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S a new decade dawns, the all-Ireland Humanist 
conference later this year will address the Hu-
manist challenge to inhumane ideas. It’s a huge 

topic: there are so many bad ideas floating around the 
globe at the moment and threatening to engulf the 
human race. Many of these ideas are mutually contra-
dictory or the theory and the practice do not coincide. 
Climate change denial is an obvious example. Most 
people no longer reject the science and fully accept 
that global warming is a real existential threat. But in 
practice there is a reluctance to change habits in order 
to tackle the crisis. Why? 

One reason is that there is still an adherence to pos-
sessive individualism, the theory that individuals are 
the sole proprietors of their skills and owe nothing to 
society for them. These skills are a commodity to be 
bought and sold on the open market. It is a society in 
which there is a selfish and unending thirst for con-
sumption which is considered the crucial core of hu-
man nature. The unspoken assumption is that selfish-
ness and greed are good. Humanism is a philosophy 
that challenges this worldview, arguing very strongly 
that we are social animals who care for one another 
and care for the planet and all the creatures in it. 

Possessive individualism is intimately related to free 
market capitalism which is basically the law of the 
jungle in which the wealthy become ever more wealthy 
and the poorest have to resort to food banks or the 
streets. It also means that minimal regulation leads to 
tower blocks going up in flames and planes falling out 
of the skies. This kind of economics delivers for the 
few, not the many. 

Another bad idea embracing large parts of the globe is 
ethnic nationalism. Here possessive individualism 
coexists with a strong sense of national identity (see 
page 6). Nationalism is not necessarily bad if it is open 
and inclusive, but the dominant form today seems to 
be a closed and exclusive nationalism, which all too 
often has strong elements of racism and religiosity.  

Examples abound throughout the world: we see it in 
countries as far apart as Brazil, India, America, Myan-
mar and England. Humanism, on the other hand, is 
essentially internationalist: we believe that the charac-
teristics that unite all humanity are more important 
than the factors that divide us. Therefore solutions to 
many of the world’s problems require international 
action and cooperation. 

Another bad idea is the wave of populism engulfing 
large parts of the globe. This can be defined as a polit-
ical philosophy that appeals to ordinary people who 
feel that their concerns are disregarded by established 

elite groups. It poses ‘the people’ against ‘the elite’. 
Since ‘the people’ cannot themselves rule, a strong 
leader inevitably emerges who embodies ‘the people’ 
and understands their wishes. It is, of course, a myth: 
almost invariably the leaders are not ‘of the people’ or 
even for the people but for themselves and their own 
crazy ideas.  

Populist leaders communicate directly with their fol-
lowers through an anarchic social media. It exploits 
cognitive biases to the hilt, creating digital echo 
chambers and the weaponisation of the media by po-
litical actors. Both Trump and Johnson promise to 
make their country ‘great again’ by unleashing its po-
tential. They become tantamount to Messiahs leading 
their people to the promised land, effectively telling the 
people to trust them and think like them. This ap-
proach is antithetical to freethinking and Humanism 
which place a stress on people thinking for themselves 
and taking individual responsibility for their actions. 

Humanists also stress the importance of reason over 
emotion. Yet another bad idea in the modern world is 
to treat politics as entertainment. A notable feature of 
leaders like Trump and Johnson is that they are 
showmen who appeal to emotion and appearance: the 
politics of optics, as it has been called, where serious-
ness and complexity are banished and replaced by 
simplicities, slogans and soundbites. 

There was a marked contrast in the recent UK election 
between the campaigning of Corbyn and Johnson. 
Corbyn’s approach was to appeal to reason in set 
speeches; Johnson, however, toured the country chat-
ting and joking with workers, taking selfies with them 
and assisting with their tasks. In so far as Johnson 
outlined a policy, it was largely a matter of repeating 
the same few slogans. This strategy was more appeal-
ing to people whose ‘intellectual' lives are defined by 
talking about soaps, reality TV and football and who 
judge ‘important people’ entirely on the basis of their 
media image. This cynical and superficial philosophy 
can only be defeated by a commitment to real philos-
ophy, which should be a compulsory subject taught in 
all schools. 

A further bad idea is the growth of intolerance in 
which we seem incapable of living with opinions that 
differ from our own, and which threatens to lead us 
along a dangerous path that could even end with hu-
man annihilation. That is a measure of the task before 
us. Humanism is ready for that task. If ever the world 
needed its philosophy, the time is now. The imperative 
of the 2020s is to return humankind to the path of En-
lightenment, reason, science and compassion, and 
Humanism is ready to lead the charge.                        q 

The Humanist Challenge 
Brian McClinton
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Animal Welfare Only Makes Sense  
In Veganism 

Richard Deboo 

HE recent surge in the 
popularity of plant-based 
or vegan foods and discus-
sions around the climate 

emergency and the role played by 
animal agriculture in environmen-
tal degradation have brought the 
ethics of how we treat non-human 
animals to a wide audience. There 
have been many debates on nation-
al television and, inevitably, enor-
mous comment on social media. 
Many who are not vegan still re-
gard themselves as having proper 
regard for (non-human) animals 
and taking their welfare seriously 
and most people describe them-
selves as ‘animal lovers’ even if they 
consume animal body parts (meat) 
or other ‘products’ (milk, eggs), as 
meat eaters or vegetarians. But do 
those claims withstand philosophi-
cal scrutiny? 

The word welfare derives from the 
Old Norse ‘velferð’ and is related 
to the Medieval German word 
‘Wohlfahrt’, but whatever its histo-
ry its meaning is clear – to ‘look 
after’, to ‘promote the good for-
tune, health, happiness’ of a per-
son, group, or organisation, ‘to care 
for’. 

‘Welfare’, in the context of the hu-
man environment, is assumed to be 
the mark of a compassionate and 
civilised society, a demonstration of 
its maturity that it will devote time, 
energy and resources to ‘looking 
after’ and ‘caring for’ its most vul-
nerable members, and that those 
whose needs are most urgent will 
be given due attention and consid-
eration.  In the crowded social mi-
lieu with so many competing inter-
ests, the determination to create the 

necessary space and financial sup-
port for effective welfare for those 
who are weakest and most in need 
is regarded as a worthy aspiration 
and the sign of a healthy and en-
lightened society. Such welfare does 
not involve the deliberate debase-
ment, exploitation and murder of 
the weakest by the strongest.  That 
may sound facetious but history 
attests to what happens if the will 
of the powerful is allowed to dom-
inate, whereby the welfare interest 
of the defenceless and vulnerable is 
warped and twisted to include their 
state-sanctioned murder. 

Being honest about what welfare 
really means helps us to understand 
that we cannot legitimately claim 
that we provide welfare for our 
farmed animals. We know that 
caring for another being in      ––>        
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no way allows for their confine-
ment, mutilation and premature 
putting to death. 

Whilst some may find solace in the 
notion of a ‘free range’ or ‘organic’ 
method of farming animals (even 
though these are nebulous con-
cepts, with no formal legal defini-
tion, open to wide interpretation 
and permitting all manner of abus-
es), it is still not in the interests of 
the animals concerned to be 
farmed. No form of farming satis-
fies their welfare needs, but who 
instead are confined and killed by 
us to maximise our economic bene-
fit and satiate our dietary desires. 

Farming non-human animals is an 
explicitly and exclusively exploita-
tive system of abuse that never ad-
equately balances human and non-
human needs and interests. We 
remain convinced that we can 
‘farm’ animals, use them as we 
choose, and do them to death when 
we please, and the welfare         
requirements of the animals who 

are farmed are always overridden 
by the wishes of those doing the 
farming. But those who farm ani-
mals or consume its products satis-
fy themselves that whilst they are 

alive the animals are ‘looked after’ 
and believe that the farmers try to 
make things comfortable for those 
animals. 

Yet this deliberately avoids the re-
ality that we use farmed animals to 
take what we want irrespective of 
the cost to those animals (including 
the fatal harm caused to them) 
whether or not their confined envi-
ronment is ‘comfortable’. 

By way of analogy, surely it would 
not matter if a young girl held in 
sexual slavery had a ‘nice bedroom’ 
in which to entertain her clients.  
We would regard her slavery and 
exploitation as the problem, not 
the state of the bed. Of course, 
everyone would prefer her to have 
a clean bed rather than a thorough-
ly filthy one, but everyone would 
also surely agree that that is beside 

the point, and her liberation from 
sexual slavery would be the abso-
lute focus of our attention. We 
would surely demand an end to, 
and express an outright condemna-
tion of, her sexual slavery in itself, 
rather than make a polite request 
to her pimp to implement appro-
priate laundry practice… and then 
gratefully thank him taking the 
welfare interests of the young girl 
into consideration. 

Of course, sexual slavery is already 
a serious crime whereas farming 
animals is normalised and legal 
everywhere. But this is only be-
cause of a prejudicial attitude to-
wards non-human animals such 
that they are excluded from most 
peoples’ ethical concerns. Only the 
vegan philosophy takes seriously 
the moral rights of non-human 
animals and demands an end to 
their exploitation.  If, as a society, 
we are really interested in the wel-
fare of non-human animals then 
we will adopt a plant-based diet, 
recognise the explicit moral value 
of all lives and put an end to ani-
mal farming. 

Richard Deboo addressed the Irish 
Freethinkers and Humanists in 
November on this subject. He is a 
writer, poet and philosopher and 
author of The Meat Delusion 
(ISBN 978-1516954377). 
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BOB Rees’s article Humanism: A Universal 
Religion? (last issue) raised important is-
sues that Humanism must urgently address. 
It was a valuable critique of the work of 
Julian Huxley, a respected Evolutionary 
Scientist and Humanist, and goes to the 
core of what Humanism should be about. 

There is an initial problem with a headline 
which associates the words ‘Humanism’ 
with ‘Religion’: quite simply, most Irish 
humanists who have had to struggle against 
dogmatic religious creeds all their lives 
have no wish to allow Humanism to be-
come a religion. Yet it is difficult to fault 
Huxley’s vision which was to promote 
Humanist values internationally to the point 
where human rationality, kindliness and 
desire for peace and equality became the 
default ethical basis for our future.   
  
Bob rightly points out that Huxley’s desire 
to replicate many of the traditional religious 
concepts in Humanist form is unrealistic 
and highly undesirable. But Harari’s work 
(Sapiens, Homo Deus etc) points to religion 
having been useful in evolutionary terms by 
allowing tribal groupings a basis for co-
operation – a common religion helped 
prevent different tribes slaughtering one 
another. Of course, opposing dogmatic 
religions also helped spark tribal violence: 
people in Northern Ireland are still having 
to live with the consequences of that.  Hu-
manism is anti-dogmatic and at peace with 
the scientific method; knowledge and wis-
dom are evolving, and we must adapt in 
accordance with the facts.  Humanity now 
stands in existential crisis: climate change; 
over-exploitation of our planet; vast differ-
ences in wealth and opportunity; the con-
tinual danger of nuclear war; and that’s just 
for starters. Now, as never before, homo 
sapiens needs to unite around Humanist 
values in order to survive.  

