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 Fake Values  

N May 2017 a piece of graffiti 
entitled Untitled (right) was 
sold for $110.5m. It was by 

Jean-Michel Basquiat, the New 
York artist who died in 1988 at the 
age of 27 of a heroin overdose. On 
his death the art critic Robert 
Hughes, author of The Shock of 
the New, penned a scathing article 
entitled Requiem for a Feather-
weight in the New Republic maga-
zine. He wrote that Basquiat’s life 
was the “tale of a small, untrained 
talent caught in the buzz saw of 
artworld promotion, absurdly 
overrated by dealers, collectors, 
and, no doubt to their future em-
barrassment, by critics”. He de-
scribed many of his paintings as 
“slapdash pictorial formulas, 
whose much discussed ‘spontaneity’ 
and ‘energy’ were mostly feigned”.  

He ended by concluding: “His ‘im-
portance’ was merely that of a 
symptom; it signifies little more 
than the hysteria of instant reputa-
tion that still so grotesquely afflicts American taste. His 
admirers are like a posse of right-to-lifers, adoring the 
foetus of a talent and rhapsodising about what a great 
man it might have become if only it had lived”. 

Another art critic, Hilton Kramer, was no less damning. 
He wrote of Basquiat in the Daily Telegraph in 1997: 
“He was essentially a talentless hustler, street-smart but 
otherwise invincibly ignorant, who used his youth, his 
looks, his skin colour and his abundant sex appeal to 
win an overnight fame that proved to be his undoing”.  

Of the sale of Untitled Waldemar 
Januszczak wrote in the Sunday Times: “It 
was the highest price paid at auction for an 
American artist and proved once again, 
should anyone need further proof, that the 
world of art has turned into something 
disgusting. How many African lives in 
African villages could have been saved for 
that kind of throwaway money” (Sunday 
Times, 24th September 2017). 

Not everyone agreed. In The Guardian 
Jonathan Jones thought that the painting 
was worth it because Basquiat’s art of 
American violence is priceless. It “portrays 
a black skull scarred with red rivulets, pit-
ted with angry eyes, gnashing its teeth, 

against a blue graffiti wall on 
which someone has been doing 
their sums. Perhaps the street 
mathematician was calculating 
how many Africans died on slave 
ships in the 18th century, or how 
many people lived in slavery in 
America, or how many young 
black men have been killed by po-
lice guns in the last few years”.  

He concluded: “There’s a terrible 
clarity in Basquiat’s art. Like the 
work of another heroin user, 
William Burroughs, his art, with its 
feeling of being cut and hacked 
into the canvas rather than daubed, 
its electric sense of pain in every 
nerve, shows everyone what’s really 
in their lunch. He serves up Ameri-
can history with all the worms 
crawling out of it. This painting of a 
skull is not just about his own mor-
bidity – it’s about being killed by 
America”. (The Guardian, 19th 
May 2017). 

Perhaps Jonathan is one of those embarrassed future 
critics to whom Robert Hughes referred. Yet the extrava-
gance didn’t end with Basquiat. It was topped in No-
vember by the sale of Salvator Mundi (‘Saviour of the 
World’, below), now said to be by Leonardo da Vinci, for 
a record $450m  – or $1m per square inch. In 1958 it 
had sold at Sotheby’s for £45 as a work by Beltraffio, a 
pupil of Leonardo’s. By 2011, when it was included as 
part of a Leonardo exhibition in London, it was owned 
by a consortium of art dealers who had bought it for 
$10,000. They then sold it to a Swiss billionaire for a 
reputed $80m, who in turn sold it to a Russian billion-

aire for a reputed $127m. He has now sold 
it to a Saudi prince for $450m, including 
$50m commission. From £45 to $400m in 
50 years is a rise of approaching 10 million 
per cent and no one is sure who painted it. 

This foray into the world of art hype  – 
where obscenely rich people spend massive 
sums on paintings as trophies or invest-
ments  – is a microcosm of the wider world 
where we have also lost all sense of true 
value. According to a recent survey by 
Credit Suisse, the globe’s richest 1% own 
half the world’s wealth. At the other end of 
the spectrum, the world’s 3.5 billion poor-
est adults each have assets of less than 
$10,000 (£7,600).                                 ––>         
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“A small, untrained talent 
caught in the buzz saw of  art-

world promotion, absurdly over-
rated by dealers, collectors, 
and, no doubt to their future 
embarrassment, by critics”



“Unto him that hath should be given” is an apparent 
rule of life. We place extraordinary importance on ma-
terial accumulation and as a consequence value people 
with those possessions more the people who have noth-
ing. The African lives in African villages to whom 
Waldemar Januszczak alluded have few if any material 
possessions, therefore their lives are ‘worthless’. We can 
let them or their hungry or sick children die because 
they have nothing of material value for us or to interest 
us. On the other hand, our children in the rich world 
are growing up with a sense of entitlement and a thirst 
for material things. 

As well as material possessions, we put enormous im-
portance on physical and psychological appearances. 
Our society idolises people for their money or their 
looks. Looking good on the outside has become more 
important than being good on the inside. As a result of 
our image culture, children are being encouraged to 
look and dress a certain way and are thus becoming 
more unhappy as they grow older, especially if they are 
bullied in social media for not looking ‘good’. Accord-
ing to one survey in the UK, almost one in five children 
aged 10 to 15 dislike the way they look. As society val-
ues women more by their appearance, girls especially 
are under pressure to look 
good from a young age. 

According to another survey, 
when parents asked their 
children as young as five 
what they wanted to be when 
they grew up, almost 20% 
said they wanted to be fa-
mous, and for 16-year-olds it 
was as high as 54%. This 
urge can take perverse dimen-
sions. In America many of the 
mass shooters want to be plastered on the news and 
become a household name. Many assassins are driven 
less by politics than with the desire to be noticed after a 
lifetime of being invisible. 

We live in a culture dominated by celebrities who gen-
erally receive massive incomes – especially film stars, 
pop stars and sports stars. Why do we seem to value 
them more than nurses or teachers, who perform a 
more important job? Why is Christiano Ronaldo  – 
whose worth is £250m – paid an obscene £19m a year 
for kicking a football, whereas the average annual 
salary for a registered nurse in Northern Ireland is 
£23,489? If this is simply the market at work, then it is 
a market failure and should be corrected.  

Much of fame is ephemeral. Celebrities are marketed, 
sold and then disposed of with such bewildering rapidi-
ty that it becomes impossible to keep up with who’s in, 
who’s out. This year’s sexiest man or woman (almost 
certainly someone in America) is replaced by next 
year’s. As we discover more about their love affairs, 
rows, fights, nose jobs, breast or dental implants or 
obnoxious opinions, they quickly lose their sacred mys-
tique and, having earlier elevated them to godlike sta-
tus, we now deflate them as all too human. Along 
comes the next batch, and we are again fed more and 
more gossip about people who are less and less real. As 

Daniel Boorstin suggested in his book The Image, pub-
lished as long ago as 1962, we live in the ‘illusory’ 
world of created characters. 

The effect of celebrity culture and our obsession with 
wealth and appearance is that world events are reduced 
to individuals. We personalise our understanding of life. 
Politics in the UK is a personality contest between May 
and Corbyn. Politicians are treated largely as characters 
in a soap opera. Women, in particular, can become ad-
dicted and devour celebrity magazines, soap operas like 
Eastenders, Emmerdale or Coronation Street, and reali-
ty TV shows like Big Brother and I’m a Celebrity  – 
Get me out of here! Yet such addiction is in danger of 
creating a generation of dim-witted women unfit to 
address the serious issues in the world around them. 
  
Like Salvator Mundi, it has become less important 
what is being said than who said it. Thus if Leonardo 
painted it, then the argument is that we should value it 
at $400m, even if it is an inferior work; similarly if, say, 
Stephen Fry opposed the Iraq War or called for an 
Olympic ban over Russia’s anti-gay laws, then we 
should pay more attention to his opinions than to those 
of a politician. 

Good values embrace a com-
mitment to, for example, car-
ing, compassion, respect, hon-
esty, truth, reason, the inner 
reality not outward appear-
ances. Einstein said: “Posses-
sions, outward success, public-
ity, luxury – to me these have 
always been contemptible. I 
believe that a simple and 
unassuming manner of life is 

best for everyone, best for both 
the body and the mind”. In 2018 we should seek to 
promote this philosophy and relentlessly challenge the 
fake values which make us lesser than we can be.           q   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Above: Signs from Romania by Ray Duncan. 
Ray’s paintings are on display until 12th January 
in the Linen Hall Library during Library opening 
hours in the coffee shop. 
More information: www.linenhall.com

Why is Christiano Ronaldo  – whose 
worth is £250m – paid an obscene 
£19m a year for kicking a football, 

whereas the average annual salary 
for a registered nurse in Northern 

Ireland is £23,489?



                                                 

ND all through the house, not a creature was 
stirring, not even a turkey. Because throughout 
the land they’d all been slaughtered to celebrate 

the birth of gentle Jesus. 

On Christmas Day what some see as a bronzed feast as 
the turkey comes out of the oven I see as a decapitated 
corpse. In fact it looks even worse before it goes in so for 
the last few years I’ve refused to deal with it. I do all the 
other preparations, but not that. I’ve no wish to put any-
one off their Christmas dinner, but welcome to the world 
inside my head. 

I became vegetarian 30 years ago when I accidentally 
saw a film of a cow being slaughtered. I was bathing my 
week-old baby and listening to a debate between butch-
ers and farmers on Kilroy. The vegetarians contributed 
the film, and I, with slippery 
baby in my grasp, couldn’t get 
up to turn it off. The shot 
through its head didn’t work 
first time and just before it re-
ceived another one it turned 
and looked into the camera. I 
can still see its eyes to this day, 
and I’ve never been able to eat meat since. 
Then a few years ago I discovered how cruel the dairy 
industry is with its complete disregard for the lives of 
male calves, who are shot either at birth or shortly after-
wards (“Thousands of male calves are shot at birth, a 
wasted by-product of the dairy industry”, (Charlotte 
Johnston, Junior Editor, The Dairy Site). Mother cows 
search for their little ones and are known to low for days 
in their distress. I live near a farm, and I’m sure I’ve 
heard it myself. 

And then there’s the horror of veal calves. Although 
slightly better than when they were kept in crates in the 
dark too weak to walk to slaughter, some male calves are 
now kept in groups on straw, fed on milk and sometimes 
forage, and slaughtered between six and nine months. I 
don’t know if you’ve been up close to a calf, but they 
have the most beautiful pools of eyes and they try to 
suck your hand if you get close because, after all, they’re 
only babies: little trusting babies, not ‘by-products’. 

Walking around the chilled aisles in a supermarket is also 
becoming harder as all I can see are bits of bloody, dis-
membered bodies. Thankfully nowadays it’s quite rare to 
see sides of beef being carried on someone’s shoulder into 
a butcher’s shop, but in the past I used to wonder what the 
reaction of passers-by would be if it was a half a human 
body instead of half a cow. And in the run up to Christ-
mas turkeys plucked and hung upside down in butchers’ 
windows is another sight I wish I didn’t have to encounter. 

