes into its own is in its discussion of the folly of 
present sentencing policy for criminals (based on the law and practice in 
England and Wales). If an individual’s action are largely determined by 
their genes and experience, it makes no sense to say that an offender 
‘deserves’ punishment. In contrast to the vast majority of sentencing, 
rehabilitation rather than retribution, should be the aim (rehabilitation, 
presumably, is the attempt alter the chain of causality for the individual’s 
future behaviour). Sometimes an individual must be restrained in some 
way for the protection of society. Oerton does not really examine the 
question of individual responsibility but it seems implicit that, however 
determined an individual’s action may be, he cannot escape responsibil-
ity as the agent of that action. Society must act to protect itself against 
unacceptably deviant behaviour. 
  
This book provokes some really interesting thoughts about how society 
might be organised to give its members the chance to form their per-
sonalities so that they behave in a socially acceptable way. That, in turn, 
raises the question of how much intervention is appropriate. (Different 
societies have different views about this, just as they have different 
views about what constitutes unacceptably deviant behaviour.) Similarly, 
what types of intervention are permissible in the attempt to rehabilitate 
an offender? These are fascinating, large questions about the accept-
able degree of diversity in a society; and diversity is key to human 
progress. 
  
I started this book in a very critical frame of mind and found the journey 
fascinating. I now regard myself as a determinist, but perhaps in not 
quite so rigid a way as Oerton might prefer. I want to have the ‘wriggle-
room’ suggested by biological explanations.                  Alan Tuffery
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The reason for the visit, the hospice under construction 
there, has never become the hospice my daughter and I 
fundraised for. It is called a ‘spiritual care center’ and 
really just an esoteric hotel. Two years later enough 
scandal had come to light for Ms McAleese  to distance 
herself from Sogyal. 

Still donations for Rigpa 
were funding their guru’s 
luxurious life-style, book-
ing first class restaurants 
for himself and his en-
tourage etc. Millions were 
also sunk into a big piece 
of real estate in the USA 
which then was aban-
doned at great loss. (Read 
the book for details.) Yet 
Sogyal was a millionaire… 

This brings us to his disciples. It took until 2017 before 
8 of the top figures of Rigpa came out with a letter, 
confirming many of the allegations – sure, they had 
witnessed and endured his behaviour themselves for 
decades. But they still wrote to have Guru explain his 
acts and perhaps change his behaviour. And they got 
training in how to handle awkward questions. It’s a 
wonder to behold! I went to Dzogchen Beara after I’d 
read the book, joined a meditation and then talked to 
the instructor – pure Teflon. No denial, no confirma-

tion, all smiles and friendliness on the surface – just a 
few cracks when I said I was reviewing Sex and Vio-
lence (which was of course not on display in their 
bookshop there) and a nervous enquiry for what publi-
cation. I left it at that and had a look at their temple site 
– if ever there was a white elephant… 

So beware of false (or 
maybe all) prophets, keep 
your own counsel and 
money – but don’t let Bud-
dhism’s religious trappings 
and its rogue rinpoches put 
you off the simple mental 
hygiene of meditation, 
chanting, charity and occa-
sional retreats from this 
mad world. Om mani 
padme hum.      

  
Official statement on Rigpa website (hidden under 
‘moving forward’…): “Sogyal Rinpoche retired defini-
tively as the Spiritual Director of Rigpa in August 2017. 
He has no other legal or organisational connection with 
Rigpa and does not receive any financial or organisa-
tional support from Rigpa. He is currently in retreat 
and undergoing medical treatment. Sogyal Rinpoche 
taught for over 40 years and recorded a large body of 
unique teachings. Recordings of Sogyal Rinpoche’s 
teachings continue to be available to students”.         q 

On 28/8/2019, two weeks after this was written, Sogyal 
died. The death notice on his website demonstrates 
what it means and involves to enter a cult and to be-
come a guru’s disciple: 
  
“I have some very, very sad news to give you. Sogyal 
Rinpoche’s health deteriorated today after he suffered 
a pulmonary embolism and he left this world around 
1pm here in Thailand. (…) he was surrounded by close 
and loving students”. 