Indeed, as Bertrand Russell said, “Many 
people would die rather than think”. Yet it’s 
always been like that. Thinking can be a 
fearful and painful process, even for the 
best of us. The Romans kept their citizens 
content on a diet of bread and circuses. 
Perhaps in order to survive, our species 
needs to intervene in its own evolution, to 
blank out our old tribal DNA fears and 
paranoia and replace those defunct brain 
cells with more compassion. Can we do 
that quickly enough to avoid annihilation? 
Surely we have a moral duty to at least try. 
As AI is threatening to out-reason us, the 
only positive characteristic our species has 
left is our simple kindliness. We Humanists 
need to be brave enough to embrace that 
fact and seek to promote it in the world. 
The Undogmatic Church of Universal 
Kindness might well be worth attending. 

TOM WHITE, Galway Humanists  
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LettersThe Politics of Identity

THE UK election was determined not by bread and butter issues but by 
identity. The English in particular are now showing that they care above 
all about their imagined community and its traditions. Why otherwise 
would millions whose standard of living has fallen, and will fall even fur-
ther when the UK leaves the EU, vote to ‘get Brexit done’? 

Johnson, like Trump and other populist leaders across the globe, pan-
ders to the politics of identity in which people prioritise the concerns 
relevant to their particular racial, religious, ethnic, sexual and cultural 
sense of themselves. 

Culture and identity are positive forces if they lead to an opening of the 
mind and the realisation that, despite these differences, our basic quali-
ties are universal. We are all ultimately human beings with the same 
hopes, fears and aspirations, and we are all inspired by similar values 
and achievements. 

Unfortunately, however, an obsession with identity can lead along de-
structive and divisive paths where we see others as fundamentally differ-
ent and threatening to our rights or even our very existence. 

For most of the postwar era, and especially after the fall of the Berlin Wall 
40 years ago, Europe was dominated by an open and liberal worldview in 
which countries pooled their sovereignty for the common good. But this 
situation has radically changed during the decade about to end. Swathes 
of Europe are retreating to the narrow ground of closed nationalism and 
ethnic exclusiveness that prevailed disastrously on the continent in the 
1930s. 

England has now succumbed to this malaise. A sense of a loss of ‘Eng-
lish’ identity lies at the heart of Brexit. “We want our country back”, was 
the manta –  even if it is far from clear what this slogan really means. 

Ironies abound. Just when the people of Northern Ireland are struggling 
to awaken from the nightmare of bigotry and intolerance engendered by 
poisonous identities, the English are dragging themselves back to the 
Dark Ages. 

The biggest irony of all is that those who constantly complain of politi-
cians being untrustworthy are often the same people who put their faith 
in lying narcissists who exploit the politics of identity for their own advan-
tage. The English made this fatal error on Thursday 12th December. “I 
know he lies, but I like him”, said one interviewee about Johnson. In this 
sense, alas, people do get the politicians they deserve.                 EDITOR                         



Religious Delusion 

Stuart Hartill 

OHN Carlshausen is an Australian atheist who 
turned 82 last October. As he says: “You have 
learnt a lot about life when you get that old!” 
  

John ran away from school at 14 and claims to have 
never stopped learning since. He once had a library of 
over 1,500 books, though he has given many away be-
cause he doesn’t think he’ll find the time to read them 
again. 
  
But he did decide to try to put some of that lifetime’s 
learning into a book. It is called Religion Delusion, 
which he intends as ‘an hilarious and serious look at 
Religion’. 
  
And how do I know this? Because John contacted me 
via the Isle of Man Freethinker website, wondering if 
atheists outside the antipodes might like to read it. He 
seemed such a friendly bloke that I thought it only po-
lite to let people know more. 
  
Now, I like to keep a slim volume in my pocket for 
those times when you’re stuck in a queue, or the bus is 
late, or you’re waiting for something to start that won’t 
be pleasant. The John Lloyd/ Douglas Adams Meaning 
of Liff series are good examples. They originated from a 
travelling game where odd town names on signposts 
became entries in dictionaries of things there should be 
words for. Ideal reading when you could otherwise be 
dreading root canal work. 
  
Religion Delusion, being around 100 pages of short, 
not entirely serious, meditations on topics such as God, 
Heaven, Hell, Jesus, Adam and Eve, or Prayer would 
also work. But if you’re looking for a Dawkins or Har-
ris from Down Under, John Carlhausen is not he. 
  
Instead, we get observations such as that God ‘…. made 
the Earth in 6 days. 4 Billion years ago. He also made 
the Moon but forgot to put water and oxygen on it.’  
  
Or that Jesus ‘…. has been waiting in Heaven for more 
than 2,000 years for God to give him the signal to re-
turn to Earth with all the billions of people who have 
died and reside in Heaven. Imagine the chaos.’ 
  
Quite. 
  
Religion Delusion is published by ASPG (Australian 
Self Publishing Group) and is available in either hard 
copy or e-book form via outlets such as Amazon. Alter-
natively, you can enquire further at http://www.inspir-
ingpublishers.com or email publishaspg@gmail.com.      
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Quick Crossword: Last Issue  
Solution 
1. AlanEdge  
2. Tullamore 
3. Goldenrule 
4. RichardDawkins 
5. Cosmological   
6. StephenFry 
7. The Life of Brian 
8. GalileoGalilei   
9. TheCoffinClub 
10. Amsterdam 

IRISH FREETHINKER MEETINGS
Thursday 9th January 

Understanding Unbelief  
Speaker: Jonathan Lanman 

Thursday 13th February 
Pastoral Care 

Speaker: Tom Woolley 

Meetings in the Holiday Inn Express,  
University St., Belfast, at 8pm 



HE result of the 
2016 General Elec-
tion in the Republic 

of Ireland brought with it 
the promise of ‘new poli-
tics’. With no political 
party or grouping holding 
anything close to a major-
ity in the Dáil, many suggested that the Oireachtas 
would be able to legislate on the basis of cross-party 
consensus and that TDs from all sides of the House 
could put forward proposals, seek support from their 
colleagues and, where possible, pass bills with majority 
backing. 
  
While this sounds wonderful in theory, the practice has 
turned out to be somewhat disappointing for those who 
foresaw a brave new world of ‘consensus politics’ with 
no majority grouping capable of dominating the politi-
cal agenda. 
  
One of the reasons for 
this is the government’s 
frequent use of what is 
known as ‘a money mes-
sage veto’. According to 
Article 17.2 of the Con-
stitution, “no law shall be 
enacted for the appropria-
tion of revenue or other public moneys unless the pur-
pose of the appropriation shall have been recommended 
to Dáil Éireann by a message from the Government 
signed by the Taoiseach”. 
  
In other words, bills being passed that require addition-
al government spending as a result of their implementa-
tion must receive approval for such expenditure from 
the Government of the day. So if it costs money – and 
most bills or laws do come with at least some attached 
cost for their implementation – then the government 
has the power to withhold funding and so prevent the 
passage of the bill. 
  
The rationale behind Article 17.2 is simple enough: 
while the Government does not, strictly speaking, con-
trol the legislative process, it does have overall respon-
sibility for managing the State’s finances. The Article 
attempts to ensure prudence in the State’s finances by 
keeping spending on a coherent agenda and making 
sure that conflicting legislation and spending does not 
come about. 
  
This may sound reasonable enough, but in recent 
months Government has faced growing criticism over 
its use of the ‘money message’ device to veto opposition 
legislation it simply doesn’t like. 

  

Indeed, nearly all opposition bills with majority support 
in Dáil Éireann have subsequently been blocked by Gov-
ernment in this manner. This raises serious questions for 
how democracy in the Republic of Ireland functions. By 
one reckoning, of the first 68 opposition Bills to have 
passed their first Dáil votes during the current Dáil term, 
55 have been deemed to require a ‘money message, but 
the Government has granted only three. The rest of these 
bills effectively remain in limbo, unable to progress. 
  
Part of the problem is that there is very little clarity as to 
what kind of costs are sizeable enough to trigger the need 
for a ‘money message’ in the first place. Because all legis-
lation will require at least some form of implementation 
(and therefore some level of spending) by civil servants 
and/or State bodies, it is not clear where the line is 
drawn. Indeed, many of the grounds cited by Govern-
ment are vague and unspecified. The situation has hand-
ed a minority Government a general power to override 
legislation passed by a democratic parliament, and this is 
cause for serious concern. 
  
While there is a certain ambiguity around Article 17.2, 
the Government’s current use of it – which, if taken to its 
logical conclusion, would give Government general veto 
power over all legislative proposals, regardless of how 
much support there is for it in the Oireachtas – clearly 

runs against the idea of 
‘democracy by majority 
vote’. The article was surely 
never intended to be used 
by a minority government 
to override legislation 
passed by a democratic par-
liament. This, unfortunately, 
is what has come to pass. 

  
In the Irish Times in June 2019, Eoin Daly and David 
Kenny emphasised the need for politicians to distin-
guish fairly between bills whose primary purpose is to 
spend money and those which merely include some 
measure of indirect expenditure at the initial imple-
mentation stage. They note that the phrasing used in 
the Constitution is quite specific in that it refers to 
laws “for the appropriation of revenue” i.e. whose 
purpose is to spend, and not laws which may have the 
effect of incurring some expenditure. 
  
Daly and Kenny point out that current practice seems 
to be that the Ceann Comhairle and the Bills Office – 
which determine if a Bill requires a money message – 
have assumed that all such measures, even those in-
volving minimal, indirect or incidental expenditure, 
fall under the ‘money message’ provision. Accordingly, 
Article 17.2 has been used to block or delay a variety 
of Bills, many of which seem to involve only incidental 
or minor expenditure. The most high-profile examples 
are probably the Occupied Territories Bill, the Family 
Reunification Bill and the Climate Emergency Bill. 
  
Government has by this point made such extensive use 
of the mechanism that it threatens, in a very real way, 
the constitutional law-making power of the national 
parliament.                                                                                  q

8

 Irish Freethinker and Humanist • January-February 2020

A Message for You, Leo
Eamon Murphy

T

 In recent months Government has faced 
growing criticism over its use of the 

‘money message’ device to veto opposi-
tion legislation it simply doesn’t like



Mary’s Lamb 
Lothar Luken 

WAS late with my ‘life-
style section’ piece. Prob-
ably far too late for me to 

ever get a life in style and 
peace – having hung on to this 
third-rate job at a doomed 
high-brow magazine whose 
sales dropped in parallel with 
the management’s frantic at-
tempts to lower our brow to 
increase circulation.

Anyway, the food-page on 
pros and cons of Veganism 
badly needed a bit of humour 
and so I’d composed a little 
ditty:


Mary had a little lamb 
Which grew into a randy ram;

So he was slaughtered and cut up

And Mary had a nice kebab. 