I love to watch cookery programmes, particularly ones 
from around the world to get ideas, but on one occasion 
the chef, without warning, pulled the back (top part of 
the shell) off a spider crab while it was still alive. There 
was a terrible screaming, and I’m pretty sure it wasn’t 
coming from me. The other chef who’d been watching 
looked horrified too, and I swore I would complain to 
the makers of the programme. The chef who did it said it 
was the kindest way. 

I never did complain about that, but I did complain in a 
big store in Belfast that sells lobsters who are kept in 
shallow plastic trays under bright lights. Their claws 
were wrapped with rubber bands, and there was no shel-
ter for them to hide under, which would be natural be-
haviour for them. I asked for a manager and expressed 
my concerns to him, and he said he’d pass my message 

on. Several months later the lob-
sters were still being kept in the 
same way. I expect the staff fell 
about laughing when I left that 
day. 

Going abroad is a challenge too 
as some other countries have 

even less concern for animals than we do. Too often I’ve 
seen great big German Shepherd dogs on tiny balconies, 
parrots and other birds sitting in cages day after day, and 
lobsters, fish and crabs piled on top of each other in 
overcrowded tanks. 

And finally I discovered how male chicks are ‘disposed 
of’, and my egg-eating days ended too. I am endeavour-
ing now to be vegan, which is slightly more difficult than 
being vegetarian. There are vegan restaurants, but I’m the 
only vegan I know so eating out can be trying. 

From vegetarianism to veganism has been a journey, and 
somewhere along the way I felt my humanism should 
extend to all my fellow creatures. Vegetarianism is be-
coming much more accepted, but being vegan is still seen 
as a bit weird. But this is where the journey has left me. 
We have had a little mouse running around our bedroom 
the last few nights, and I’m pleased to announce he’s now 
been caught in a humane trap and set free outside. I 
couldn’t bear to poison this tiny creature, who is just 
trying to survive the winter like us. 
  
So the next time you’re out with someone you think is 
being a pain for declaring they don’t eat meat, fish, eggs, 
cheese or milk – they’re not doing it to try and make you 
feel guilty. They’re doing it to make themselves feel better. 

(No animals were harmed during the making of this article 
except for the humans who weren’t getting much sleep).   q   
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’Twas the Night Before  
Christmas… 

Shelley Leggett

I discovered how cruel the dairy 
industry is with its complete  

disregard for the lives of male 
calves, who are shot either at  

birth or shortly afterwards 
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Mugabe – the End of a Despot 

 LIVED, worked and  brought up my family in 
Zimbabwe in the 1990’s, a country that I love and 
watched in total despair as it descended into chaos 

under the tyrant Robert Gabriel Mugabe. I have since 
been back three times, the last time 18 months ago. This 
is my take on the history and the present situation. 

The ruling party of Zimbabwe has voted to sack Robert 
Mugabe as its leader and has appointed in his place the 
vice-president Emmerson Mnangagwa, the veteran auto-
crat fired two weeks before. President Mugabe, leader of 
ZANU PF, 93 years of age, clung to power for 37 years by 
a mixture of fear, bribery and intimidation in a country 
which once was known as the breadbasket of Africa, and 
ended up with not enough food to feed its own people. 

How did the former liberator and freedom fighter’s polit-
ical life end so ignominiously and how did he hold on to 
power for so long? In 1964 Ian Smith, leader of the right 
wing, white supremacist Rhodesia Front, became Prime 
Minister. Smith made a Unilateral Declaration of Inde-
pendence ( UDI) in 1965 to stop Britain handing the 
British colony of Rhodesia over to the blacks. The UDI 
was based on the American model except that two key 
phrases were omitted: (1) All men are created equal and 
(2) government by consent of the governed. 

This was the first rebellion by white settlers since the 
Boston tea party. Britain declared UDI to be treasonable 
and illegal but did little. Sanctions were introduced but 
with South Africa’s apartheid regimes help was ineffectu-
al. Smith declared: “We have struck a blow for justice, 
civilisation, and Christianity. Not in a thousand years 
will there be black majority rule.” Critics saw Rhodesia 
ruled by a privileged caste that exploited the black 
population and presided over a racist regime. 

In 1972 Guerrilla war was launched. At that time 
228,000 whites ruled 5 million blacks. There were two 
liberation movements: ZANU led by Robert Mugabe 
and based in Mozambique (they were supplied weapons 
by China and their tribal loyalties were to the Shona); 
and ZAPU led by Joshua Nkomo and based in Zambia. 
They were supplied weapons by the Soviet Union and 
their tribal loyalties were the Matebele. Their slogan was 
“Land for the people”, which meant reclaiming the white 
man’s land. 

Mugabe led a propaganda war vowing to impose Marx-
ist Leninist rule and spoke warmly of Stalin and Fidel 
Castro, scaring the whites to death. The war was 
fought to a standstill with 30,000 people killed, and 
when it became obvious to Smith and his Rhodesia Front 
that the war was unwinnable, he was forced to attend 
talks at Lancaster House in London with Mugabe and 
Nkomo in 1979. 

Lord Carrington who chaired the talks described Mu-
gabe as a forceful personality and formidable intellect. 
Agreement was reached on majority rule and elections 
set for 1980. Result – Zanu (Mugabe) 57 seats,  Zapu 
(Nkomo) 20 seats, Muzorewa (Whites choice) 3 
seats. 20 seats were reserved for whites. Rhodesian 
whites and Britain were horrified by this result which 
roughly represented the tribal makeup of Rhodesia. 

Lord Soames, transitional Governor, said that whites 
seemed to have no idea of the bitterness and mistrust the 
black Africans had for their government. Whites believed 
they had the best race relations in the World and that 
they were the bastion of Civilisation and Christianity in 
the World. Reminds me of the DUP. 

Robert Mugabe said to Ian Smith on 3rd March 1980: 
“You have given me the jewel of Africa”. Rhodesia was 
the last British Colony to achieve independence. Mugabe 
took over a country with a history of racial conflict dat-
ing from 1890 with the arrival of the Pioneer Column led 
by Cecil Rhodes. He met Smith shortly after indepen-
dence and came over as friendly and reasonable. 

To the whites, despair became hope and a government 
of National Unity was set up with 3 white cabinet min-
isters. Blacks had no experience of running the country. 
Bluntly they didn’t know how, so help from their for-
mer enemies and the International community was 
certainly needed, but it wasn’t long before Mugabe’s 
dark side emerged. From early 1980 Nkomo was ig-
nored and isolated. The Zimbabwean Army was made 
up from Zanu and Zipra forces but Zipra were eyed 
with deep suspicion and they fought each other outside 
Bulawayo. Nkomo was demoted in 1981 and then 
sacked in 1982 and accused of plotting to overthrow 
Mugabe. 

The Lancaster House Agreement had provided for 
western style democracy.  In 1987 Mugabe tore up this 
agreement and was sworn in as President. One party 
rule had begun, and the tyrant began to show his true 
face. However there can be no denying that indepen-
dence brought many achievements. In 1980 there were 
177 secondary schools and in 2000 1548 secondary 
schools. In 1980 the literacy rate was 62% and in 2000 
92%. The economy was a different matter. In 1980 One 
Zimbabwean dollar = one English pound and in 
1995 thirty five Zimbabwean dollars = one English 
pound. Mugabe’s decision to remove the highly produc-
tive commercial farms from the 4000 white farmers 
precipitated the crisis and ultimately the total economic 
collapse. 

In 1997 war veterans led by Chenjerai Hitler Hunzvi 
demanded payment for their role in the liberation      –->  

6

Andy Barr

I



war. Rhodesian forces were paid pensions from 
Government funds while ex-guerrillas got nothing. A 
package was put in place – a lump sum of ZD 50 000 (Ł3 
000) and monthly payments ZD 2 000 (Ł125).  
50,000 got this sum even though 25,000 war veterans 
were demobilised when the war ended. This money was 
shamelessly looted by senior figures of Zanu-PF. Morgan 
Tsangiria, leader of the Zimbabwean Trade Unions, called 
a general strike and was beaten senseless for his trouble.  

1471 white owned farms were listed for compulsory 
purchase. 4000 white farmers owned almost all of the 
best land which was a terrible injustice. The Constitution 
agreed at Lancaster House guaranteed farmers right to 
full compensation and Zimbabwe had no money to pay. 
Mugabe demanded that Britain should pay and when 
this was rejected he said that the war veterans should 
just take the land. Violence was used to take the farms 
and the black workers were driven off and became desti-
tute. Mugabe seemed to have no control of the farm 
invasions, though white man’s should be noted in that 
thousands of Matabele were killed in the 1980s and 
nothing is said; a few white farmers are killed and the 
world is up in arms. Agriculture, 
which was the countries best for-
eign earner, was ruined.  

The “Movement for Democratic 
Change” (MDC) was launched in 
1999, led by Morgan Tsangiria, the 
trade Union leader. To Mugabe they 
were traitors supported by Britain 
and the whites. In January 2000 the 
economy deteriorated – no petrol, 
and inflation rose to 58%. 

Mugabe ordered the brutalisation 
of unarmed civilians who protest-
ed. The MDC and its supporters 
were attacked by the Zanu-PF 
youth league and war veterans. 
Very few white churches spoke up 
against the evil of racial discrimina-
tion and atrocities committed by Rhodesian forces dur-
ing the war and likewise black churches turned a blind 
eye to wholesale theft of white farms. The exception to 
this was the “Catholic Commission For Justice and 
Peace” which fearlessly exposed the Smith government’s 
human rights abuses and also Mugabe’s. Mugabe lashed 
out at “men in religious garb who become stooges of 
imperialism”. 

It was at this time Mugabe had his last trip to Britain 
when he faced citizen’s arrest by gay activist Peter 
Tatchell. Mugabe wanted all homosexuals beheaded. 
Mandela and Desmond Tutu delivered a tirade against 
Mugabe but the rest of Africa remained silent. 

The economy continued in a downward spiral. In 2002 
inflation reached 117% and unemployment 80%. The 
Zimbabwean economy rested on three pillars – Tourism, 
Commercial Farming, and Mining. Tourists were driven 
away by violence, commercial farming was ruined by 
farm invasions and mining ruined by the fixing exchange 
rate at unrealistic levels. Zimbabwe's peak month of 
inflation is estimated in mid-November 2008 and was 

89,700,000,000,000,000,000,000% which resulted in 
no food in the shops. However famine was avoided by 
help from the Zimbabwean diaspora, international aid 
and bartering goods. Interestingly in my last trip to 
Zimbabwe I asked a black Zimbabwean: “who was the 
better for you, Smith or Mugabe”. “Well”, came the re-
ply “Under Mugabe I went hungry but under Smith I 
was a Kaffir”. 

In 2008 the MDC won an election for the first and last 
time during Mugabe’s tenure, but Tsangiria failed to win 
an overall majority and pulled out of the runoff and 
agreed to become Prime Minister with Mugabe still Pres-
ident. 