The Nonsense of Free Will: Facing Up 
to a False Belief • Richard Oerton • 
Matador • 2012 



Overrating Christianity  
Dominion: The Making of the Western World 

Tom Holland • Little, Brown • 2019 • £25 
Brian McClinton 

HE historian Tom Holland has received ac-
claim for his books on ancient Rome and 
Persia. Now, in his latest thick tome Domin-

ion he addresses the more recent past and claims to 
have discovered that Christianity is the greatest 
revolutionary movement the western world has 
ever seen, establishing the values of love, peace, 
equality, freedom, shelter, sustenance and human 
rights, and paving the way for secularism, an-
tiracism and even the MeToo movement. Christian-
ity, he suggests, has formed the western mind, not 
only in its moral conventions but also in its appar-
ent opposites such as atheism and science.  

Here’s what he says about non-belief: “Secularism 
owes its existence to the medieval papacy. Humanism derives 
ultimately from claims made in the Bible: that humans are 
made in God’s image; that his son died equally for everyone; 
that there is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor 
female” (p523). Wow! Everything that is good and beautiful 
and true in the western world owes its existence to Christianity, 
and the same is true of those who oppose it! Does this mean 
that without Christianity we would be even worse behaved 
than we are? Or that we would have actually wiped ourselves 
from the face of the earth? Even if Christianity has failed to 
save many individuals souls, perhaps it has saved the world. 

How does a Humanist react to such a monumental distortion of 
history by a historian? How does he combat such a narrow and 
one-sided interpretation of the past  – an interpretation which 
perpetuates the myth that religion, and here specifically Chris-
tianity, has a monopoly of morality. Well, if he studies the lives 
of Confucius and Buddha, to name only two, he will discover 
many of the same ideas of equality and rights that Holland finds 
in the Christian story. Thus Christianity in the west could be said 
to have derived from the East. Without them, it would not exist 
 – to pursue Holland’s reductio ad absurdum. Paul  – often re-
garded as the real founder of Christianity – told slaves to obey 
their masters with respect and said that he would not suffer a 
woman to teach. Does this mean that Christianity invented slav-
ery and patriarchy? Of course not. Like the positive values, they 
existed before it. 

The vague equality that Jesus preached was to be achieved in the 
next world, not this one. Hardly a call to revolution. Rather a 
plea to submit to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s. The mes-
sage seemed to be that the poor should be content with their 
state, for their reward would come in the next life: “Blessed are 
the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matt 
5:3). The essence of the Sermon on the Mount is that the poor, 
the hungry and the wretched should accept the status quo be-
cause they will receive justice eventually in a spiritual dimension 
beyond this world. As such, the political philosophy of Jesus is a 
profoundly reactionary message which fails to provide any prac-
tical scheme for the good of society. To tell people to ‘trust in 
god’, to disregard the world, to have no thought for tomorrow, to 
welcome poverty, to neglect their home and families, to let evil 
happen is really to compel them to opt out of the human struggle 
in favour of an escape into an unreal mental world. Jesus is in 
effect implying that religion is a drug. In his teachings he thus 
confirms the words of Karl Marx that religion is the opium of 
the people.  

I am not necessarily agreeing with Joseph Atwill 
who argues (Caesar’s Messiah: The Roman Con-
spiracy to Invent Jesus) that Christianity was en-
tirely a sophisticated Roman government plot de-
signed to pacify the unruly Jews of the Empire. It 
probably had genuine beginnings but, after initial 
persecution, the Romans clearly adopted it for pre-
cisely the reason of keeping their subjects in order. 
People with power did not consistently practise the 
Christian virtues, but they made sure most of their 
subjects did. As Seneca, a part contemporary of 
Jesus, put it, “Religion is regarded by the common 
people as true, by the wise as false, and by the 
rulers as useful”. 