Our wily section editor told me - 
with an enigmatic smile – to check 
with the sub-editor for ‘dining and 
wining’. And then it was I who  – 
almost – got slaughtered! Brigid, the 
sub, all but jumped out of her dun-
garees when she read it. But she 
quickly caught herself, took on a 
magisterial tone and suggested we 
go through it, line by line. This might 
help me catch up with reality, she 
hissed, obviously at the very limits 
of her patience. I’d only noticed her 
once before, briefly, at a union 
meeting, ranting on about the ‘con-
descending’ GAA reporter having 
held the door open for her or some-
thing. She beckoned me to her 
desk. I propped myself with one 
arm on the back of her chair – the 
look I got nearly made me jolt to 
attention.


“So, line one: why ‘Mary’? – doesn’t 
this name have rather circum-
scribed religious connotations and 
alienates adherents of minority 
faiths? And why does it always have 
to be a female if you’re making fun 
of a character! So let’s just say ‘per-
son’. Now, ‘had’. This is just the 
typical possessive attitude of a male 
dominated society. Can you really 
own a fellow creature? No! You 
simply share the planet with them. 

Make that, hmm… ‘coexist with’. 
And ‘little’ – oh, your obsession with 
size, comparing, judging, competing 
– just leave it out. Now, ‘lamb’ – one 
of those terms that reveals so clear-
ly the ageist substructure of our 
language. You’re not implying older 
people can’t grow anymore, are 
you! So just make this ‘sheep’.”


“Well, eh…”


“Next line. You can’t describe the 
decline of all the potential and inno-
cence of youth into randy ram-hood 
as growth – gross, more like. And 
anyway - why this obsession with 
arbitrary gender delineation – why 
‘ram’ when…”


“It rhymes with…”


“Oh goodness – don’t perpetuate 
this obsolete formalism. And anoth-
er thing you’ve got to get used to is 
equality – we cannot sterilise – sorry 
- stereotype males either – so cut 
‘randy’.”


“But what’s left of that line, then?”


“Well – why not go for ‘develop’, i.e. 
bring out the best, don’t interfere, 
don’t preach!


And don’t judge – like you do with 
this macho ‘so’ in line 3. As if every 
male had to be slaughtered – typi-
cal! – throwing them all together 

without distinction while some 
are black, some gay, some in 
wheel chairs, some oppressed 
– they’re not all guilty!”


“Look, the poem is about an 
animal and…”


“Precisely! How can you call 
animals guilty – and that’s why 
the term ‘slaughter’ is so of-
fensive to those who have kept 
enough sensitivity to stand up 
for animal rights! And then ‘cut 
up’ on top of that – you’re in-
dulging in scenes of wanton 
violence and at the same time 
slyly using the terms of the 

butchers’ trade to camouflage the 
brutal reality: lambs are murdered!”


“But that’s simply the reality of…”


“Whose reality!! And then you even 
go on to implicate ‘Mary’ in all this 
brutal butchering! As if we were 
ever given a choice in this patriar-
chal blood bath. And then calling a 
kebab ‘nice’ – how perverse can 
you get! But it gets worse: ‘kebab’ - 
disowning the guilt of your own cul-
ture by making it into ethnic food. 
How can you expect to get away 
with this blatant racism…”


“But they do eat that sort of…”


“Ah - the cliché of primitive Orien-
tals wallowing in the blood of inno-
cent white (!) lambs, seducing our 
youth with the sensual delights of 
the East – oh, tell us more about 
your wet dreams! Look – I know, at 
your age all this is a bit much. So let 
me just put the whole thing into an 
acceptable shape for you and we’ll 
see how far it’ll go.”


And so she went through her notes 
and, in big printed letters, spelled it 
out for me:


Person coexisted with sheep

which developed,

was cruelly murdered

and forced into the food chain.       q
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The Trouble with the Treaty of Lisbon 
Bob Rees 

OU may remember the 
Treaty of Lisbon, because 
Ireland was the only country 

in all Europe to hold a referendum 
on it. In fact, we held two referen-
dums: in June 2008 we voted on the 
28th Amendment to the Constitution 
needed to ratify the Treaty, but we 
voted against it, so we had to vote 
again in October 2009 to get the 
‘right’ answer. The treaty subse-
quently came into force in Decem-
ber 2009. It was full of obscure and 
boring stuff about the administra-
tion of the EC, but Article 17 has 
since turned out to be controversial. 

This Article provided “for the first 
time, a legal basis for an open, 
transparent and regular dialogue 
between the EU institutions and 
churches, religious associations and 
philosophical and non-confessional 
organisations”. Almost all the 
groups that had participated in the 
original consultation process had 
expressed a desire to deepen the 
dialogue with MEPs, dealing more 
directly with those parliamentary 
issues for which ethical organisa-
tions could make a useful contribu-
tion to the law-makers. This dia-
logue was the result of an earlier 
initiative by Jacques Delors entitled 
A Soul for Europe, which paved the 
way for including various ethical 
and so-called ‘spiritual’ aspects of 
European integration in parliamen-
tary discussions. 

An Irish MEP, Mairead McGuinness 
(Fine Gael and Christian Democrat), 
had been quietly working in Brus-
sels and Strasbourg since 2004, but 
in 2017 she was appointed as the 
First Vice-President of the EU with 
special responsibility, among other 
things, for implementing Article 17. 
It became her job to categorise the 
religious regimes of the 27 member 
states, and to initiate appropriate 
open dialogue between the EU and 
the churches and secular groups. As 
she saw it, “Dialogue with religious 
organisations is imposed by the 
Treaty, but even without this obliga-
tion, it would be essential that dia-
logue is held. Because of the diversi-

ty of religious practices, it would 
not be realistic to try to design the 
future of Europe without going 
through the religious communities 
on the ground. Respect for the per-
son is always central, and it is essen-
tial to guard against any ‘suspicion’ 
of other people”. She added: “Many 
states welcome new communities, 
and in Ireland, for example, where 
the Christian tradition is alive, the 
warmth of welcome for Syrian 
refugees is heart warming”, thus 
revealing certain Catholic sympa-
thies and a rosy notion of Irish hos-
pitality. 

Earlier this year, Vice-President 
McGuinness presented her “Report 
on Consultations with the Partner 
Organisations of the Art. 17 Dia-
logue with Parliament in Strength-
ening the Implementation of Art. 17 
of the FUE Treaty by Parliament”. 
She herself was concerned by those 
with no special knowledge who 
predicted the domination of Europe 
by Islam and Sharia Law. However, 
she recognised that not everyone 
shared her views, and she acknowl-
edged that “everybody comes to the 
negotiating table with his own val-
ues, his own beliefs”.  

In fact, the report prompted several 
MEPs to express “deep concerns”, 
claiming that it “appears to endorse 
the views of the churches”. In par-
ticular, a cross-party group of MEPs 
formed in 2009, and known as The 
European Parliament Platform for 
Secularisation in Politics (EPPSP) 
expressed the view that Art. 17 was 

“a severe violation of the principle 
of separation of politics from reli-
gion”, with French MEP Virginie 
Roziere reportedly calling the whole 
concept “completely crazy”. 

McGuinness (left) reassured them 
that “there would not be different 
levels of access for churches com-
pared with secular groups”, point-
ing out that both religious and 
philosophical opinions across the 
European Union had been consult-
ed, “including Catholic, Protestant, 
Mormon, Bahai, Hindu, Humanist 
and Masonic voices”. Unfortunate-
ly, that’s six religious, and only one 
secular viewpoint, each getting 
equal attention. The European Hu-
manist Federation represented Hu-
manism. But the EPPSP remain sus-
picious, especially of Vatican claims 
that their “ecclesiastic structures 
[presumably churches, schools, con-
vents etc.] with a presence in almost 
every town and village in the Eu-
ropean Union, will provide forums 
for dialogue on European initiatives 
and contribute to greater citizen 
engagement in European policies – 
for the common good”.  

The MEPs noted that Catholicism is 
the only centralised religion at the 
international level, and it is Catholic 
social doctrine that is implemented 
in almost all European countries 
and institutions, the Vatican already 
having a seat in the UN, with em-
bassies in most countries, and spe-
cial Concordats with some. 

When drafting its laws, the Eu-
ropean Parliament would undoubt-
edly benefit from a little ethical 
guidance from secular philosophical 
organisations, but in fact the main 
reason why secular groups seek a 
hearing is simply to try to counter 
some of the significant religious 
influence already present in Eu-
ropean politics, and which Article 17 
seems to be designed to maintain as 
a formal requirement. Why other-
wise would rational, forward-look-
ing European parliamentarians seek 
guidance from those purveying intol-
erant, archaic dogma?                     q
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Ayns Cooinaghtyn                        Stuart Hartill 
(In Remembrance) 

NE year ago, I outlined on 
these pages how Isle of Man 
Freethinkers held an alterna-

tive to the state and church Re-
membrance Service. As I write this, 
we have held the 2019 ceremony 
and things have really moved on. 
  
Firstly, the ceremony now has a 
name, Ayns Cooinaghtyn (In Re-
membrance), marking it out clearly 
as a new Manx national event 
rather than just a pale (if god-free) 
alternative to an imported UK act 
of military remembrance. Secondly, 
we hired a room in the island’s 
largest performance venue, the Vil-
la Marina, to stage it. Thirdly, we 
had original music, strong support 
from the Manx cultural community 
and considerable interest from the 
best local creatives in providing 
texts and other material as the cer-
emony evolves in future years. 
  
The new music is the result of the 
competition idea mentioned here in 
last year’s article. After consulta-
tion with the Arts Council and Cul-
ture Vannin (the government de-
velopment agency for Manx lan-
guage, history and culture) the 
format was tweaked so that en-
trants competed to provide a short 
lament for the ceremony section 
which includes the two-minute 
silence. They could also choose to 
sketch ideas for other pieces which, 
with the lament, might make a 
suite for use at key points of the 
ceremony. 
  
The response was healthy, with 
interest from all sections of the 
musical community. The entries 
ranged from folk to classical to 
experimental, and the entrants 
from established composers in their 
seventies to those on the first rung 
of a musical career and school stu-
dents – the youngest aged just 10. 
  
A local cultural event was also key 
to our success. At the time I was 
meeting the Arts Council and Cul-
ture Vannin to finalise the format, 
the funeral of a major national 
figure was taking place. 

  
Dr Brian Stowell might be said to 
be the father of the Manx language 
revival. He bridged the gap be-
tween the 1947 visit of an Irish 
government project to record the 
last three native Manx Gaelic 
speakers right through to Manx 
government initiatives of the late 
1980s to encourage everyday Manx 
language use. On retiring from his 
scientific career in the UK in the 
early 1990s, Brian became the gov-
ernment’s first Manx Language Of-
ficer. While never a member of the 
Freethinkers, he was a lifelong athe-
ist and political progressive. 
  