In 2009 the American Dollar was introduced as the cur-
rency by Tendai Biti, Finance Minister and member of 
MDC, resulting in the economy stabilising. At this time 
the Maranga diamond fields were discovered and were 
estimated to be the largest in the world. $15 billion 
worth of diamonds have since disappeared from these 
fields into the hands of Mugabe’s cronies. 

I have often wondered about 
Mugabe’s mentality and what 
made him tick. He was scarred by 
the loss of two brothers and a 
father before his tenth birthday, 
was taught at a Jesuit Mission by 
a Catholic priest and was a 
brilliant student resulting in him 
attending Fort Hare University in 
South Africa where he again ex-
celled. Adulthood was dominated 
by war, imprisonment and 
the death of a son. He acquired 
four degrees in prison in  eco-
nomics and law.  

Theories about the inferiority of 
the African were put about by the 
Rhodesian Front and, like Smith 
before him, Mugabe has an 

“everyone’s against him”mentality. His first wife, Sally 
who died in the early 1990s was a moderating influence, 
but his present wife, Grace is a cross between Imelda 
Marcos and Linda Lovelace. 

Race was the trump card during white rule and today its 
membership of Zanu PF. It has followed former colonis-
ers to treat its own citizens in a disgraceful and similar 
way to what the Rhodesians did to the majority black 
population. Zanu PF has totally lost the moral legitima-
cy to govern. 

Mugabe, who ran his country for 37 years, was never 
going to allow a free and fair election. He wouldn’t have 
remained in power so long if it were otherwise. Zim-
babwe, under Mugabe, is one long tale of a promising 
country tumbling into ruination. The economy is a train 
wreck, corruption is endemic, poverty is everywhere, 
unemployment is estimated at more than 90%, 
and advancement is all but impossible unless you are a 
supporter or — better yet— a leader of Mugabe’s Zanu-
PF party. But hopefully all that is about to change.       q
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Tsangiria after a beating 
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A Lament for Brian Boru 

S has been often noted in the last few years, we 
are currently going through a series of centenary 
commemorations of events that have shaped this 

island and, in many cases, the world. 

From the Strike and Lockout of 1913, through the out-
break of the First World War, to the 1916 Rising and 
finally to the end of the Great War in 2018 – not to 
mention a good many significant events in between – 
Ireland has been celebrating, acknowledging, critiquing, 
and in many cases revising, some of the key events that 
led to the foundation of the State and contributed to the 
global context in which we find ourselves. 

It is hardly necessary for me to note that the events of 
Easter week in 1916 were a significant catalyst towards 
the establishment of the Republic of Ireland in April 
1949. One could engage in rhetoric about whether or 
not the 26-county State can in any way be said to repre-
sent the Republic which those who marched out that 
Easter morning desired, but I won’t. 

However, the question has been asked in recent times, 
by commentators from Fintan O’Toole to President 
Michael D. Higgins, whether, on the south of the island 
at least, we do indeed have a “real Republic”. 

A simple definition of a republic can be given as “a state 
in which supreme power is held by the people and their 
elected representatives, and which has an elected or 
nominated president rather than a monarch”. Ireland 
certainly meets those criteria, however flawed said 
elected representatives may be. 

However other broader definitions of a republic incor-
porate necessities around issues of equality: equality 
under the law; equality of opportunity; economic and 
social equality, and so on. It is clear to this writer that 
such a republic has not been achieved. 

Economic Equality 
Our economic system is notably tiered, and while the 
Irish social welfare system does a fine job in covering up 
some of the economic inequality that exists (reducing 
levels of poverty in this country from around 50%, if 
there were no social transfers, to just a third of that in 
actuality), there is still much work to do. 

Part of the problem is that Ireland’s level of social pro-
vision is so far behind the Western European norm. Our 
public services and social infrastructure, including in 
areas such housing, public transport, childcare and edu-
cation, suffer greatly from underinvestment. This is not 
something that is new or even as a result of a decade of 
austerity; even during the years of the much vaunted 
Celtic Tiger, Ireland’s public investment as a proportion 

of national income was well below the European aver-
age. 

Recently, Minister for Finance Paschal Donohoe has 
commented that Ireland’s public investment, which has 
indeed increased in recent years and looks set to double 
between the years 2015 and 2021, stacks up quite well 
by international comparison when measured as a per-
centage of total government expenditure. He’s not 
wrong. 

However, it should also be noted that Ireland’s level of 
government expenditure is among the lowest in the 
European Union as a proportion of national income 
(whether that is measured using GDP, GNP, or the new 
measurement of GNI). 

Minister Donohoe’s comments give the correct informa-
tion in the wrong context. Measured as a proportion of 
national income – the international norm  – Ireland’s 
public investment was the lowest in the entire EU in 
2015. While we are moving in the right direction, we 
are not doing so at a rate that suggests our Government 
has grasped the urgency required to deal with the crises 
Ireland currently faces. 

Need examples? Ireland has a waiting list of more than 
91,000 households (that’s households – not people) 
waiting for a local authority house. Next year, we plan 
to build less than 4,000. Long waiting lists contribute 
to surging rents in the private sector (as people who 
would otherwise be housed in social housing units must 
instead compete for rental units in the private sector), 
and these record levels of rent (surpassing even Celtic 
Tiger peaks) have no doubt contributed to the record 
levels of homelessness being experienced in Ireland. 
Indeed, the number of homeless families has increased 
by more than 25% over the last 12 months, and there 
are over 3,000 homeless children alone in this country. 
Would such a situation happen in a so-called “real Re-
public”? 

Our healthcare system is alleged to be two-tier: it is not 
even that. It is two-tier with a huge hole in the middle. 
But the plan to change this has a time frame of a 
decade, and that’s assuming this plan doesn’t go the 
way of so many before. The recent Prime Time exposé 
(on how some publicly-employed consultants are “gam-
ing” the system) was appalling. How many Irish people 
will suffer needlessly due to this kind of selfishness be-
fore we institute a proper single-tier accessible system 
like in the UK? We are a rich and developed economy 
and society; our citizens deserve better. 

Childcare in Ireland is either the most expensive in the 
EU, or the second most expensive, depending on      ––>    
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how it is measured. This presents a huge 
issue in areas from equality of opportunity 
to economic capacity.  

Women (as well as men, though it is still 
women who do the bulk of caring work in 
our society) find expensive childcare a bar-
rier to re-entering the workforce after start-
ing a family. And any such barrier decreases 
the labour supply and puts a cap on the 
economic capacity of a country. As Ireland 
gets closer and closer to full employment, 
this will become more of a concern. 

Ireland needs to move towards a Eu-
ropean model of provision in these and 
other areas. This is the only way in which 
the inequalities that pervade Irish society 
can be overcome. To do that, we must 
move towards the European average in 
areas like taxation, expenditure and public 
investment. We do not, however, need to 
move towards the European average in areas like home-
lessness. It has been asserted in recent weeks by members 
of the government and the Housing Agency that Ire-
land’s record levels of homelessness are “normal” by 
international standards, in what seems like a disgraceful 
attempt to normalise the epidemic this country is cur-
rently experiencing. 

The Irish model of taxation, with its relatively narrow 
base and focus on “competitiveness”, means that our 
tax-take as a proportion of national income (regardless 
of how that is measured) is among the lowest in the EU, 
putting us on a par with countries like Romania, Bulgar-
ia, and the Baltic states, rather than the developed coun-
tries of Western Europe and Scandinavia on which we 
should be modelling our society. Indeed, I would consid-
er the ‘Nordic model’ to be the ideal. 

Our Poor Performance 
Homelessness and our broken health system receive a lot 
of media coverage. But less well publicised examples of 
inequality are the ‘advantages’ in this country that are 
bestowed on people based on religious belief. 

A perfect example of this is the fact that individuals who 
wish to hold certain public offices must swear a religious 
oath. However, far more mind-boggling is that in the 21st 
century, in a developed Western European democracy, it 
is perfectly legal for taxpayer-funded schools to discrim-
inate against children in the admissions process, based 
on the religious choices of their parents. 

Many other areas of our society are also heavily influ-
enced by religious morality and tradition. One need only 
look at our restrictive abortion laws, or the onerous re-
quirements surrounding divorce and separation proce-
dure. Ireland still has a long way to go to achieve true 
separation of Church from State, as befits a modern de-
mocratic republic. 

Elsewhere, Ireland’s environmental performance is not 
only notoriously poor, but is dis-improving by the year. 
Our levels of international aid, while renowned as being 
well directed and high in “quality”, are well below the 

international targets for a country at our 
level of development, and our record in 
discharging our duties in assisting with 
current refugee crisis on the Mediter-
ranean leaves a lot to be desired. The less 
said about our treatment of asylum seek-
ers in Direct Provision Centres around 
the country, the better. Space does not 
exist on these pages to fully account for 
the disgrace that is direct provision. 

Compared to the countries of Scandi-
navia  – small open economies like ours, 
but with progressive social legislation, 
low levels of Church interference in State 
affairs, excellent public services and social 
provision, environmental consciences, 
and renowned for their international re-
sponsibility – Ireland compares quite 
poorly. Unfortunately it seems the prima-
ry influence of the Nordic race on this 
island extends only as far as skin pigment 

and hair colour: those marauding Vikings of a millenni-
um ago serving to dilute our genes to this day. 

With this is mind, it is worth noting that another histori-
cal landmark has been acknowledged in the last few 
years. In 2014, there was not a centenary but a millenni-
al celebration. It was one thousand years since Brian 
Boru and his army defeated a few thousand Vikings in a 
field on the outskirts of Dublin. 

The arrival of a far more brutal and enduring invader a 
little over a century later has dictated our little island’s 
history to a degree that is impossible to understate, shap-
ing the civil, political, legal, economic, cultural and social 
frameworks and systems which now define it. However, 
victory for the High King of Ireland at the Battle of Clon-
tarf, when an army of Danes were run from this island, 
may have had negative repercussions almost as great. 

I suggest that it might have been more appropriate to 
mourn, rather than commemorate, the High King’s 
achievement at Clontarf all those years ago. One can 
speculate that had Brian Boru not been so successful in 
ridding this island of the Dane, Ireland’s society and 
economy might today be based instead on the aforemen-
tioned ‘Nordic model’! And wouldn’t Ireland be much 
the better for it.                                                            q
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Of Humanism, Handmaids  

and Manx Abortion Reform 

ANX women are 
about to get ade-
quate, legal access to 

abortion on the NHS, and it 
will only happen because of 
Manx humanists. 

Since the Isle of Man Termina-
tion of Pregnancy (Medical 
Defences) Act 1995, abortion 
has not been totally illegal on 
the island. Theoretically, under 
that Act, a woman could have 
an NHS abortion on the NHS 
if (a) she could prove she had 
been raped, or (b) her preg-
nancy caused a grave risk to her life, or (c) routine scans 
showed either fatal foetal abnormality or a condition 
which causes severe disability. I say 'theoretically', be-
cause in practice it was almost impossible. 