After Christianity became the official religion of the Roman 
Empire, there was a dark age of a thousand years in which 
equality and rights were denied to anyone who did not accept 
the official Church and the spirit of inquiry was stifled. Chris-
tianity was, in fact, the enemy of freedom of thought, social 
and gender equality and unconventional sexuality. 

A Humanist knows that it was sceptics and freethinkers like 
Spinoza, Hume, Diderot and Voltaire who led the way to secu-
larism in the teeth of opposition from the majority of Christian 
churches. If Christianity believed in civil rights, why did it 
persecute heretics for most of the last 2,000 years? If Chris-
tianity promoted equality, why did it similarly sanction slav-
ery? It needed no lessons in cruelty from the ancients. 

When early Christianity was persecuted, it claimed toleration 
on the ground that religious belief is voluntary and cannot be 
enforced, but when it became the official state religion of the 
Roman Empire it abandoned toleration in favour of coercion. It 
was a 'Christian' duty to impose the only true doctrine and save 
souls from damnation. According to St Augustine, persecution 
was necessary to ‘compel them to come in’. It was the same 
wherever Christianity achieved dominance. There was no 
equality or rights for non-believers or those of other faiths. The 
values that Holland ascribes to Christianity only grew in the 
west when the power of religion weakened. 

Humanism is older and more universal than Christianity. It is 
found in the Eastern thinkers cited and in the spirit of scientific 
inquiry of the ancient Greeks. The teachings of Confucius are 
summed up in the word ‘jen’, which means love, humanity or 
goodness. Central to his ethic was the so-called Golden Rule, 
which he expressed as: “Do not do to others what you would 
not like yourself”. Virtue, according to Confucius, ‘is to love 
humanity’ and wisdom is ‘to understand humanity’. Pacifism 
was outlined by Lao Tzu or an unknown Chinaman :“Recom-
pense to none evil for evil; repay evil with good”. The pacifist 
code of the Tao is clear and consistent. For the Buddha self-
enlightenment lay in forgiveness of enemies and non-violence. 

As well as overrating Christianity, Holland clouds his thesis in 
rambling and interminable anecdotes. Chapter 20, for example, 
ranges from the Beatles recording All You Need is Love in 
1967 to Islamic State in 2014. He admits that Lennon also 
recorded Imagine, but lets himself off the hook by saying that 
it is religious through and through. So that’s it, then: God is 
everywhere, even when you sing to him to go away.              q
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ARE ‘unbelievers’ much different from the general population? 
What sort of worldviews do atheists and agnostics have? How 
prevalent are beliefs in related phenomena such as an afterlife, 
magical causation, objective morality, and ultimate purpose among 
those not believing in God(s)? Do popular assumptions about non-
theists as ‘convinced, dogmatic atheists’ stand up to scrutiny? 
  
To what extent do the answers to the above questions vary across 
countries, religious backgrounds, and socio-demographic groups 
(e.g. age, gender, region, income, education, and ethnicity)? 
  
Dr. Jonathan Lanman of Queen’s University, Belfast, will ad-
dress these topics and more on Sunday November 3rd at a meet-
ing of the Humanist Association of Ireland in Buswells Hotel, 
Molesworth Street, Dublin (beginning at 3 o’clock). 
  
This is a free event and all are welcome to attend. Please note the 
earlier than usual start time, and the change of venue from more 
recent Sunday gatherings. 
  
While scholars from across the human sciences have long 
worked to improve our understanding of religion, much less has 
been done to understand its absence and alternatives.  Yet such 
‘unbelief’ is both widespread and growing. This growth has pro-
duced vigorous public debates about the personal and social 
impacts of religion, secularism, and atheism and the inclusion of 
nonreligious individuals and perspectives in education and public 
policy. 
  
This presentation will outline the initial findings of the Under-
standing Unbelief programme (2017-2020), which examines the 
nature and diversity of atheism, agnosticism and other kinds of 
religious ‘unbelief’ around the world and from the perspectives 
of multiple disciplines. This recently collected data will allow us 
to better answer a number of important questions about both the 
nature and diversity of unbelief. 