Thus, when the Bishop of Sodor 
and Mann offered to conduct the 
inevitable high visibility national 
funeral his widow politely declined, 
Brian having long ago arranged for 
a Freethinker celebrant (incidental-
ly the daughter of one of the origi-
nal three native speakers) to do the 
honours. A church being totally 
inappropriate, the Villa Marina 
was chosen as the venue. Every seat 
was taken, every cultural figure 
wanted to speak, and every Manx 
musician wanted to play. 
  
With the success of the event, two 
questions the Freethinkers had 
asked for years were also aired by 
the island’s leading cultural figures. 
  
Why does an independent country 
still use British models for national 
ceremonies, and why is the Angli-
can Church still leading them when 
most Manx are either non-Christ-
ian or non-religious? The event 
emphatically proved that both 
practices are now redundant when 
local and more inclusive ones are 
available. 

In publicising the event, we also 
tried to provoke debate rather than 
simply announce the venue, date 
and time. This proved an impor-
tant element of our success. 
  
I was careful to stress that Ayns 
Cooinaghtyn has developed from 
Freethinker discussions about the 
nature of modern conflict. In par-
ticular, 21st century warfare is 
rarely between identifiable “state 
actors”. Also, as military technolo-
gy and planning improves it is ap-
parent that the percentage of mili-
tary casualties in such conflicts 
gradually decreases while the per-
centage of civilian dead increases. 
Additionally, massive population 
displacement – often to escape the 
deliberate targeting of civilians by 
their own governments and opposi-
tion groups – is fast becoming the 
norm. 
  
So, I explained, we thought it time 
for an annual moment of national 
reflection upon such horrors. As I 
regularly said in newspaper pieces 
and radio interviews, this was no 
challenge to or attempt to usurp on 
British Legion territory. If anything, 
at a stroke we released the organis-
ers of such events from demands 
that they should somehow be all 
things to all people. Now they 
could simply remember and hon-
our the British war dead. This was, 
after all, exactly what Cenotaph 
services set out to do when estab-
lished a century ago. 
  
In conclusion then, the Free-
thinkers have again provoked a 
national debate, just as we did with 
more traditional humanist issues 
such as abortion and homosexuali-
ty. At a time of great national 
change, we are the ones asking 
how Manx national ceremonies 
should be run in the 21st century. 
Additionally, we successfully broke 
new ground in establishing our-
selves as sponsors of emerging 
ideas and practitioners of the arts 
and culture.                                  q
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Arguments for the Existence of God 
 4. The Moral Argument  

Brian McClinton 

HE so-called moral argument 
has many possible formulations. 
Aquinas in his Summa Theologi-

ca, written between 1265 and 1274, 
states that “there must be something 
which is to all beings the cause of their 
being, goodness and every other per-
fection: and this we call God”. Kant, 
who dismissed the three previous ar-
guments, concluded that the only rea-
son we have for believing in God was 
our own morality. For him, it is not 
religion that grounds morality, but 
morality that grounds religion. He 
argues that our moral nature makes it 
necessary for us to believe in God as 
the ultimate good. But Kant avoided 
saying plainly that God actually exists, 
and he rejected the idea that our moral 
sense comes from God. 

This is important, because many for-
mulations of this argument claim that 
without God, there is nothing left of 
morality. In The Brothers Karamazov 
(1880) Dostoevsky has Ivan say: "If 
there is no God,  then everything is 
permitted". In other words, without 
God there are no objective moral val-
ues and there is no binding duty to be 
good. John Locke accepted this kind of 
argument in his Letter Concerning 
Toleration (1689) when he refuses 
toleration to non-believers because 
“promises, covenants and oaths, which 
are the bonds of human society, can 
have no hold upon an atheist”. C.S. 
Lewis also supported this argument. In 
Mere Christianity (1952) he suggests 
that there is something over and above 
our observations of the natural world, 
something “which is directing the uni-
verse, and which appears to me as a 
law urging me to do right and making 
me feel responsible and uncomfortable 
when I do wrong”. 

The major problem with this Karama-
zov defence was posed by Plato in the 
Euthyphro. Socrates asks whether the 
holy is beloved by the gods because it 
is holy or holy because it is beloved by 
the gods. For instance, if the gods were 
to decree that all left-handed people be 
slaughtered, would it be right to do so? 
To put it negatively: is an act forbidden 
by a god because it is wrong, or wrong 

because a god says it is? Bertrand Rus-
sell disposes of this argument as fol-
lows: "If you are quite sure that there is 
a difference between right and wrong, 
you are then in this situation: is that 
difference due to God's fiat or is it not? 
If it is due to God's fiat, then for God 
himself there is no difference between 
right and wrong, and it is no longer a 
significant statement to say that God is 
good. If you are going to say, as the-
ologians do, that God is good, you 
must then say that right and wrong 
have some meaning which is indepen-
dent of God's fiat, because God's fiats 
are good and not bad independently of 
the mere fact that he made them" (Why 
I am not a Christian).  

If we say that the will of God deter-
mines what is good, then we are imply-
ing a tautology that God commands 
what God commands and that if his 
divine whim orders us to kill, burn or 
rape, then we should do it, which is 
precisely what the Jewish people in the 
Old Testament believed. In his Dis-
course on Metaphysics (1686) the 
German philosopher Leibniz said of 
this divine command ethics: “So in 
saying that things are not good by any 
rule of goodness, but merely by the 
will of God, it seems to me that one 
destroys, without realising it, all the 
love of God and all his glory. For why 
praise him for what he has done if he 
would be equally praiseworthy in do-
ing exactly the contrary?” 

If we assume that God commands right 
conduct because it is right, then we are 
implying that there is a standard of 
right and wrong that is independent of 
God’s will. John Stuart Mill was very 
dismissive of the Divine Command 
Theory. In 1865 he wrote: “Whatever 
power such a being may have over me, 
there is one thing which he shall not 
do: he shall not compel me to worship 
him. I will call no being good, who is 
not what I mean when I apply that 
epithet to my fellow creatures, and if 
such a being can sentence me to hell 
for not so calling him, to hell I will 
go”. Humanists would thus reject the 
notion that religion provides an ade-
quate basis for morality. To be an inde-

pendent moral agent implies that we 
are autonomous decision-makers who 
act according to precepts of which we 
intellectually and emotionally approve 
ourselves. And this is the crucial point: 
morality springs from human needs 
and human interests. Humanist ethical 
codes are based on human reason, hu-
man experience and human compas-
sion, not the arbitrary dictates of a deity. 

A great difficulty in suggesting that 
God established morality is that the 
God as depicted in some holy books 
such as the Bible and the Koran did not 
establish what we now recognise to be 
morality at all. The God of the Old 
Testament is a monster who drowned 
nearly everybody including children 
and commanded people to keep slaves, 
mercilessly slaughter their enemies and 
execute blasphemers, homosexuals and 
adulterers. Slavery, torture and ethnic 
cleansing are wrong by our standards, 
yet they were sanctioned by ancient 
deities. And what of the morality of 
atonement in the New Testament? It is 
ethically dubious to argue that justice 
is satisfied by the sacrifice of an inno-
cent person for the sins of the guilty. 

Another form of the moral argument is 
that for the remedying of injustice. The 
existence of a god is said to be neces-
sary in order to establish ultimate jus-
tice. In the world there is often great 
injustice, the good often suffer and the 
less good often triumph. Some experi-
ence unbearable illness, others have 
rude health. So there must be a god 
and there must be heaven and hell so 
that in the long run there will be jus-
tice. This raises the so-called problem 
of evil and theodicy, which is the 
branch of theology that attempts to 
cope with this problem. The term, in-
vented by Leibniz in his 1710 work 
Théodicée, literally means justifying 
God (from the Greek words theos, 
meaning ‘god’, and dikē, meaning 
‘just’). Why does an all-good, all-pow-
erful, all-knowing God permit evil or 
suffering in the world? 

The free will defence is that suffering is 
caused by man’s choice to do evil. But 
much of it is due to natural               ––> 
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causes: floods, earthquakes, hurri-
canes, childhood illnesses. And what 
of animals? The 19th century Ameri-
can agnostic Robert Ingersoll asked: 
“Who can appreciate the mercy of so 
making the world that all animals de-
vour animals; so that every mouth is a 
slaughter house, and every stomach a 
tomb? Is it possible to discover infinite 
intelligence and love in universal and 
eternal carnage?”  

The 19th century Anglican bishop 
Charles Gore even suggested that  “the 
pain of the animal world is the most 
serious of all objections to the Christ-
ian God”. The God of Christianity 
must be either impotent, ignorant or 
wicked to allow all this suffering. 
Could an all-loving God really have 
devised such a cold-blooded competi-
tion of beast with beast, beast with 
man, man with man, species with 
species? In River Out of Eden, Richard 
Dawkins asks: “If there is only one 
Creator who made the tiger and the 
lamb, the cheetah and the gazelle, what 
is He playing at? Is He a sadist who 
enjoys spectator sports?” In short, the 
moral argument, far from being a sup-
port for God, is a convincing case 
against the existence of a God. 
  
In Sean Penn's bleak existential detec-
tive thriller The Pledge, Jack Nichol-
son plays retiring Nevada cop Jerry 
Black who vows to a grieving mother 
to catch a serial murderer who has 
raped and killed her eight-year old 
daughter. Although a mentally retarded 
Indian has confessed and then shot 
himself, Black believes he was inno-
cent and, forgetting about retirement, 
devotes himself to finding the true 
killer. It is as if this obsession can give 
meaning to an existence that seems to 
have run out of purpose. Eventually, he 
follows a strong lead and lays a trap 
with the help of a sceptical police 
team, using ‘live bait’. The twist is 
that, unknown to all, the killer himself 
is killed in a collision with a tanker en 
route to the scene of the sting. The 
officers leave Black, convinced that he 
is senile and that the Indian was guilty 
all along. Black finally turns to drink. 

The point is that if you are looking for 
justice in this world, you may have a  
futile search, as Joseph K. discovers in 
Kafka’s The Trial, a work which clear-
ly influenced Friedrich Dürrenmatt, the 
Swiss writer of the 1958 novel on 
which Penn’s film is based. In Kafka’s 
novel a man is arrested by the state but 
has no redress or argument to make 

because the charge is never stated as 
the officials are only ‘humble subordi-
nates’ who act under orders from a 
higher, impersonal authority. Is that 
higher authority the state? Or is it 
God? Is the ‘trial’ actually a trial given 
to every person by God? If so, then 
God finds Joseph K guilty for his scep-
ticism and search for truth. 

In Dürrenmatt’s novel, of course, we 
might say that since the killer dies 
there is divine retributive justice. There 
may not be human justice but, as the 
Lord allegedly says, ‘Vengeance is 
mine; I will repay’. But does he repay 
in this world or the next? Certainly, not 
here. We look around us and we see 
misery and suffering everywhere. We 
see children dying of starvation or 
disease or killed in war.  And we also 
see pockets of luxury and privilege. 
We see criminals prospering. We see 
some people suffering horrible or 
painful illnesses, while others exude 
rude health. We see people suffer the 
loss of loved ones, perhaps at an early 
age. And we cry out: “Where is the 
justice?” 