To even qualify to see a consultant under (a), the rape 
had to be reported immediately to the police, with a 
sworn statement under oath or affidavit and the raped 
woman under 12 weeks pregnant at the time of a 
planned termination. If claiming under (b), the 'grave 
risk' could be physical or mental but two permanent 
hospital consultants (including a psychiatric consultant if 
on mental health grounds) must agree. The waiting list 
for any medical consultant on the Isle of Man is weeks, 
and for people with serious psychiatric conditions often 
well over six months. An application under (c) was also 
impractical, partly because scans went to Liverpool for 
analysis, took time and regularly got lost, with any sec-
ond scan arriving too close to the end of the first 
trimester for medical intervention. 

Yet the greater problem was a cultural one, because in 
the Isle of Man abortion was never talked about. In 
2016, Isle of Man Freethinkers decided enough was 
enough, so we did. 

Firstly, we reached an agreement within our own mem-
bership that, while individual opinions might vary, public 
discussion was vital.Then, in April, we invited Mara 
Clarke of Abortion Support Network to come over. ASN 
helps English, Welsh or Scottish women who otherwise 
lack the facilities to terminate a pregnancy. Where neces-
sary, the organisation arranges not only clinic appoint-
ments but travel and accommodation expenses. But those 
helped include not just the above who are short of in-
formation, contacts or funds (or victims of abuse) but 
also Irish and (as Mara confirmed) Manx women. 

We also wanted a local speaker 
who could confirm the Manx 
position and would state that 
change was needed. We found 
an excellent one in Dr Alex 
Allinson, a local GP and com-
missioner (town councillor) 
planning to stand for election 
to Tynwald at the next elec-
tion. 

The meeting was packed, the 
speakers listened to closely and 
the open discussion lively. 
Mara Clarke laid out common 
difficulties faced by those seek-

ing abortion and dismissed the folk myths. Alex Allinson 
then exactly explained the medical procedures and cur-
rent Manx legal position. In particular he noted that even 
conscientious GPs cannot help patients in real need be-
cause of bureaucracy, hospital understaffing and the con-
straints of inadequate law from another era. 

As it happened, the sole female member of that 1994 
government was in the audience and confirmed that the 
Bill had been rushed through the House with no real 
analysis. This was partly due to pro-life pressure, but to a 
greater extent simply due to male politicians with no 
time for mere 'women's issues’. 

We then made the usual offer to the public at such meet-
ings, which was to collect names of anyone interested in 
further action and put them in touch. But even we did 
not anticipate what happened next. The pro-life lobby 
stayed silent (perhaps hoping the issue would now go 
away), but within two weeks some women attendees 
launched CALM (Campaign for Abortion Law Reform). 

In June politicians attending the House of Keys were 
greeted by CALM's lively, colourful demonstration, stat-
ing that women must either break the law, finance an off-
island termination or continue an unwanted, inadvisable 
pregnancy. The island's almost defunct LIFE group hur-
riedly tried to mount a counter-demo down the road. In 
the interests of balance, the media also interviewed them, 
though the passing public hardly noticed two men and a 
woman with dusted off signs from 1994. 

UK media coverage soon followed, then in August 
HEAR (Humanity and Equality in Abortion Reform) 
was launched with a meeting addressed by star off-island 
speakers - courtesy of Catholic Voices, a Vatican-funded 
PR initiative against secularism. Lord Alton              ––>
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– originally a Liberal politician (though long at odds 
with his old party) and later elevated to the Lords as a 
cross-bench peer by John Major  – was one. Peter 
Williams, Executive Officer of Right To Life, was the 
other. Eye-witnesses say few came to hear them. 

As the local paper printed HEAR's account of the 
meeting without comment, I felt it only right to correct 
some claims. HEAR described itself as 'a coalition 
founded on feminist, humanist, and liberal 
principles....'. I couldn't agree less and in a press letter, 
covering everything from IHEU policy to the Catholic 
philosopher Jacques Maritain's call for a faith-centred 
'integral humanism’ to match the growing challenge of 
the secular variety, I explained why. HEAR never re-
sponded. 

In September, the media sent a 10 question survey to all 
candidates for the November Manx general election, 
and abortion was one of them. Additionally, British 
Pregnancy Advice Service launched a free, nurse-led, 
telephone advice service for Manx women buying abor-
tion medication online for want of legal means to ter-
minate. BPAS chief executive Ann Furedi bluntly stated 
that what women really needed was high quality local 
abortion services, but BPAS could not wait for Manx 
politicians to do the right thing. 

The November election brought further progress. Only 
three successful candidates opposed reform. In particu-
lar, Dr Allinson picked up not only more votes than all 
rivals combined, but more than the entire vote in sur-
rounding constituencies. Within a month he honoured 
his electoral promise, and began work on a private 
members bill for abortion reform. 

For the next few months things were quiet, as the new 
government tackled other things. Then, on July 5th, at 
the national outdoor ceremony marking Tynwald Day, 
attended by thousands of international visitors, some-
thing dramatic happened. 

The ceremony begins with a procession of the great and 
good toward Tynwald Field, led by a visiting military 
band. The island's politicians and clergy, plus invited 
dignitaries from surrounding countries, take their place 
under a canopy on Tynwald Hill.The laws to be pro-
mulgated are then read out in English and Manx Gael-
ic. Finally, the entire assembly processes down the field 
towards a church, for a closing service. But I would 
challenge anybody present on the day to name the 
obligatory minor royal guest, or the performing mili-
tary band, or indeed anything that happened as part of 
the official programme. 

Because the whole field was following five figures 
dressed in the costumes made famous by The Hand-
maid's Tale, Margaret Atwood's chillingly dystopian 
novel. Slowly and silently they processed around the 
field and surrounding features, seemingly indifferent to 
proceedings. Occasionally, like an accusatory chorus, 
they stopped to face the dignitaries before moving on, 
paying no heed to the pompous speeches or actors. By 
the time the government procession had reached the 
church, leaving any media free to break away, they had 
vanished. To this day nobody knows their true identi-

ties. CALM, while praising the action, claimed that they 
had no part in it. 

A Facebook site appeared the next day, explaining that 
the Manx Handmaids got the idea from the US Betsy 
Riot movement, but chose silent, peaceful protest over 
the direct confrontation tactics of the Betsies. From time 
to time the Handmaids have reappeared. For example, in 
September LIFE caused distress and anger by parading in 
front of the Tynwald building with lurid placards pictur-
ing supposed aborted foetuses, also sending postcard 
versions to politicians. The next day the Handmaids 
popped up in the same spot, handing out cupcakes. 

In August a draft reform bill was put out to public con-
sultation, and the response was staggering. The proposal 
was for abortion on request for up to 14 weeks, or 
15-24 weeks if a woman's life was in danger, fatal ab-
normality in the developing foetus or serious develop-
mental defects. After 24 weeks, termination was allowed 
only to prevent 'grave permanent injury' to the woman, 
if pregnancy posed a greater threat to her life than ter-
mination or 'substantial risk' of the baby dying after 
birth or suffering serious handicap. Any termination 
after 14 weeks needed verification of risk 'in good faith' 
by a medical practitioner. 

Previous bills on contentious issues, such as same sex 
marriage equality, have attracted maybe a couple of 
hundred responses. As with that bill, it was expected that 
the religious right would chivvy local and off-island 
churchgoers to respond en masse. Having learnt from 
previous experience, the Manx government made it quite 
clear that this time they would base any subsequent ac-
tion on local opinion. They had an astonishing 3,644 to 
look at. 

87% of respondents agreed a woman should have the 
choice to request an abortion up to 14 weeks, with 
84.7% saying rape victims should not have to report the 
offence to request an abortion. 81.5% thought a woman 
should be able to request termination at any stage in 
pregnancy – including after 24 weeks – if the foetus had 
a fatal abnormality, while 73.2% also agreed there were 
circumstances in which abortion should be available 
after 24 weeks. 

The people truly had spoken, and continued to do so. In 
November CALM handed a 2,795 signatory petition 
supporting reform to the Chief Minister, who stated that 
he expected the bill to pass comfortably. As I write, the 
House of Keys expects to receive the bill in January 
2018, progressing by stages in the following months.  q
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Thomas Davis, Secularist 

NLIGHTENMENT thinking in 
Ireland was thin on the ground 
throughout the 19th century. A 

few dissenting voices defied the grow-
ing sectarian division. Thomas Davis 
(1814-45) was one notable example. 
He was born in Mallow, Co Cork, the 
son of a British army surgeon and an 
Irish Protestant mother. His father died 
a month before he was born and his 
mother moved to Dublin when he was 
four. He attended school in Lower 
Mount Street before studying in Trinity 
College, Dublin. He graduated in 1836 
and was called to the Irish Bar in 1837 
but never practised. In 1841 he joined 
Daniel O’Connell’s Repeal Association 
and in 1842 he co-founded with 
John Blake Dillon, a barrister, and 
Charles Gavin Duffy, a journalist, 
a weekly newspaper, The Nation, 
with Duffy as editor. Its slogan 
was: “Educate that you may be 
free”.  

This newspaper began as part of 
O’Connell’s Repeal movement but 
gradually diverged from his poli-
tics. The three men associated 
with it became known as Young Ireland, in contrast to 
O’Connell’s Old Ireland. For the next three years the 
paper was a major influence on nationalist thinking. 
Davis, who was the effective leader of the group, wrote 
much of the material, including numerous poems and 
ballads as well as essays. He attacked the landlord and 
tenant system, describing it as an evil legacy of the ‘rank 
feudality’ of a darker age. He also defended the Irish 
language and wrote that “to lose your native tongue, and 
learn that of an alien, is the worst badge of conquest  – it 
is the chain on the soul”. 

Significantly, he also expressed a view of nationality that 
embraced everyone who lived in Ireland, regardless of 
creed or origin. One of his most eloquent paragraphs 
was the following : 

“Religion has for ages been so mixed with Irish quarrels 
that it is often hard to say whether patriotism or supersti-
tion was the animating principle of an Irish leader, and 
whether political rapacity or bigoted zeal against bigotry 
was the motive of an oppressor. Yet in no country was 
this more misplaced in our day than in Ireland. Our up-
per classes were mostly Episcopalians—masters not 
merely of the institutions, but the education and moral 
force of the country. The middle ranks and much of the 
peasantry of one of our greatest provinces were Presbyte-

rians, obstinate in their simple creed—
proud of their victories, yet apprehen-
sive of oppression. The rest of the pop-
ulation were Catholics, remarkable for 
piety and tenderness, but equally noted 
for ignorance and want of self-reliance. 
To mingle politics and religion in such a 
country was to blind men to their 
common secular interests, to render 
political union impossible, and national 
independence hopeless”. 