About the speaker 
Dr. Jonathan Lanman is Senior Lecturer in Anthropology and 
Assistant Director of the Institute of Cognition & Culture at 
Queen’s University Belfast.
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HUMANIST ASSOCIATION OF IRELAND MEETINGS 

3rd November:  
Sunday Seminar in Dublin   

Understanding Unbelief (see above) 

8th December:  
Christmas Social at Buswells Hotel, 

Molesworth St., Dublin 

5th January:  
A Time to Remember 

12th February:  
Darwin Day Lecture

Beautiful Bruges 
BRUGES– a beautiful town 90 minutes from Brussels in Bel-
gium – is where we gathered for the European Humanist Fed-
eration conference in October this year. A long weekend in 
beautiful Bruges loomed ahead with the promise of fascinating 
presentations, important workshops and great company! The 
theme this year was of expressing humanist values in educa-
tion, chaplaincy and ceremonies. I was particularly interested 
in the ceremonies side, so here is a snapshot of what I learned 
and observed from the EHP.  

Isabel Russo from the UK spoke to us about using art in cere-
monies. The idea of art as part of some rituals goes back as far 
as cave paintings, and the need for rituals is not for the god-
fearing folk only. Rituals mark transitions which people have 
used for centuries. Isabel spoke about the elements of creativi-
ty that we use to memorialise or celebrate the person/s. She 
talked about death practices and we discussed caring for the 
body of the deceased as part of the “letting go” process which 
can give a feeling of responsibility and ownership to the 
mourners. The simple act of being allowed to take responsibil-
ity and having permission to show love is an act of creation   – 
an act of art.  

Whereas for some, naming ceremonies are a way for people to 
disassociate their child from religion, it can also be a way to 
acknowledge their freedom of expression. It doesn’t have to 
mean that the child is humanist now but rather that the child 
can affiliate to whatever they want later in life.  

There was a wonderful workshop led by the Norwegian Hu-
manists who have a large organisation and are in huge demand 
when it comes to ceremonies. The workshop covered every-
thing from the abstract framework to practical decisions. 
There is a strong emphasis on the ceremony being a real alter-
native to a religious ceremony. Norwegian Humanists send a 
clear message that it is the Humanist Society doing the cere-
mony and, as such, the celebrant acts as a representative of the 
organisation. Even the pamphlet that wedding guests get must 
represent what they stand for.  

It was stressed that, while putting together a ceremony, a cou-
ple are helped to make informed choices. The idea that the 
couple don’t face the “altar” as they are not facing god is not 
uncommon in Humanist ceremonies. The focus narrowed to 
being able to see the couples’ faces as they are being married. 
We should also be aware of the lyrics of songs used on the 
day, and words in the poems and stories. A possible stumbling 
block for couples heading into a Humanist wedding is that peo-
ple expect tradition in ceremonies and, as Humanists, we have 
the onus of creating that tradition or adjusting a tradition for 
some familiarity. After all, the appreciation of the friends and 
family gathered is also very important for a wedding.  

Finally, I got to watch a wonderful presentation on Remem-
brance Ceremonies that happen in Belgium every year since 
2014 to coincide with the end of October  – Samhain. “The 
deceased person leaves an empty space when they are gone”, 
said Myriam Augustinjen, a Belgian officiant. The Belgian 
humanists have created a wonderful secular and inclusive way 
of memorialising the dead.  

I had a wonderful time at the EHF both appreciating and 
learning, and getting to know some of my Irish Humanists a 
little more too. I travelled with Mairead Doyle, Terry Flynn, 
Joan Hulme and Catherine O’Brien.  Ruth Scott
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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, various venues  
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 Sunday of month, in the Langton House Hotel, Kilkenny at 11.00am  
Contact Patrick Cassidy at 0894630005; patrickacassidy@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