Let’s be clear: we are not just talking 
about retributive justice where crime, 
wrongdoing, exploitation  abuse etc., all 
receive their ‘just’ punishment. We are 
also referring to distributive justice - are 
benefits and burdens shared fairly? 
- and corrective justice - where 
losses are compensated and gains 
are appropriated with some good. 
Those who believe in a god and an 
afterlife will say that the justice 
comes later. But what evidence is 
there of such an eventuality? 

Certainly not in a physical sense, 
for our body dies with us. But 
certainly not in a theological 
sense either. For the God of the 
major religions is anything but 

just, if the sacred texts are taken as 
evidence. Take the Bible again. The 
god depicted here - far from being a 
‘just’ god - is frankly a mass murderer 
who should be charged with crimes 
against humanity. The earliest example 
is in Genesis where he becomes angry 
with all of the people on earth and kills 
every living thing, with a few notable 
exceptions (Genesis 6 and 7). Later, he 
heeds the prayers of the Jews and helps 
them to slaughter the Canaanites, fol-
lowed by the subjects of, first, King 
Sihon of Heshbon and then King Og of 
Bashan (Numbers 21 and Deuterono-
my 2 and 3). The Midianites are next 
for the chop (except the virgin girls, of 
course), followed by Joshua’s conquest 
of Jericho and the rest of Palestine.  It 
is clear that the god of the Bible com-
mands the Jews to commit genocide 
against the Palestinians. How can we 
expect such a god to guarantee justice 
in another life in view of his flagrant 
disregard for justice whenever he in-
tervenes in this world? Believers have 
a nerve in suggesting that moral stan-
dards are impossible without a god. On 
the basis of Holy Writ the reverse is 
the case: morality is only possible 
when we reject belief in this mass 
murderer. 

Let’s face it. We would all make a 
better job of creation if we had the 
power. It’s not merely a matter of free 
will. There is what we might call ‘nat-
ural evil’ in the world as well as ‘moral 
evil’. The latter is due to human ac-
tions, but the former arises through no 
fault of man. For example, an excruci-
atingly painful death resulting from an 
incurable disease is a natural evil, as is 
the suffering caused by catastrophic 
natural phenomena such as earth-
quakes, floods and hurricanes. If a god 
exists then he has made a botched job 
and should go back to the drawing 
board. Dürrenmatt himself said that 
humans are a loving God’s failed ex-
periment. There is much evidence of 
failure, but little of love.                       q 
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BLASPHEMY IN 69 COUNTRIES 

HE 2019 edition of the Freedom 
of Thought Report, published by 
Humanists International in No-

vember, has found that blasphemy is 
punishable by death in 6 countries. 
18 countries outlaw 'apostasy' – leav-
ing a religious tradition – and in 12 of 
them it is punishable by death. The 
report says people can effectively be 
put to death for expressing atheism in 
13 countries.


The worst offenders are Saudi Arabia 
and Pakistan, and the report adds 
that says freedom of thought is par-
ticularly penalised by Islamic penal 
codes and sharia-influenced laws. 
Accused atheists suffer from ongo-
ing imprisonment and extrajudicial 
violence in Pakistan – despite the 
high-profile release of Asia Bibi, who 
spent eight years on death row for 
blasphemy. It notes that criticism of 
Pakistan's blasphemy law is often 
denounced as itself an act of blas-
phemy, meaning critics are at risk of 
condemnation and even assassina-
tion.


It identifies several countries where 
freedom of thought is deteriorating. 
They include Brunei, Mauritania, 
Indonesia, Iran and India.


The countries that have repealed 
blasphemy laws in the past five 
years are Norway, Iceland, Malta, the 
Alsace-Moselle region of France, 
Denmark, Canada, New Zealand and 
Greece. The report finds a general 
trend of a gradual decline in religious 
belief around the world, except for 
the Middle East and Africa.


‘HELL’ FOR SAME-SEX COUPLES 
EV Ivan Foster invoked the 
wrath of God in a letter to the 
evangelical Belfast Telegraph 

(12th Nov) when he pronounced that 
the suffering of same-sex couples 
who have been denied marriage in 
Northern Ireland is nothing compared 
to the pain of God’s punishment for 
those like them who reject his truth. 
He was responding to the same-sex 
marriage billboards in Belfast (below).


Foster quotes the book of Jude 
which states that those who give 
themselves over to ‘fornication’ and 
‘strange flesh’ “are set forth for an 
example, suffering the vengeance of 
eternal fire”. But Jesus also taught 
that “God is love” (John). Which is it? 
Does God burn sinners in hell for 
ever or does he love them? Chris-
tians really need to clarify their mes-
sage  – it’s more confusing than the 
Labour Party policy on Brexit.


DISMISSAL OF STEVEN SMYRL 
HE main context of Foster’s letter 
was the dismissal of Steven 
Smyrl as a Presbyterian elder at 

Christ Church, Sandymount, which 
was confirmed in October by the clerk 
of the church’s general assembly, 
because he was in a same-sex mar-
riage. He was told that the Pres-
byterian Church in Ireland’s “clearly-
stated policy” is that “to be in a same-
sex marriage is not compatible with 
being in ordained leadership”.


Since this unchristian decision by a 
so-called Christian church, several 
letters from Presbyterians in the Re-
public defending Steven have ap-
peared in the evangelical Belfast 
Telegraph. As with so much else on 
this island, it does seem that church 
and state in the south have happily 
embraced the 21st century, while their 
equivalents in the north are stuck in a 
puritanical and fundamentalist 17th 
century cul de sac that inhibits the 
growth of a humane society. 


PROFESSOR ‘UNDER SIEGE’

OLIN Harvey 
(right), who 
spoke at the 

Humanist Summer 
Conference in 
Tullamore in Sep-
tember, recently 
revealed that he 
has felt ‘under 
siege’ from union-
ism and loyalism 
for his views on Irish unity. Harvey, 
professor of Human Rights Law at 
Queen’s University, argues that Brexit 
has fuelled the demand for a referen-
dum on reunification. 


The UUP leader Steve Aiken and the 
DUP’s Christopher Stalford both con-
tacted Queen’s, demanding to know 
if the university endorses his work on 
“Planning and preparing for constitu-
tional change in Ireland”. The charge 
is absurd. Harvey is entitled to ex-
press his opinions in public, just as 
unionist lecturers are.


JOHNSON’S 72 VIRGINS 
N the wake of the attack on Lon-
don Bridge, it is worth noting that 
in 2005 Boris Johnson wrote a 

book of fiction called 72 Virgins about 
Islamic terrorists who attack West-
minster. The plot is foiled by a bicy-
cling Tory MP known for tousled hair, 
classical allusions and flapping shirt-
tails. This protagonist sees the 
chance to make himself such a glob-
al hero that the media will judge it 
futile to publish the latest thing he 
doesn’t want to tell his wife. Within 
two months of the hardback publica-
tion, Johnson was sacked from the 
shadow cabinet after Michael 
Howard, the Tory leader, judged him 
to have lied about an extramarital 
affair.


The novel describes French people 
as ‘turds' and is filled with terms like 
‘alpha male’, ‘Islamic nutcases’ and 
‘a mega-titted six-footer’. Arabs have 
‘hook noses’ and ‘slanty eyes’; a 
mixed-race Briton is called ‘coffee-
coloured’; and there are allusions to 
‘pikeys’ and people who are ‘half-
caste’. Imagine if Jeremy Corbyn 
wrote this novel? Laura Kuenssberg 
would never stop asking him about it! 
But Johnson wrote it, so we don’t 
hear about it. And of course it’s only 
a work of fiction, if a very poor one. q
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After Θ God  

N 4th November 1980, Ronald Reagan was elect-
ed US President. In Ireland, the controversial 
Health (Family Planning) Act 1979 came into op-

eration. It allowed contraceptives to be available in Ire-
land for the first time but only with a medical prescrip-
tion, ‘for the purpose, bona fide, of family planning or 
for adequate medical reasons’. The Taoiseach Charles J. 
Haughey declared it ‘an Irish solution to an Irish prob-
lem’. 

My 18-year-old piety was shocked by dissent within the 
seminary. I was discovering that the Catholic Church 
wasn’t a monolith. Critiques by priests and students in-
cluded: 

“Why should the Church impose celibacy on people with 
AIDS when it’s hard enough for us to live the vow of 
celibacy?” 
“The Church is preoccupied with sex  – Jesus rarely 
mentioned it. It should be less bothered by what consent-
ing adults do between the sheets.” 
“The Billings method of contraception is Vatican 
roulette.” 
“Once a man is consecrated a bishop two things happen 
– he’ll never want for a hot dinner and he’ll never hear 
the truth spoken to his face again.” 
“If John XXIII opened the windows of the Vatican, John 
Paul II is slamming them shut again.’ 

Yet in our teenage innocence, some novices were upset by 
these criticisms. 
“But what are we to believe?” asked a novice, angered 
by what he saw as disloyalty to the Pope. 
“Well, I know what I mean when I recite the creed,” said 
author and theologian Father Seán Fagan, “but I doubt if 
the Pope interprets it the same way that I do.” 
“But that’s so confusing!” replied my fellow novice. 
“Confusion is a good thing,” responded Seán. “That’s 
how we learn. We need a critical, intelligent faith. The 
Church accepts today things it condemned before and it 
condemns today previous orthodoxies of the Church.” 
Seán was one of five widely-respected Irish priests si-
lenced by the Vatican in 2012. He died on 15 July 2016. 

* 
During the four week-long silent retreats we weren’t 
permitted to speak, watch television, listen to music or 
radio, or read, apart from ‘spiritual’ reading. Our first 
retreat focused on ‘purgation’ and concluded with a gen-
eral confession of a lifetime of ‘sin’!   

The retreat director preached, “What is the ultimate 
meaning of your life? You belong to God. The world will 
be poorer if you don’t fulfil His plan for you. To refuse to 
serve God, to disobey Him, is a disorder.” 

That hook would keep me in religious life for nine years. 
If God was calling me to the priesthood and I walked 
away, I would be unhappy, like the rich young man in the 
Gospel who declined Jesus’ call and went away sad. 

During the retreat, I went to a priest for ‘spiritual direc-
tion’. 
“I’m struggling with celibacy,” I said. I had long sought 
to suppress any sexual urges, having been taught at 
home, in school and at Church that they were sinful. I 
wondered if admitting to sexual desire would disqualify 
me from the priesthood. 

“Joseph, there is a great work of God taking place in 
you,” he responded. “You are growing in self-awareness. 
You are sexual. We all are. I want you to go to your 
room and be thankful for your genitalia. God made you; 
and all that God made is good. Throw aside the pride 
about failures in perfect continence. Satan’s work is to 
discourage. The holiest people struggle with God.” 