Davis also realised the importance of 
secular education. He publicly quar-
relled with O’Connell over the Colleges 
Bill, introduced by Peel’s government in 
1845, which proposed secular universi-

ty colleges at Belfast, Cork and Gal-
way. Davis approved of the bill 
while Archbishop MacHale of Tuam 
attacked the scheme, saying that 
“nothing but separate grants for 
separate education will ever give 
satisfaction to the Catholics of Ire-
land”. O'Connell threw the whole 
weight of his influence behind Mac-
Hale and spoke of ‘godless colleges’. 
Davis challenged O’Connell’s oppo-
sition and accused him of promoting 

Catholic rather than national interests. If national unity 
were to be achieved, sectarian divisions must be kept out 
of politics and religion treated as essentially a private 
affair. The reasons for separate education, he wrote, “are 
reasons for separate life, for mutual animosity, for penal 
laws, for religious wars...Let those who insist on unquali-
fied separate education follow out their principles  –  let 
them prohibit Catholic and Protestant boys from play-
ing, or talking, or walking together...let them establish a 
theological police  –  let them rail off each sect...into a 
separate quarter”. 

Thomas Davis died in the same year of scarlet fever at 
the early age of 30. In the long run, his warning about 
mixing politics and religion went unheeded. As the cen-
tury progressed, the Catholic clergy took leading parts in 
all aspects of the nationalist movement, providing the 
spiritual unity and organisational talent. Modern Irish 
nationalism has largely maintained this Catholic charac-
ter. As Conor Cruise O’Brien noted, “Since Parnell, there 
has been no Protestant leader of Irish nationalism, nor 
has any Protestant, ever since, been admitted to the inner 
circles of Irish nationalism” (Conor Cruise O’Brien: An-
cestral Voices, p29).  And, of course, the predictions of 
Davis about the evils of segregated education manifested 
themselves only too clearly in the Northern Ireland that 
developed after partition.                                                            q      
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 Hot     Topics                                Hot     Topics 

ONLY LOSERS ARE 
WAR CRIMINALS 

THE recent conviction of 
the Bosnia Serb general 
Ratko Mladić (above) for 
war crimes raises the ques-
tion: when is a war criminal 
not a war criminal? This 
genocidal Bosnian Serb 
gets life in jail, but a Zim-
babwean implicated in the 
massacre of 20,000 of his 
people has just become 
President of that country. 
And what of ex-President 
Mugabe who almost cer-
tainly ordered the Mata-
beleland massacre? He 
retires with his dignity intact. 


If we consider three major 
crimes of this age, will any-
one be held to account for 
the ethnic cleansing of 
600,000 Rohingya people in 
Myanmar? Or the civilian 
bloodshed in the Yemen 
and Syria?


War crimes and crimes 
against humanity are usual-
ly the winners’ notions of 
justice. A victorious country 
in a war rarely tries its own 
people for war crimes. Lieu-
tenant William Calley – a 
platoon leader convicted in 
1971 of the killing of 22 
civilians in the My Lai Mas-
sacre (1968) and sentenced 
to life imprisonment – may 
appear to be an exception. 
Yet he served only three 
years under house arrest 
after President Nixon re-
duced his sentence. Of 
course, America lost the 
Vietnam War.


Were Hiroshima and Na-
gasaki not war crimes, as 
well as the bombing of 
Dresden? Should not Tru-

man and Churchill have 
been indicted for these 
atrocities?


Tony Blair (along with 
George W Bush), responsi-
ble for the deaths of possi-
bly half a million or more 
Iraqi civilians, apparently 
cannot be tried for war 
crimes because the High 
Court recently ruled that 
there is no crime of ag-
gression in English law 
under which the former 
Prime Minister could be 
charged. Does this mean 
that British governments 
are assumed never to have 
committed aggression 
against other countries? 
Tell that to the people of 
India or Ireland.


Speaking of the latter, are 
Bloody Friday, Claudy, 
Kingsmills, La Mon, 

Enniskillen, Teebane and 
the ethnic cleansing of 
Protestants in border areas 
not IRA war crimes? Is the 
use of a ‘human bomb’ like 
the cook Patsy Gillespie, 
whose body was unrecov-
erable, not a war crime? 
What of the IRA’s kangaroo 
courts which led to the 
‘disappeared’ like Jean 
McConville and Eamon 
Molloy? Did they have a 
counsel for the defence 
before they were ‘convict-
ed’ and brutally murdered? 
Who will be accountable for 
these gross inhumanities?


STEPHEN NOLAN’S 
BEAR PIT 

THE Nolan Show on BBC 
Northern Ireland has done 
some good investigative 
work such as the RNI 

scandal and campaigned 
for some good causes. 
Where it fails badly is in 
debate and analysis of 
current issues.


The same small coterie of 
speakers dominate and 
assume that they have an 
inalienable right to be 
heard, whether in the studio 
or on the phone. One of the 
worst examples has been 
on TV. In recent months Jim 
Allister has appeared sev-
eral times, constantly inter-
rupted other speakers in 
the panel and the floor, and 
effectively taken over with-
out being stopped. 


Nolan knows that Allister 
boosts the ratings by 
arousing controversy. It’s a 
cynical manipulation of 
discussions to ensure that 
there is a row. In a divided 
society, this is a complete 
dereliction of the duty of 
public service broadcasting 
to educate, enlighten and 
foster compromise. Instead, 
Orange and Green, Catholic 
and Protestant are rein-
forced in their prejudices, 
and those who wish to 
progress beyond these 
outdated philosophies are 
effectively sidelined. Thus 
the status quo remains 
unchallenged.


SCIENTOLOGY IS NOT 
THE ONLY CULT 

IN October, there were 
protests at the opening of 
the new Scientology Centre 
in Firhouse, Dublin, with 
demonstrators noting their 
worry about “what Scien-
tologists intend for Ireland”. 
Protesters waved placards 
like “keep Tom Cruise out 
of Firhouse" and made 
allegations about Scientol-
ogy practices, which they 
claimed caused “psycho-
logical damage and cost 
members significant sums 
of money”.


This even drew comment 
from Fianna Fail leader, 
Michael Martin, who said: “I 
would be very concerned… 
I think these type of groups 
can be very damaging to 
people, particularly to 
young people”.


As was noted recently in an 
opinion piece in the Los 
Angeles Times, Scientology 
“is a group with a hierarchy, 
an unverifiable creation 
story and the capacity to 
bring comfort to those who 
adhere to it”.


Indeed, to the discerning 
atheist or humanist, Scien-
tology looks much the same 
as the “mainstream” reli-
gions in many ways. Without 
wanting to defend some of 
the practices of Tom 
Cruise’s friends in Firhouse, 
some people need to look at 
their own belief systems 
objectively before comment-
ing on those of others.                           

BID TO REMOVE 
PRAYERS REJECTED 

IN November a Green Party 
motion to replace prayers at 
meetings of Ards and North 
Down Borough Council with 
a moment of silent reflec-
tion was defeated by 27 
votes to 8, with 2 absten-
tions. John Barry, who put 
forward the motion, said he 
was disappointed at the 
defeat and by the tone of 
the debate.


“I and my party were called 
‘cultural Marxists’, promot-
ing postmodernism and 
more or less advocating an 
intolerant authoritarianism”, 
he said. He also deplored 
the flimsy arguments of his 
critics, who suggested that 
a moment's silence instead 
of a prayer was a ‘ban on 
prayer’, an attack on Chris-
tianity, and would somehow 
lead to the banning of 
Christmas.                         q                               
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2018: Apocalypse Now? 

ESUS expected the 
world to end at 
any minute, and he 

devoted his life as a 
preacher to trying to 
panic the Jews (he 
didn’t care what hap-
pened to the rest of us) 
into preparing for it: 
forget your short-term 
interests and concen-
trate on getting into 
long-term Heaven, and 
woe betide anyone who 
doesn’t heed the call, 
because the gates of Hell 
are swinging open and 
there’s going to be the 
mother of all teeth-gnashings any day now. He was, of 
course, absolutely wrong.

An obsession with the imminent end of the world goes 
back to the Persian prophet Zoroaster, some time between 
1500 and 1200 BCE. He first predicted the long-term tri-
umph of good over evil, when ‘all things would be made 
perfect once and for all’. Today, improbable beliefs about 
the end of the world are features of Islam, Bah’ai, Rastafar-
ianism and all the various versions of Christianity. Rather 
than admitting the finality of death, or at least ignorance 
of what happens next, these believers have done away 
with it altogether. They have persuaded themselves that at 
the end of time a redeemer will lead all oppressed people 
into a better future.

Christians expect that evil will be defeated in a cata-
clysmic battle, graphically described in the Book of Reve-
lation (16:16– 21). This refers to ‘flashes of lightning, 
rumblings, peals of thunder and an earthquake so 
tremendous that its like has never before occurred since 
man came on earth’, and predicts ‘the collapse of the 
cities of the nations’. Some Christian groups claim that 
this is a prophesy of an all-out nuclear war, and that the 
onset of global overheating and the exhaustion of natural 
reserves are welcome signs of the imminent Second 
Coming. It looks as if there won’t be much left for the 
meek to inherit, but Jesus will then gather all the good 
Christians and carry them up to Heaven, where they can 
enjoy a grandstand view of those left behind perishing in 
overwhelming wars, fires, plagues and earthquakes. At 
some stage, the armies of the Antichrist will attack, lead-
ing to a final showdown in the valley of Armageddon, 
where all the Jews (except Jesus, presumably) will be 
killed.

However, none of this 
can take place until the 
Biblical conditions have 
been fulfilled. Israel 
must occupy the so-
called promised lands, 
since this is somehow a 
necessary precursor to 
Christ’s return. The 
myth says that God 
promised Abraham: ‘To 
your descendants I give 
this land, from the river 
of Egypt [Nile] to the 
great river, the Eu-
phrates’ (Genesis 15:8). 
This is, of course, a 

source of much friction – 
it is a large area, covering Palestine, half of Egypt, half of 
Iraq, and Sinai, Jordan, Syria and Lebanon. The claim to 
this territory has absolutely no historical validity, regard-
less of all the propaganda, media hype and political in-
citement that has gone into promoting it. But in their deal-
ings with their Palestinian neighbours, Israelis appear 
nevertheless to have operated in accordance with the bib-
lical injunction: ‘... you shall make no covenant with them 
and show them no mercy.’ (Torah, Deut. 7:1–2; see also 
Isaiah 60, or Jeremiah 30)

Meanwhile, some fifty million US apocalyptists were 
overjoyed when the US and UK invaded Mesopotamia 
(Iraq), hoping that this was the start of a war to the death 
between Christianity and Islam. For these Christians, the 
establishment of the state of Israel in 1948 had been a 
significant sign of the End Times, and this was reinforced 
by the 1967 six-day war, when Israel extended her terri-
tories. An article in Christianity Today said: “For the first 
time in 2000 years, Jerusalem is now completely in the 
hands of the Jews. It gives the student of the Bible a thrill 
and a renewed faith in the accuracy and validity of the 
Bible”. In the US, politically influential evangelical clerics 
press the US government to support the Israelis and 
provide them with military and financial aid. The 
churches themselves donate $1 billion each year to Zion-
ist causes.