I felt encouraged by this. I had grown up thinking of 
priests as asexual, never imagining they experienced sex-
ual desire or succumbed to solitary pleasure. I had been 
honest with this priest and he had accepted me. 

During the retreat the novitiate dined in its common 
room. When most novices had finished eating, every 
noise was accentuated. I bit into an apple. No matter 
how hard I tried, each bite was amplified. Tension built, 
a novitiate held its breath, giggles multiplied and the 
grand silence dissolved into uproarious laughter. 

I made my general confession, laying my life bare. After 
absolution, the confessor said, ‘“You’ve made a marvel-
lous confession.” I had been my honest self before three 
priests during the retreat. Each accepted me as I was and 
encouraged me to proceed towards my cherished dream 
of becoming a priest. 

After the retreat’s final ceremony at which we had made 
our general confessions, we emerged jubilant and noisily 
from the chapel as if high on sanctifying grace. Father 
Fagan told us the joke about two priests seated side-by-
side in an aircraft. The pilot announces the plane is about 
to crash. They hear each other’s confession. When the pilot 
announces they won’t crash after all, one priest says to the 
other, “Funny how you exaggerate in an emergency!” 

My dad wrote to me on 18th November 1980, after our 
silent retreat, saying he supposed I felt a relief that I 
could talk again, adding: “Any chance of getting Mammy 
on the next one?” 

© Joe Armstrong 2020
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On Being Human 
Peadar Conroy 

N a previous article 
(Life, Death and Exis-
tence), I looked at hu-

mans alongside all other 
living species, taking note 
of the commonality of our 
shared biology and evolu-
tion from a common ances-
tor. I suggested that in this 
context there is no special 
place for humans in the 
natural world and that 
searching for a purpose or 
a meaning or a supernatur-
al effect to justify our exis-
tence is futile. I would now 
like to turn to a consideration of difference between hu-
mans and all other species. 

The fossil record suggests that the earliest human ances-
tors emerged through evolution from primates about 2.5 
million years ago and, through different branches, now 
extinct as species, continued to develop into our modern 
form by about 0.2 million years ago. During this period 
of 2.3 million years, a significant feature of development 
was increasing brain size and complexity of function. 
Our ancestors slowly developed better consciousness – 
supplementing instincts hardwired for survival with more 
complex functions of abstract thinking.  Gradually, hu-
mans learned how to be creative, to use tools and en-
hance their survivability in a changing environment. 

While all other species continued their path through evo-
lution in which selection was determined by the organ-
ism’s suitability to their environment and to changes in 
that environment, humans gradually adapted the envi-
ronment to their needs.  The ability to be creative, to 
engage in abstract thought and to fashion the environ-
ment to meet needs is what sets humans apart from all 
the other species. 

Most species are adapted to a particular environment 
with specific characteristics of climate, terrain/marine 
and food supply. The organisms in that environment are 
closely connected by a food web and through interde-
pendence. Even small changes to that environment over a 
long period of time can have a significant effect on the 
balance within an ecosystem and may lead to extinction 
of a vulnerable species that has not adapted sufficiently 
well. If such a change occurs in a short period of time as 
we are facing with the threat of global warming, ecosys-
tems may be disturbed to the extent that a significant 
number of species may fail to survive the changes.  

The plight of the Polar Bear in the northern latitudes 
with diminishing ice is often cited as an easy-to-under-
stand example of how a single major factor could cause 

an extinction but there are 
many other possibilities for 
species that are less known 
and involve complex net-
works within fragile ecosys-
tems. 

Compare that to the human 
species and we find it is the 
other way around; we have 
learned how to modify our 
environment to enhance 
survivability. As toolmak-
ers, humans were aided in 
hunting by using weapons; 
as creative thinkers, hu-

mans could fashion clothes and shelter enabling migra-
tion to colder climates. Ultimately, in order to support 
increasing populations, humans invented farming, animal 
domestication and urban living.  This was extreme envi-
ronmental manipulation to match human needs and was 
the point of greatest divergence from all the other 
species.   

Over time, this was brought to the situation we have 
today in which humans’ ability to manufacture their en-
vironment is at a sophisticated level – many in the devel-
oped world live in individual rooms in individual cli-
mate-controlled buildings while connected to the rest of 
the world by the internet; some travel in air-conditioned 
cars or in aircraft that maintain a comfortable environ-
ment when the temperature and pressure on the other 
side of the wall is outside survivability limits.  A few have 
even created a living and working environment in space, 
orbiting high above the Earth. 

All this leads me to believe that except in the event of a 
major astronomical event adversely affecting the entire 
Earth’s biosphere, humans are the one species with the 
highest probability of avoiding extinction. 

Over the past 200,000 years of modern human existence, 
although humans were very successful in adapting to and 
managing their environment, they did not have a signifi-
cant adverse effect on other species until relatively recent 
times. Farming, although using basic implements and 
human/animal-power, was not very intensive so food 
production was constrained as was the associated head-
count it could support so the human population was 
reasonably stable and in balance with production.   

The year 1780 and the development of precision engi-
neering is the marker for the beginning of the Industrial 
Revolution. The invention of engines, the discovery of 
fossil oil and the mass production of machinery allowed 
food provision to reach ever increasing levels and in turn 
capable of supporting a growing human population.  ––>
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Aided by advancement in medicine, hygiene and diet, the 
resulting population instability has resulted in the clear-
ing of vast areas of land for agriculture, the addition of 
excess carbon dioxide to the atmosphere and the destruc-
tion of forests that could otherwise capture it.  The fol-
lowing figures give approximate values for world popu-
lation since 1800: 

1800, 1bn; 1900, 1.6bn; 1950, 2.5bn; 2000, 6bn;  
2018, 7.6bn. 

Just to take away one figure from this, the increase in 
human population in the last 18 years is the same as the 
entire world human population 118 years ago in 1900. 
We have had 200 years of a frenzy of consumption and 
economic growth and ravaging of the Earth’s finite  
resources. 

One aspect of being human, for a sizeable portion of 
the population, is being fiercely competitive and greedy, 
seeking to dominate and control. A quick glance at the 
colourful patterns on a political map of the earth shows 
how humans have banded together to mark off their 
territories and claim pieces of the planet as their proper-
ty. The tendency to seize territory and defend it from 
outsiders can be found in many species but no other has 
spread this as widely or as destructively as humans. In 
recent times, the development of global communica-
tions systems and efficient international travel has facili-
tated a route to globalisation, but it is being stifled by a 
concurrent rise in nationalism by those who want more 
of the pie for themselves and are prepared to ravage the 
planet to have their way. 

We must face up to the responsibility of bringing this 
under control. It has become a staple of economic 
thinking that there must be annual growth in economic 
output with the associated increase in consumption of 
natural resources. It is worrying to hear the heads of 
central banks warning of the dangers of a reduction in 
inflation. This is dangerous at a time of rapid popula-
tion expansion – it’s group-think and it’s out of 
control. As a species, we need to evolve an alternative 
way of living that is satisfied with a flat economy, a sta-
ble world population and better distribution of the 
available resources.  While population stability in other 
species is governed directly by food-supply and disease, 
advanced humans must rely on their collective action. 

A second aspect of being human is the capacity for 
purely intellectual activity in art, mathematics, science 
and humanities. The recognition of the threat posed by 
climate change and the environmental protection 
movement that is becoming established worldwide, 
across all cultures and socio-economic groups, is evi-
dence that science is taking hold across the globe as the 
mechanism for establishing the facts and creating 
workable solutions and at the same time diminishing 
the role of partisan argument as a means of establishing 
a position. Science has the potential to dislodge and 
transform the current embedded systems of belief, cen-
tred on the concept of the supremacy of the human 
species separate from the rest of nature as traditionally 
taught by many major religions, and lead us to a more 
secular global society, better connected, less differentiat-
ed and more cooperative. 

Science enabled the Industrial Revolution and followed 
through with rapid technological development. It 
should now provide the negative feedback needed to 
arrest the worst excesses of the exploitation of its inno-
vation. 
  
A third aspect of being human is observed mostly with-
in family groups where the bonds of love between peo-
ple are obvious and family members work together, care 
for each other and support each other. 

People who cooperate together form close relationships 
and the forces that bind them together are mediated by 
the frequent exchange of many small kindnesses. If we 
extend this idea to a community of families who coop-
erate and work closely together, we find a happy and 
productive group of people – a village. Why then does 
this not extend to large groups of communities? 
  
Let’s consider our early evolution, even prior to the 
emergence of humans, and look at how other species 
behave. One of the factors that assists survival is the 
ability to recognise one’s own kind and work together 
for mutual benefit and protection – the pride of lions, 
the pack of wolves, the herd, the flock, the shoal. For 
our distant ancestors, likeness was associated with safe-
ty while difference was probably associated either with 
prey or with predator. It is not unreasonable to think 
that we carry that instinct with us in our biology and 
that it forms one of many contributory factors in tribal 
conflict, inter-national warfare and racist behaviour at 
an individual level.   

This is further exacerbated by religious groups who all 
claim to have the ‘truth’ and all their ‘truths’ are differ-
ent and their faithful are encouraged to assert their pre-
eminent position and convince the different-believers 
and non-believers of their moral authority by whatever 
means is popular at the time.  

We must make every effort to overcome the instincts 
that were once useful in the ‘wild’ and instead use our 
intellectual capacity to see difference as diversity and 
replace competition with cooperation or at least gain a 
better balance.                                                                             q

17



Prisoners of False Gods 
Owen Morton 

S I read Tim Marshall’s book Prisoners of Geog-
raphy, telling us, in encyclopaedic, analytical de-
tail, how a happen-chance mountain range here, a 
river delta there, green pastures yonder, shape our 

politico-economic environment, making us prisoners of 
geography. Having regard to duplicity, skulduggery and 
betrayal in evidence in the narrative at every hand’s turn, 
I found myself unwittingly facing philosophical rather 
than geophysical stumbling blocks: is it not the case that 
we’re prisoner to something more powerful, more sinis-
ter, floundering in something of a global moral vacuum 
perhaps? Is it not a case that it is morality (or lack of) and 
not a mountain range that dictates how we play the game? 

It did register concern of sorts that 
this might come across as both 
sanctimonious and off-beam, 
might I even backtrack and ap-
proach the task at hand more 
conventionally. Simple question: 
“what did you think of the 
book?” Why the need for hifa-
lutin’ pontificating? However, just 
before the off, in came an email: 
Eamon Murphy, a regular con-
tributor to this magazine and a 
part time lecturer in political 
economy at Maynooth University, 
would soon give a talk in Dun 
Laoghaire: What would a human-
ist social or economic policy 
agenda look like? My thoughts 
precisely, only as regards the book, viewed retrospective-
ly. I was energised, emboldened. 