Nicolas Guyatt, in his book Have a Nice Doomsday (Ebury 
Press, 2007), tells us that US apocalyptists are worried 
about another prophesy – that just before the apocalypse, 
‘the Antichrist’ will rule the world, and that no one will 
realise it’s the Antichrist until it is too late. Now, to rule 
the world, you would need some sort of world govern-
ment, and so, in order to thwart the Antichrist,            ––>       
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evangelical clerics are urging their 
followers to do all in their political 
power to derail any move in the di-
rection of world unity. They even 
oppose the pathetic United Nations 
organisation in order to make it im-
possible for anybody ever to ‘rule the 
world’.

Apocalyptic belief is far from harm-
less. This is especially true in the 
USA, where believers reason that 
there is no point in preparing for the 
future when there is hardly any fu-
ture left. There is no need to worry 
about global warming, or pollution, or the using up of 
limited natural resources, because the Lord will provide 
right up to the end. They quote Matthew (6:26): ‘Look at 
the birds of the air, they do not sow or reap or store 
away in barns but your heavenly father feeds them.’ 
Americans are similarly taught that, whereas ‘the secular 
or socialist has a limited resources mentality and views 
the world as a pie ... that needs to be cut so that every-
one can have a piece’, and whereas ‘many secularists 
view the world as overpopulated ... Christians know 
that God has made the earth sufficiently large with plen-
ty of resources to accommodate all the people’ (US High 
School textbook America’s 
Providential History). This 
teaching is backed up by 
many of the 1,600 Christian 
radio stations and 250 TV 
stations that are spread 
across the USA, which tell 
listeners that tsunamis, 
droughts, tornadoes and 
floods are certain signs that, 
at last, the longed-for Apoca-
lypse is on its way.

There are even those who reason that the faster we can 
exhaust the world’s resources, the sooner we can expect 
the Joyous Day. Unfortunately, the people behind this 
argument just happen to be supporters of the same 
politicians who are funded by the big oil and mining 
companies, who also have an interest in exhausting re-
sources as fast as they can. These politicians include 
James Watt, who, as Presi-
dent Reagan’s Secretary of 
the Interior, told the US 
Congress that protecting 
natural resources was unim-
portant in the light of the 
imminent Second Coming: 
‘after the last tree is felled, 
Christ will come back’. 

While we’re waiting, the US 
government has been busily 
repealing the Clean Air Act, 
the Clean Water Act, the 
Endangered Species Act, the 

National Environmental Policy Act 
and the regulations on ozone and 
other pollutants. They have opened 
up the rainforests and national park-
lands for logging and mining, 
opened the Arctic to mining and oil 
extraction companies, and generally 
pursued short-sighted, short-termist 
policies. They have poured scorn on 
the international Kyoto and Paris 
Agreements, which seek merely to 
limit emissions of greenhouse gases. 
America is militarily the most power-
ful country in the world, so there’s 

absolutely nothing anyone can do, 
either about the stockpiles of nuclear weapons awaiting 
Armageddon, or about the acid rain, wasted resources, 
decimated rain forests, spreading deserts, melting glaci-
ers and polluted air that go with the wait.

Mind you, doomsayers have announced the imminent 
end of the world many times before. Each time there has 
been a craze for fasting and self-flagellation in eager 
anticipation, and each time ... nothing happened. The 
Seventh Day Adventist sect was created when Jesus 
failed to turn up in 1844, and Jehovah’s Witnesses lived 
through nine promised apocalypses, between 1874 and 

1973, without a blush. It must 
have been a great disap-
pointment to the 200,000 
Americans who expected 
2001 to herald the Apoca-
lypse when 2 January 
dawned, and we were still 
here. The effect of so many 
Great Disappointments has 
been to make millions of 
Christians ever more certain 

that this time, surely, the end really is nigh. According to 
Sam Harris, 66 million Americans are certain that Jesus 
will return to Earth sometime in the next 50 years, and a 
further 66 million believe that he is likely to. If humanity 
does survive the twenty-first century, ours will surely 
be the most despised and hated generation in all history, 
for the irredeemable damage we have done to our planet 
and for our total disregard for future generations.

Yet again we find sadism, slaughter 
and suffering perpetrated in the 
name of God by clerics and politi-
cians, secure in the knowledge that 
God will not contradict them. We 
can only blame the perverted, and 
surely psychopathic, clerics for the 
physical and mental torture and 
the present dangers they have in-
flicted on our race at every oppor-
tunity, in their pursuit of temporal 
power and wealth.    

Extracted from Clerical Errors, by Bob 
Rees,  Glasnevin Publishing 2012      q                                                                                   
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 After �God  

SPENT nine years of my one and only life studying 
for the Roman Catholic priesthood. Aged 18 in 
1980, I entered the novitiate of the Marist Fathers, a 

religious congregation of priests, at Mount St Mary’s, 
Milltown, in Dublin. By 1989, the year that the Berlin 
Wall came down, I took two years’ leave of absence, 
needing only one: I left in 1990. 

Now 55, I’m a husband, father, Humanist celebrant and 
chaplain. In many respects, I’m doing what I set out to 
do when I was 18. I’m with people at key moments in 
their lives – birth, marriage and death – but without the 
religious artifice, doctrine and theology.   

Having once committed my life to religious belief, I want 
in this new column to explore the religious mindset, still 
held by many and once held by me. And I want to exam-
ine transitioning from belief to unbelief from my current 
perspective of considered,  
conscientious unbelief. 

The trouble with the religious 
mindset is that we impose our 
views on others. I voted 
against the introduction of 
divorce and in favour of the 
constitutional ban on abortion 
in the 1980s. 

As a pious teenager, I had a row 
with a school friend who was of the view that the laws of 
the State shouldn’t reflect the laws of any church. He 
wondered if we religious people would prefer people 
with differing views to emigrate. Yes, I thought, to my 
shame; because given my then belief that the church’s 
view was the best view and God’s way, it seemed to me 
that it would be better if those who disagreed emigrated, 
leaving behind what I then saw as a better society more 
attuned to what I believed was God’s plan. Having what 
you believe to be God’s higher values on your side really 
does blind a person – it blinded me - to rational debate. 

Given that we will probably be facing a new referendum 
on abortion, I wonder if anyone could have said any-
thing back in the 1980s for me to reconsider my posi-
tion. I believed that a distinct human soul was formed at 
the moment of conception. Human life was sacred, a 
fertilized ovum was human life and so abortion was al-
ways wrong. 

But real life is messy. An actual, real married Irish mother 
of three has had the emotional and psychological trauma 
of a stillbirth and several miscarriages and her current 
embryo has been diagnosed with a fatal foetal abnormal-
ity. Currently she is forced either to continue with the 

pregnancy or to go to England for an abortion and, if she 
chooses the latter, to do so at her own expense and to 
return and not speak of it and feel ashamed and be 
deemed a murderer by some religious zealots. 

Would this real mother’s case have dented my abso-
lutism in voting to bring in the Eight Amendment to the 
Constitution in the 1980s? I doubt it. I probably would 
have countered that hard cases make poor law and ar-
gued that she might have learned more by continuing 
with the pregnancy and that guilt over the abortion 
would make her natural bereavement more difficult.  
  
However, statistically God aborts far more fertilised ova 
than human beings do, making God the world’s number 
one killer of ‘babies’ in the womb. If God does it, why 
can’t humans? If it is a sin for humans, is not God the 
greatest sinner, the greatest mass murderer of all time? 

Would it not make more sense 
for pro-lifers to protest out-
side churches that their God 
should slaughter so many in-
nocents on such a mass scale 
throughout the ages rather 
than outside abortion clinics, 
who perform a smidgen in 
comparison? 

Leaving my priestly path was 
the hardest – and best – thing I 

have ever done. It involved rethinking everything I had 
learned, everything I believed, everything I had thought 
was true. 

My RTE Radio One documentary From Belief to  
Unbelief, first broadcast in 2013, was cathartic for me. 
I’d spent some 24-hour stints working on it in the bow-
els of Montrose and didn’t notice the time passing. By 
the final cut, I cried and cried, all those years later, re-
viewing emotional high points and intellectual turning 
points in my life, with people I loved. 

But that documentary only took me so far. Now I want 
to think out loud. I want to understand, even be com-
passionate, to my younger self; that innocent yet op-
pressive self which, even today, I see reborn anew in 
fresh generations of malleable minds. 

If we are to grasp why a human being will strap explo-
sives around their body and cause mayhem and carnage 
and death to others in their dying, causing terror to 
millions, we could do no better than to start with our-
selves; and for me to start with me. So let’s start.  

                                                                      Joe Armstrong © 2018
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Sands of Time 
Colin Corkey 

HE discovery of one of the bodies of the so-called 
‘Disappeared’ came to light in November 2010. The 
victim was a young man, Peter Wilson, who was 
killed and buried in the early days of the ‘Troubles’. 

Little or no information was ever given to his family. His 
body was found buried in a beach on the North Antrim 
Coast and for years members of his family had spent many 
an afternoon on that particular beach completely unaware 
that he lay so near them. 


The image of a mother spending time there with her 
thoughts and being so close to her dead son provided the 
inspiration for this work. A triptych, measuring four feet by 
seven feet, was created using a combination of materials 
that included weathered aluminium, local clay and sand. 
Some of the sand partially conceals the wording on the 
clay tile which contains an extract from a poem by the Aus-
trian poet Ingeborg Bachmann (1926-73) whose work con-
sistently resisted the forgetting of Nazism (right). I used 
words from her poem The Game is Over (1954). It de-
scribes ‘the end of childhood and utopian brotherhood’, 
and includes the words: “My darling brother, now I want to 
be tied/to a stake and cry/but from the valley of death al-
ready you ride/and together we fly./ 'Awake in the gypsy 
camp, in the desert berth,/from our hair the sand disap-
pears,/your age and mine and the age of the earth/can't be 
measured in years”. 

The production of clay tiles can be linked with one of the 
oldest metaphors for memory – the tablets of baked clay 
that were stored in ancient libraries.                                 q                               
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Computer Slaves 

CIENCE fiction began to address 
many of the world’s problem a 
long time ago. Harry Harrison’s 

novel Make Room! Make Room! was 
about overpopulation, and humans 
resorting to eating Soylent, which was 
made of soya and lentils. In the film 
adaptation, Soylent Green, people did 
not know that it was made from dead 
humans.  

Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World was 
about creating humans in factories for 
specific roles. We are now approaching 
the time when humans will be cloned, 
and of human gene manipulation for 
different supposed improvements. 

The Machine Stops  – written as long 
ago as 1909 by E.W. Forster – is set in 
the future when humans live in under-
ground apartments. They believe that it is no longer 
possible to live on the surface of the Earth. When a 
child is born, it is taken away from its parents and they 
rarely see it again. 

The omnipotent global Machine gives them everything: 
food, cloths and music, etc. They communicate on radio 
in something like Twitter. They are allowed to give talks 
on radio to their local groups, and this makes them feel 
important. They rarely leave their apartments, and they 
fear social contact with other people. The human engi-
neers that took care of the machine have long since died. 

Vashti, the mother in the story, has hardly seen her son 
Kuno since he was a baby. One day she gets a radio 
message from him, asking her to come and meet him. 
His apartment is on the other side of the world. She is 
shocked, but he sounds so strange that she decides to 
visit him. She travels on an airship. None of the other 
passengers look at each other, as they are unused to 
social contact. A ship’s attendant tells her the moun-
tains below are called the Himalayas. She looks out and 
is terrified, and pulls down the blind. 

Like most people she thinks of the machine as a God. It 
provides everything. She meets her son in his apartment 
and he tells her he has been to the surface of the Earth. In 
curiosity he has gone higher and higher on the under-
ground railway stations. In one he saw a wall blocked 
up. He believed it was an old ventilation shaft. One day 
he brought a sledge hammer and broke into the shaft. He 
ascended ladder after ladder and eventually reached the 
surface. He found he could breath the air, and he even 
saw humans. Then strange white snake-like objects from 
the machine pulled him back into the shaft. 

His mother is terrified, and she thinks 
her son is mad. She leaves him. The 
machine puts people who disobey the 
rules on to the surface to starve. She 
hopes it will not happen to her son.  

One day in her apartment, the machine 
delivers the wrong music to her. Then it 
refuses to bring out her bed at night. 
The lights begin to vanish, and people 
go outside their apartments into the 
corridors, terrified. Her son has crossed 
the world and he finds her, and they 
attempt to reach the surface of the 
Earth. But they and everyone else in the 
underground die. 

The story is a terrifying description of 
what is happening to humanity today. 
In Ireland people used to talk a lot on 

trains. Now almost everyone is on their 
smart phones. Families with young children go around 
parks with their smart phones, playing Pokémon Go, 
like idiots, instead of looking at nature. People com-
plain about others writing nasty things on Twitter, or 
sending naked pictures on Facebook. They complain 
about other people, but they should complain about 
slavery to the machine. 

In Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451, the machines are 
used by a totalitarian leadership in the country. Fahren-
heit 451 is the heat at which paper burns. The novel, 
written in the fifties, has a fireman as the chief charac-
ter. The fire service’s main job is not putting out fires, 
but burning books. Book reading is regarded by the 
leadership as dangerous, as it can make people too in-
dependent. When the fire service finds a hidden book 
they burn them. 

In a fireman’s house an interactive television net covers 
one wall. His wife is very proud because she has been 
selected for an interview on television. She answers 
questions put to her by a television interviewer on her 
interactive television set. She does not know that every 
woman with her first name in the country is getting the 
same interview. She has the same feeling of importance 
that many people have on social media on the internet. 
The fireman hides and reads books he finds in the  
houses where they burn books. His chief suspects him 
of this. He meets a young girl from a liberal family, and 
she convinces him that burning books is wrong. 

After many adventures he finds a group of people hiding 
in a forest. Each person has memorised a book. He  
memorises a book. They try to preserve books in their 
minds in a world where books are unfortunately       ––>   
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vanishing. In the wonderful film of the novel, there is a 
frightening scene where the authorities tell the populace 
to look at the man on the television screen, and then go 
outside the dwelling and see if they see him. The person 
on the screen is the fireman, he is now a fugitive. This is 
terrifying, but what Edward Snowden told us about the 
Americans listening to our phones, reading our emails, 
entering our computers, and our privacy through inter-
net social media, is vastly more terrifying. 

Recently my wife and I travelled from Oslo airport. 
When we entered we had to go to a machine and put 
our passports into it in order to get our boarding cards. 
The machine also gave us a suitcase destination label. 
We went to a series of belts and scanned our own suit-
case, and put our case on a belt. To get into the security 
check we had to scan our boarding cards. The security 
people were the first human beings we encountered. It 
was a relief. 
 
In Kubrick’s film of the Arthur C. 
Clarke story 2001: A Space 
Odyssey, Hal the spaceship’s com-
puter goes mad. It kills the people 
in the life suspension containers, 
and it kills one of the awake as-
tronauts. It has been programmed 
with emotion by a programmer 
who had religious doubts about 
the trip to Jupiter, possibly to con-
tact with the first non-earth intelli-
gence. The programme upsets the 
computer’s mental stability. The 
humans are almost totally depen-
dent on Hal the computer. And we 
are told that soon we will be pas-
sengers in cars driven by machines, 
and we will fly in planes with no 
human pilots. 

In Robert Harris’s The Fear Index, 
a 2011 science fiction novel about 
a computer going mad, an Ameri-
can genius works in the computer 
accelerator installation in Geneva. 
He organises their computers, but 
he is so advanced and so eccentric that he is sacked 
from the job. He and an English Economics expert start 
a hedge fund, and he programmes the computers. They 
make a vast amount of money, and the American be-
comes a billionaire. 

He and his artist wife buy a huge house on the shore of 
the lake. One day he gets a book, a collector’s item by 
Darwin, on mad people. He does not know who sent 
the book. It has some of the earliest photos from the 
1800s. 

During the night he wakes, thinking there is somebody 
in the garden. This in spite of the many alarms. He goes 
outside but then sees the intruder through a window. 
He has got into the house. He rushes in but is struck on 
the head by the intruder. His wife phones the police 
and when he wakes he finds police and an ambulance 
are there. He tries to tell the police inspector that the 
intruder looks like a mad tramp in the Darwin book. 

Next day in the office of the hedge fund, his computers 
buy future shares in a small airline company. Shortly 
afterwards one of its planes crashes, and the hedge fund 
will make money. They realise that the computers have 
picked up obscure information that the plane will crash 
before the media knew it. The computers were pro-
grammed to win at all costs, and they were beginning to 
do things outside the programming. 

He finds that the computer system has sent the mad 
man to kill him, as it now believes the humans are in-
hibiting its programming to win at any costs. He finds 
the computers have had a fully automatic computer 
building built, with computers, using his credit cards, 
without him knowing. He goes with petrol to burn 
down the building, and he jumps from the top and is 
badly injured. But he believes he has destroyed the 
Frankenstein computer monster he had created. How-
ever, next day the computers are having buildings built 
around the world, and everything he thinks he has de-

stroyed is on the internet. 

The above may seem fantasy, but 
there is something happening in the 
computer world that is truly fright-
ening. All over the world scientists 
and countries are trying to make 
Quantum computers work. If they 
succeed they can be 10,000 times 
faster than the fastest computers 
today. A quantum computer will 
work, if ever, on the interconnected 
or entangled atom particles. In the 
Aspect experiment in Paris in the 
early eighties, a machine sent out 
two correlated particles. A computer 
flip mechanism changed the polari-
sation of spin of the particles, on the 
way to the observation point. This 
was in case the quantum aspect of 
the experiment knew what was 
happening. The purpose of the ex-
periment was to confirm the Heisen-
berg ‘Uncertainty Principle’ that one 
can observe the position or motion 
of a particle, but not both states. The 

experiment showed that observing one particle affected 
the polarisation of the other at once. This would happen 
instantly even if the particles were at opposite sides of 
the universe. 

The quantum experimenters hope that the computers 
will enter into parallel universes or alternative realities. 
They hope that a great number of computers in alterna-
tive realities will work on a set function or problem. 
The dynamic relationship in the quantum is what they 
hope to use in quantum computers. The basic language 
in computers is 1-0. In quantum computers the basic 
language will be single particles, stimulated by lasers 
into two different states.  

If quantum computers ever work, the world will be 
ruled by people who understand them. Possibly in Sili-
con Valley. Then we will all be computer slaves, and 
something essentially human, our connection with  
nature, will vanish.                                                             q
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Gerry Adams: An Unauthorised Life 

Malachi O’Doherty • Faber & Faber • 2017 

Brian McClinton 

HERE is widespread myth of 
the Provisional IRA as a reso-
lute organisation fully aware of 

why it exists and what it was doing. It 
is a common misunderstanding of a 
group that lurks in the shadows and 
whose leaders cultivate a mask of 
mystery and impenetrability. Gerry 
Adams, the pope of militant Irish re-
publicanism, is a classic example. In 
his ‘unauthorised life’, Malachi O’Do-
herty tries valiantly to throw light on 
his dark shadows but quotes Máiría 
Cahill, who was raped by an IRA 
man: “I don’t think even Gerry Adams 
knows who Gerry Adams is” (p310). 

At the age of fifteen, young Gerry was 
a devout Catholic who wanted to join 
the Christian Brothers, a religious 
congregation which educates Catholic 
boys that has a reputation for fearsome 
discipline. Gerry senior was furious when he heard of his 
son’s pedagogic ambitions and shouted that it would suit 
him better to join the IRA and fight for his country. It 
appears, if some of his associates are to be believed, that 
this advice sank in and, rather than frighten schoolboys, 
Gerry opted for a more adult form of terror. 

Malachi returns to the issue of whether Adams was in 
the IRA almost as often as Adams has publicly denied it. 
Dolours Price said that he was her ‘commanding officer’ 
who ordered the killing of Jean McConville, and Bren-
dan Hughes  – with whom he was arrested in 1973 – 
confirmed both claims. Others not mentioned in 
Malachi’s book, including the late former IRA member 
Sean O’Callaghan, Peter Rogers and Evelyn Gilroy, af-
firmed his IRA membership. The British government, in 
inviting him to talks along with known IRA members, 
would also appear to have believed it. After a prelimi-
nary meeting in 1972, Philip Woodfield, one of the two 
government delegates, in his report to Secretary of State 
William Whitelaw described Adams as a ‘prominent 
leader’ of ‘indiscriminate campaigns of bombing and 
shooting’. As Malachi points out, he is also named as an 
IRA leader in several books, both by journalists and by 
academics, including J. Bowyer Bell, M.S. Smith, Peter 
Taylor and Ed Moloney. 

As someone once asked, if Gerry Adams wasn’t in the 
IRA, then why not? After all, some of his closest friends 
and colleagues were members, and since 1983 he has 

been President of Sinn Féin which, 
according to many, including former 
IRA prisoner Richard O’Rawe, was 
controlled by the IRA. So, although 
Adams denies that he is a duck, he 
looks like a duck, swims like a duck, 
and quacks like a duck. He even plays 
with other ducks in his bath. 

There are many possible reasons why 
Adams would deny IRA leadership. 
According to Richard O’Rawe, “Gerry 
didn’t do operations, ever. Gerry was a 
sender-out. He was up to his balls in it. 
And he needed to be because the IRA 
controlled Sinn Féin” (p175). O’Rawe 
also says that “Adams to us was a 
God, an intellectual giant walking 
among midgets” (p152). This might 
suggest that he was the ‘brains’ of the 
operation, or at least one of them. 

If Gerry Adams was a leader of the IRA from the 1970s, 
then he was presumably involved in planning crimes 
against humanity such as Bloody Friday and the murder 
of Jean McConville in 1972. It is impossible to see how 
planting bombs in bus stations, hotels or fish shops can 
be ethically justified. What was the purpose other than 
blatant terrorism? 