By way of illustrating that I did indeed read the book, let 
me recall trivial stuff gleaned. The Mercator map would 
have you believe that Greenland and Africa are of similar 
size whereas the latter is 11 times larger a land mass. 
Also, the population of greater Tokyo is close on 40 mil-
lion. It occurred to me, too, that Marshall held his coun-
sel until the conclusion as regards taking a moral stance. 
Well, with one important exception, that is: in his chap-
ter on the Arctic there’s a telling extract that rows in be-
hind my thesis. Here he contrasts the pending race for 
energy in the Arctic to “the 19th century scramble for 
Africa or the machinations of the Great Powers in the 
Middle-East, India and  
Afghanistan”. In a simple castigation he notes: “This 
time the race has rules. The international laws regulating 
territorial disputes, environmental pollution, laws of the 
sea and treatment of minority peoples are in place”. 

So, in the past – a legacy of three millennia of Judeo-
Christian tradition notwithstanding – in terms of, say, the 
treatment of minority peoples, we find a dearth of rules 
of engagement, no moral compass. Where, for example, 

might one look in search of an 18th or 19th century anti-
slavery lobby? The Churches? 

My proposition is that man’s deference to the supernat-
ural, and his subjugation by purveyors of mysticism or 
spirituality, have blinded him to the integrity of secular 
philosophy. If this is so, much as we are prisoners to ge-
ography, in falling victim to hearsay and fantasy, we are 
prisoner to false gods. 

In support of the proposition let me offer you the exam-
ple of what some might deem to be the joker in the pack: 
one Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon. In the event 
you’d dismiss Mormons as of little consequence in the 

order of things, let me remind you 
that the Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter Day Saints boasts 15 million 
devotees worldwide. 4.5 million 
reside in the United States, 80% of 
whom are white, non-Hispanic, 
and 60% of whom support Trump, 
his largest religious caucus. 

Now here’s a thing:  the Judeo-
Christian tradition claiming c. 3 
billion souls  – Jews, Christians and 
Muslims – pans out in a continu-
um, in strands spanning Abraham 
(the Patriarch) who, along with 
Moses, overshadows the Old Tes-
tament, and then Jesus who 
spawned the New Testament, 

through Constantine who gave it currency, through Mo-
hammad, who ascended into Heaven from a hilltop close 
to the Mount of Olives some 600 years after Jesus. 

This continuum, in terms of derivatives from Abraham’s 
Covenant, finds modern day expression when an Angel 
named Moroni sought out Joseph Smith on a mountain 
in Manchester, New York, in 1823 and gifted to him gold 
plates from which he crafted the Book of Mormon. Cu-
riously, leaving aside the mainstream Protestants and 
Catholics, and the multi-faceted Muslim brotherhood in 
this 3 billion mélange, at either end of the spectrum 
spanning Abraham to Smith, surprisingly, we find ‘God’s 
chosen’ Jewish fraternity registering, worldwide, no 
greater in number than the 15 million newbie Mormons. 
Antiquity or modern-day, for some, the jury is out as to 
which belief-system is closer to an understanding of the 
meaning and purpose of life, which of course raises its 
own questions as regards the Christian Bible. 

Prisoners of Geography, in its introduction to the chapter 
on Eastern Europe, tells us that this land mass gave birth 
to the Enlightenment which led to the Industrial Revolu-
tion (not to mention the French revolution!) Hey! we’re 
on to something here, are we not?                               ––>
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Here we find a momentum where scientists, intellectuals, 
philosophers, scribes of the day set themselves the objec-
tive of advancing science and reason and tolerance at the 
expense of dogma and superstition. Cleverly, Denis 
Diderot and Jean le Rond D’Alembert sought to pursue 
this objective by collating an Encyclopaedia as an alter-
native or as a complementary source of wisdom and 
knowledge – putting it about that no longer is it the case 
that the Bible presents as the source of revelation. 

Intellectuals such as Toland, Hutcheson, Voltaire, Mon-
tesquieu, Locke, Newton, Paine, Smith, Hume, among 
others, transcending international boundaries and poli-
tics, put it up to the ‘ancien régime’. If some were deist 
and others were atheist, collectively they laid the founda-
tion stones of modern secular humanism. Thomas Paine 
penned The Rights of Man and was a formidable anti-
slavery lobbyist. He challenged the legitimacy of the 
Bible. Adam Smith, father figure of modern capitalism, 
opined that all men are equal. Only zealots, I suggest, 
entertain the notion that his economic ‘invisible hand’ 
proposition had religious connotations. He was not reli-
gious. You can see where I’m taking this. 

“On the shoulders of giants”, uttered Isaac Newton, nat-
ural scientist, mathematician and philosopher who lived 
with the fear of persecution were he to declare his reli-
gious beliefs. Here, just like these other Enlightenment 
notables, Newton was humbly disclaiming originality – 
the wisdom and philosophy at their disposal harking 
back to antiquity – to Socrates, Plato and Cicero. So let’s 
briefly revisit that breeding ground. 

Remember the quote by Flaubert in the introduction to 
Robert Harris’s Dictator that we reviewed in a previous 
sitting: “Just when the gods had ceased to be and the 
Christ had yet to come, there was a unique moment in 
history, between Cicero and Marcus Aurelius, when man 
stood alone. Nowhere else do I find such grandeur”. Nor 
I, indeed!  

So let’s evaluate what was happening when man stood 
alone. Socrates uttered nuggets that would prove popular 
in certain quarters: “Do not do to others what angers 
you if done to you by others”. And: “One should never 
do wrong in return, nor mistreat any man, no matter 
how one has been mistreated by him”. 

He believed that philosophy should achieve practical 
results for the greater well-being of society. He attempted 
to establish an ethical system based on human reason 
rather than theological doctrine. He pointed out that 
human choice was motivated by the desire for happiness. 
So we’ve pinned him down as regards dogma.  

What, then, as regards nationalism? “I am not an Athen-
ian or a Greek, but a citizen of the world”, he offered 
profoundly and wisely. Don’t we just wish his views 
counted for something in the vexed Brexit arena? So 
here, self-evidently, we have one of the giants of antiquity 
upon whose shoulders Newton and the other contempo-
rary luminaries were sustained, where they found inspi-
ration and enlightenment. 

Yes, for his part, Jesus, on the scene some 500 years later, 
also exhorted neighbourly love and non-reprisal, howev-

er terms and conditions applied: (i) that superseding this 
love of neighbour, we must love God; (ii) his followers 
would claim exclusivity such that without divine grace, 
in the gift of his father, love of neighbour not to mention 
salvation, is beyond our reach; and (iii) that the afore-
mentioned divine grace and morality are mutually inclu-
sive. Here, gentlemen, rests the kernel of the chasm that 
separates religiosity and secular humanism. 

Some questions, in conclusion, aiming at the very end to 
draw the strands together: 

 • Do you see irony that in the ethnic cleansing in 
former Yugoslavia that pitched Catholic against 
Protestant and Christian against Muslim; that in 
the eternal Middle-East Jerusalem/Palestine 
Arab/Christian/Jew conflict that spans centuries; 
and that in the Turkey/Syria divide that sets 
Kurd against Shia, Shia against Sunni; all of the 
antagonists sing from the same Judeo/Christian 
hymn-sheet, claiming Abraham, with varying 
enthusiasm, as Patriarch? Apart from accident 
of birth, is geography incidental here, would 
you say? 

 • How would you explain 21st century prioritisa-
tion of religiosity over philosophy in advanced 
civilised society; of say Aquinas over Socrates? 
And should something a little more sustainable 
or substantive emanate from our national 
broadcaster twice a day, replacing the constant 
reminder that “The Angel of the Lord declared 
unto Mary, and she conceived of the Holy 
Spirit.”? 

 • This is the one I feel entitled to ask and the one 
that hopefully validates my having taken license 
largely to ignore the book’s engaging narrative: 
in what direction should we point our moral 
compass: religion or secular philosophy? If 
ideals as espoused by, say, Socrates, as alluded 
to, held sway, if the Christ (along with Mo-
hammad and Joseph Smith/Moroni) was yet to 
come, might Prisoners of Geography tell a dif-
ferent story? Of what, in reality, are we prison-
er?                                                                    q 
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SOME years ago, as we returned from a family camping holiday in Brittany, we spent much of the last day in the 
town of Roscoff waiting to board the ferry back to Ireland. Much of the time was spent in close proximity of this 
delightfully charming little church, so I took advantage of making a drawing. Captivated by its architecturally 
sculptural form, the painting followed some time afterwards. Each time I look at this work, the quiet stillness of 
the subject awakens something of the value of waiting, anticipation and hope   


Colin Corkey
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The Shame-Industrial Complex  
Republic of Shame • Caelainn Hogan • Penguin • 2019 • £9.99 

Tom White 

HE author makes clear that her book “is a work of jour-
nalism”, which means that there is no comprehensive 
index to guide the reader.  Referencing is restricted to 

short ‘Notes on Sources’ and ‘Select Bibliography’. This is her 
first book and, having just completed reading it, I am struck by 
her energy and commitment to research.  She whizzes round 
Ireland interviewing witnesses to atrocities committed in the 
now infamous Mother and Baby Homes, Magdalene Laundries 
and other institutions run on behalf of the Irish State by 
Catholic nuns. This is all the more praiseworthy, as Ms Hogan 
seems dependent on public transport and lifts from friends and 
relatives to get to interviews and places of interest. In rural 
Ireland, that’s tough! 

The main theme of the book is that poor, ‘promiscuous’ 
women who fell pregnant outside of marriage were “looked 
after” by a shame-industrial complex (lovely phrase!) adminis-
tered by Church and State. “None of the building blocks of the 
shame-industrial complex was intrinsically Irish or intrinsically 
Catholic. But independent Catholic Ireland brought them to a 
sort of dark perfection”. Celibate, childless nuns were tasked 
with ‘rescuing’ unwanted babies from women who had either 
been raped or who had succumbed to their own sexual desires- 
an unhappy emotional mismatch of carer-patient if ever there 
was one.   

Republic of Shame interweaves two strands of journalistic 
research: interviews with victims, witnesses and perpetrators, 
and an overview of the history of the build up of the Church-
State collusion into what happened. Caelainn Hogan is good 
on both these strands in her work.  She quotes aptly Irish soci-
ety’s “perverse, morbid relationship with what you call re-
spectability” (Enda Kenny);  the Catholic Church as “the pri-
mary carrier of the virus of misogyny” (Mary McAleese); and  
a Jesuit priest in the 1930s who expressed the wish that the 
Irish people be as Catholic “as the Germans are Nazi”. 

Amazingly, there was no basis for legal adoption in Ireland 
until 1953. The following year, Mary Frances Keating,  a 
columnist in the Irish Times wrote of the twisted fear of sex 
that afflicted the young people of the Republic: “In Ireland,  
illegitimate births are frequently concealed and young unmar-
ried mothers are usually hurried out of the country with a 10 
pound note and the parental injunction not to show their faces 
at home again”. It was a brave piece of journalism for the 
decade in which Archbishop McQuaid was in his pomp. 

Today the Irish State seems finally to have come to realise that 
silence and secrecy cannot plaster over the cruelty of the past.  
We are beginning to bring up the bones, painfully, literally.  
Hogan speculates why so many nuns are reticent about speak-
ing of what took place in Tuam, in Bessborough, and in so 
many other places.  Many of the Orders have sought legal and 
PR advice; and the Sisters on the ground have often been ad-
vised (ordered?) not to talk about what happened: the silence 
of the nuns.  

Money and social status were major factors in who was incar-
cerated in these institutions, and why Irish society wished to 
shut the problem from public sight.  Paul Jude Redmond (a 
survivor of Castlepollard) noted that there had been a signifi-
cant fall-off in child mortality rates after the passing of the 
1953 legal adoption legislation.  He is quoted as writing that 
“When we illegitimate Irish bastards were suddenly worth 
more than the cows on the farms, we stopped dying by the 
thousands”. 

Republic of Shame is not light reading, because the topic is not 
a pleasant one. Caelainn Hogan manages to present herself as 
not having been traumatised by her research and does an excel-
lent job of melding her diverse material into a coherent whole.  
Ireland, North and South, is beginning to come to terms with 
our sordid past.  Carson was proven correct when he said that 
“Home Rule was Rome Rule;” but then ‘Rome Rule’ was 
made so much more inevitable by the lack of any meaningful 
opposition in the Republic in the same way that discrimination 
became so prevalent in Northern Ireland. Bad mistakes are 
made when opposition is silenced.  Knowing the truth helps us 
avoid similar mistakes in the future. Read this book.                  q  
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Up in Smoke 
Burned • Sam McBride • Merrion • 2019 • £16.99  

Tom Woolley 

AM McBride’s book Burned about 
the RHI Cash for Ash scandal is a 
work that should be read by every-

one in Northern Ireland. It shines a spot-
light on how the main political parties 
operate but also exposes the most amazing 
levels of incompetence and disorganisa-
tion among the ranks of senior civil ser-
vants. However, while well written it can 
be hard going at times as McBride foren-
sically and sometimes tediously takes 
apart what happened and cleverly com-
bines information from the public inquiry 
and other sources. Keeping up with the 
many people involved and the complexity 
of the funding arrangements is hard work 
at times, but it’s worth persevering. 

As an energy efficiency expert myself, I 
spend much of my time campaigning for 
better insulation. It is not sexy, however, 
and men are attracted by techy solutions 
like solar panels, wind turbine, heat pumps 
and wood pellet boilers. A recent conference in the Titanic 
Centre about climate change was hugely dominated by men in 
suits looking out for the next profitable technology. While hun-
dreds of the suits stayed in the main hall to salivate over heat 
pumps, heat networks and burning hydrogen, a handful of 
mainly women attended my smaller seminar on insulation and 
energy efficiency. No one mentioned RHI. 

Many years ago, I argued with energy ‘experts’ that wood pel-
lets were not carbon negative. The energy needed to dry the 
wood and transport it around the country is made worse by the 
fact that wood pellets are imported from the USA where an-
cient woodland is being clear felled to meet the demand. The 
UK Government ignored this and established a subsidy scheme 
called the renewable heat incentive (RHI) to encourage the 
installation of pellet boilers to heat homes and businesses. This 
scheme has suffered abuses in England as well as Northern 
Ireland, and OFGEM was put in charge of paying out the new 
subsidies. OFGEM is the energy regulator in England with an 
important role to look after consumers but it has also been, 
quite wrongly, given a role to promote RHI and other question-
able schemes.  

McBride explains in painstaking detail how civil servants in 
Stormont designed a scheme with OFGEM to promote pellet 
boilers in Northern Ireland. They thought the money for this 
would come from the UK treasury and was thus ‘free money’, 
and so they created a scheme which meant that boiler users 
would be paid substantially more to run the boilers than it 
would cost. This absurd subsidy became a gravy train for busi-
nesses who borrowed huge sums from the banks to heat poultry 
sheds and other premises, covering bank loans and providing 
huge profits due for the next 20 years. The term cash for ash 
was coined not by a clever journalist but by the companies 
promoting and installing boilers. 

It’s not clear whether the full extent of the 
scandal will ever be known. How many 
poultry sheds were actually heated 24/7 
with the doors left open? Instead McBride 
gives a balanced account of how, while 
subsidies were making masses of money 
for a handful of farmers and businesses, 
many of the participants were honest and 
genuine and have suffered severe financial 
losses.  

Civil servants began to realise that the 
scheme was racking up huge payments of 
public money but they continued to pro-
mote it with the enthusiastic participation 
of Stormont politicians, mainly in the De-
mocratic Unionist Party (DUP). As the 
scandal emerged, these politicians sought 
to blame the officials and even their own 
special advisers (SPADS). McBride’s book 
documents many melodramatic events that 
occurred when politicians like Jonathan 

Bell and Arlene Foster fell out in a very 
public way. So extensive is the chicanery exposed by McBride 
that it cannot be covered in this review. Overpaid, unaccount-
able SPADs; civil servants who didn’t keep minutes; DUP 
politicians who used hotmail email accounts so there would be 
no official record; and so on and so on. The behaviour of civil 
servants who passed information to businesses rather than 
politicians to warn them to get on the bandwagon before the 
scheme was shut down is clearly exposed. 

Of particular interest to humanists are the accounts of the close 
relationship between civil servants and politicians through their 
religious affiliations. Prayer meetings and discussions of reli-
gious faith was part and parcel of normal political discourse 
among the DUP and senior civil servants. McBride was aided 
by a regular arrival of brown envelopes containing emails 
which seemed to originate from the DUP in an effort to shift 
blame onto colleagues. 

An official inquiry chaired by Sir Patrick Coghlin should have 
reported by now. Full disclosure of what went on should have 
ended the career of politicians like Arlene Foster, but external 
political events in Westminster and delays to the publication of 
the report until 2020 have given her and other politicians 
breathing space.  

McBride touches on other scandals and particularly interesting 
is the role of the huge agribusiness of Moy Park, which is 
owned by Brazilians, in its ability to call the shots in govern-
ment. What is remarkable in McBride’s story is that the politi-
cians and civil servants have largely got away with wasting 
vast amounts of public money without any disciplinary action. 
Some of them have even been promoted!  

• Tom Woolley is a former Professor of Architecture at Queen’s 
University, Belfast, and co-author of Thermal Insulation Materials 
for Building Applications. 
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S

Books



Preamble 
Do you have a writing buddy? Writing being such a solitary ac-
tivity often benefits from a ‘critical friend’ who offers formative 
feedback, constructive suggestions, potential high praise or 
sometimes, a clear ‘thumbs down’. Such a relationship exists 
between fellow Humanists and freethinkers, Tom White and 
Sheila Garrity, both based in the West of Ireland. While Tom is 
far more prolific in his writing than Sheila, they do enjoy the 
collegial experience and have been kicking around the idea of a 
collaboration in the near future. Such a process, may, on occa-
sion, result in inspiration. When Sheila shared a recent piece of 
writing, Tom replied with a more prosaic version of her reflec-
tion. Both writers felt the pieces belonged together, as a pair. 
They hope the readers enjoy their distinct yet complementary 
ways they each captured this timely matter.

 

Air by S Garrity 
 
I’m in the garden this evening. It’s late in the evening; late in the 
summer, but I’m puttering around. 

I breathe in.

How do you describe the air when it’s crisp and fresh and pure? 
Perhaps I just did.

Again, I breathe in.

My mind turns to recent reports of air quality. Cities choking our 
children.

How soon until the air becomes a commodity? Traded in board-
rooms, on stock markets. Behind closed doors. There are pipe-
lines through the Americas delivering fresh water. How will they 
contain and deliver the air?

I breathe in.

We are in a new era. The Anthropocene. Our human race has 
wreaked havoc on this small globe, spinning in a universe that 
we are only beginning to understand. And yet we still think we 
are invincible. That we are more than the earth, more than the 
water. More than the air we poison.

I breathe in.

I am grateful I live on this west coast of this small island in the 
Atlantic. We will become a destination for other islanders whose 
lands are already becoming submerged beneath rising tides. 
Will we open our arms; will we share our dry high land, our clean 
air? Will we be grateful for the lottery of a birthplace, an acci-
dent, this green gem of ours? We did not earn this sanctuary, 
this haven from the coming devastation.

Or will we retreat, horde, deny? We see it happening already on 
this small island. The closing in. The othering. 

I breathe in.

I reflect on a recent night of potluck in a community centre. A 
gathering of those from away and those from here. Some of us 
arrived on a privileged breeze; some on a violent gale. Foods 
from around the planet, flavours arriving like a zephyr. There was 
joy in the collective energy of the night. The shared music and 
singing. The communion. Morning papers bring reports of hys-
teria, of fear, barriers beginning to rise. Incitement perhaps. 

So tonight, this crisp fresh night, I pull out a lounge chair, a 
woolly blanket, and I settle in. I will sit vigil with you tonight. This 
world of ours. An act of atonement perhaps? An act of honour, 
gratitude, of redemption. I wonder how long we have. How long 
until we pay the real price for our actions. Until then I will be 
grateful I live on this west coast of this small island.

And I breathe in.
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HUMANIST ASSOCIATION OF IRELAND MEETINGS 

A Time to Remember 
Sunday January 5th at 4pm, Buswells Hotel, Dublin 
A service to remember family, friends and fellow humanists 
we have lost, particularly in the last 12 months. To  
participate, to have someone acknowledged, or for more 
information, contact eamonmurphy83@hotmail.com 

Darwin Day Lecture 2020 
Wednesday February 12th at 7.30pm,The Arts Block,  
Trinity College, Dublin. (Enter from Nassau Street).  
A unique opportunity to hear an expert speak in an  
accessible manner on what can often be a complex and 
inaccessible scientific topic. It is a FREE event and ALL 
ARE WELCOME. Speaker: Kevin Mitchell (Trinity College) 
on the evolution of free will. 

Travelling Sunday Meeting in Sligo 
Sunday March 1st at time TBC, Glasshouse Hotel, Sligo 
A public meeting and social gathering: The Highs and 
Lows of Seeking a Secular Education in Ireland  –  
A Personal Experience. Speaker: Catherine O'Brien, for-
merly Chair of Educate Together

Writing Buddies Fundamental by Tom White 
  
I am aware

The air

Is there

Somewhere

It waits

To be of service

There!  I breathe

We must beware

For without air

We’d be nowhere

We’re here and there

Because of air

And so

Just breathe

It comes

And goes

Through mouth

And nose

Be ready now

You must somehow

Deep breathe

My friend,  my child

It’s your life too

It’s loving me

It’s loving you

So we should care

About the air

We breathe

We share the earth

Our common cause

Our common sense

Our wisdom rare

How fair

To share

The air 
Let's breathe