Why was a ‘war’ prolonged for so long when the IRA 
could not possibly achieve a united Ireland by such 
means? Indeed, in this respect the terrorism was counter-
productive and the IRA became a major obstacle to its 
own goal. In recent years, Adams has stated that the 
‘armed struggle’ was not a principle but a tactic to 
achieve civil rights. Yet from many of their own accounts, 
it is extremely hard to believe that volunteers were per-
suaded to kill people just to have votes in local govern-
ment elections.  

Apologists for the Provos have argued that there was no 
alternative after Protestant attacks on Catholic homes in 
August 1969. The IRA had to arm itself for the defence 
of Catholics. In other words, it was a just war of last 
resort. Malachi addresses this argument more fully in his 
earlier work The Trouble with Guns, where he argues 
that it is completely disingenuous. The IRA was actually 
prepared to endanger the lives of ordinary Catholics and 
at times it used the local population as a shield with 
which to provoke the British army and loyalists into at-
tack. Loyalist violence against Catholics increased     –-> 
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as IRA violence against the police and army and com-
merce increased, and he concludes that “the Catholics of 
Belfast felt that they were never as well defended as 
when the IRA was stood down” (op.cit. p92).  

In truth, the IRA waged a squalid campaign of violence 
against anyone who was designated a ‘legitimate’ target 
– an elastic term which encompassed policemen as well 
as soldiers, workers as well as security personnel, politi-
cians as well as drug addicts. A brutal, sectarian dimen-
sion to the Provisional campaign was evident in the re-
lentless bombing of Protestant businesses and attacks on 
farms, civilians and policemen in the border areas. 

The IRA was not a liberation army waging an armed 
struggle against the last vestiges of British rule. Frequent 
parallels are made with other ‘freedom fighters’ like the 
PLO and the ANC, with Gerry Adams seen as the equiv-
alent of a Mandela. But in South Africa the ANC was 
banned from elections until 
1994, though it was clearly 
supported by the majority of 
the population. It had tried non-
violence but was met with bru-
tal repression. On the other 
hand, the IRA’s political wing 
could contest elections and nev-
er received the support of many 
Catholics until it abandoned 
violence. 

The IRA nevertheless carefully 
fostered the liberation myth. In 
1993 it stated: “The British 
government and its armed 
forces bear ultimate responsibil-
ity for the conflict and the 
armed struggle is aimed primar-
ily at them”. This statement was made in the wake of the 
Shankill bomb which, like most IRA atrocities, killed no 
British forces but instead murdered Irish people in a hor-
rific manner. It was a strange liberation army that killed 
more of its own people than the colonial invaders.  

The IRA’s so-called war was therefore confused, immoral 
and futile. Like died-in-the-wool unionists, its leaders 
were slow learners. By the 1980s, the strategy was be-
coming a mixture of ‘the armalite and the ballot box’. 
During the 1981 hunger strike Adams advised on its 
direction through smuggled letters. The charge against 
him is that he deliberately orchestrated the deaths of the 
10 hunger strikers in order to court sympathy and sup-
port for Sinn Féin. After the first four deaths, a compro-
mise was offered by the British government. Richard 
O’Rawe says that “the Brits were genuinely looking for a 
way out” (p154). But the offer was rejected by Adams 
and more men died. It was apparently Adam who con-
ceived of the idea of a dying Bobby Sands fighting the 
Fermanagh South Tyrone seat from prison, with Sinn 
Féin running his campaign. Thus the world would hear 
of another brave martyr for ‘old Ireland’. 

The second part of the book is called ‘Politics takes over’ 
(the first part is ‘Street Warrior’). Adams won the West 
Belfast seat in the 1983 general election and was also 
elected President of Sinn Féin. He now stepped out from 

the shadows and Malachi says that he began to work on 
creating a public image: “From the start, this persona 
was presented as wise and well grounded, civilised and 
gentle, the feminist man who loves children, the natural 
democrat” (p185). He wrote books such as The Politics 
of Irish Freedom, but always avoided the question of 
why freedom fighters needed to kill so many civilians. 

In the third part of the book – ‘Peace Processing’  – 
Malachi says that he brought the armed campaign to an 
end and it wasn’t easy and he believes he deserves some 
credit for that. He again quotes Richard O’Rawe: “I’m 
glad that Gerry Adams stopped the war and led the 
whole movement by the nose into the peace process. 
Somebody had to do it and he was the only one who 
could” (p226). But of course it seems that it was he more 
than anyone who dragged militant republicanism into 
that long war in the first place. Like Paisley, he fanned 
the flames of sectarian hatred for most of his life before 

finally becoming a peacemaker. 
It seems that we all have to suf-
fer to indulge the whims of 
some troublemakers on their 
long road to enlightenment. 

The author doesn’t really pene-
trate to the heart of Adams. 
Perhaps he doesn’t have one. 
The book is readable but at 
times appears too much like a 
collection of articles and relies 
too much on interviews. It 
doesn’t contain any substantial 
new material and it lacks the 
analytical qualities of Malachi’s 
1998 book The Trouble with 
Guns or Ed Moloney’s A Secret 
History of the IRA, published in 

2007, which it has been suggested should be called ‘A 
Secret History of Gerry Adams’. 

Malachi clearly agrees with the Republic’s Michael Mc-
Dowell that Adams is a ‘pathological liar’. The alleged 
cover-ups of sexual abuse are good examples, and 
Malachi devotes a chapter to Máiría Cahill’s allegation 
of rape by an IRA man of herself and others. Whereas 
Adams claims that he urged her to go to the police, 
Máiría insists that the opposite was the case. Finally, in 
2009 she did go to the police when she discovered that 
Aine Adams, Gerry’s niece, had been raped and that her 
father, Gerry’s brother Liam, was being sought. Eventu-
ally Liam was brought back to the North to face trial. 
Gerry was called as a witness as he had known of the 
rape for years. In 2013 Liam Adams was sentenced to 16 
years for raping his daughter. 

Neither of these cases shows Gerry Adams in a 
favourable light. They display the animal cunning and 
deceit which has been so much a part of his character. 
He will say that the party which he has led since 1983, 
almost as long as Robert Mugabe, and from which he 
will resign the leadership this year, is in a strong position 
both north and south. But animal cunning doesn’t 
change societies, and Sinn Féin needs to be rid of all 
those prominent figures associated with its murderous 
past. For there is no alternative to peaceful persuasion. q                                                                
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Gerry Adams (back) at a funeral in 1971 of a Belfast 
IRA commander



                                                 

Books  
The Basic Writings of Bertrand Russell 

Robert E. Egner and Lester E. Denonn • Routledge • 2009 

Roger Kelly 

AST summer as I was dandering 
around central London on a hot 
July afternoon, I ventured into 

Foyles Book Shop off Charring Cross 
Road, mainly to escape the heat and 
benefit from the air conditioning and to 
partake of a cappuccino in the cafe. I 
discovered that the store had been com-
pletely refurbished since the days in the 
70's/80's when I lived in London and 
regularly visited Foyles and Ray's Jazz 
Shop which was attached to it. I was 
pleased to find that Ray's Jazz had been 
allocated a space on the first floor and 
still had a comprehensive collection of 
vinyl albums and CD's. There is always 
music playing as you browse and it has 
a great atmosphere. 

I strayed from the music section of 
Ray's Jazz and found myself in the Philosophy book 
section which was adjacent and noticed a large number 
of books written by Bertrand Russell. One of the first 
that had made a significant impression on me was What 
I Believe and an essay called Why I Am not a Christian, 
but I had lost copies of these. I was delighted to find a 
comprehensive anthology of Russell's most definitive 
essays called The Basic Writings of Bertrand Russell, 
edited by Robert E. Egner and Lester E. Denonn and 
the essay Why I Am Not A Christian was included in 
Part XV: ‘The Philosopher of Religion’. I spent the next 
hour reading extracts from the book and reading other 
bits of his vast catalogue and I could still hear the jazz 
playing in the background. 
I eventually bought the above mentioned book and 
have really enjoyed reading it.  

Russell is one of the most lucid and clear philosophical 
writers and his prose is inspiring.The subjects he covers 
are totally bewildering: from the suffragettes, through 
two World Wars, the rise of Communism up to the 
Vietnam War, sexual politics and of course his writings 
on Philosophy. There are so many quotable passages 
which highlight this throughout the book and I have 
chosen a few that will hopefully encourage readers to 
explore this prolific humanist writer. 

In the chapter discussing Philosophy and Politics he 
writes: 

"I conclude that, in our day as in the time of Locke, em-
piricist Liberalism [which is not incompatible with demo-

cratic socialism] is the only philosophy 
that can be adopted by man who, on 
one hand, demands some scientific evi-
dence for his beliefs,and, on the other 
hand, desires human happiness more 
than the prevalence of this or that party 
or creed”.


In the chapter discussing Why I Am 
Not  A Christian he writes: 

"We want to stand upon our own two feet 
and look fair and square at the world-- its 
good facts, its bad facts, its beauties, and 
its ugliness; see the world as it is, and not 
be afraid of it. Conquer the world by intel-
ligence and not merely by being slavishly 
subdued by the terror that comes from it. 
The whole conception of God is a con-
ception derived from the ancient Oriental 

despotisms. It is a conception quite unworthy of free men. 
When you hear people in church debasing themselves 
and saying that they are miserable sinners, and all the rest 
of it, it seems contemptible and not worthy of self-re-
specting human beings”.


Finally, in the chapter at the end discussing the Nuclear 
Arms Race at the time in Man's Peril he writes: 

"I cannot believe that this is to be the end. I would have 
man forget their quarrels for a moment and reflect that, if 
they will allow themselves to survive, there is every reason 
to expect the triumphs of the future to exceed immeasur-
ably the triumphs of the past. There lies before us, if we 
choose, continual progress in happiness, knowledge, and 
wisdom. Shall we, instead, choose death, because we 
cannot forget our quarrels? I appeal as a human being to 
human beings: remember your humanity, and forget the 
rest. If you can do so, the way lies open to a new Par-
adise: if you cannot, nothing lies before you but universal 
death”.


The music that was playing as I was browsing Russell's 
books was Miles Davis from an album called Milestones 
which I have at home. I know that a lot of people say 
that they can't get their heads round jazz but I would 
suggest that this album may break down any negative 
views, it is good up-tempo classic bebop. In fact, why 
don't you get a copy of Russell's book, a copy of Davis’s 
CD, pore yourself a nice drink, and sit back and relax.  

Happy Reading, Happy Listening, Happy New Year.   q   
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Harvey’s Point 

Yes we want to hear the truth; bear witness to the sin

To right a wrong, confront the pain, so that healing may begin 

But uneasy of those who don’t speak up with courage at the time

No avalanche can separate the clean snow from what’s lying


Along with all the monsters who hid in public view

Defiant of the rumours, perhaps we always knew  

But every male enclosure has a few who think they’re due 

Belittling of her talent, if she doesn’t want to screw


A church from top to bottom to bugger and to feed

And move around the sinners to circulate god’s seed

The coldness, the indifference, that look of entitlement 

A certainty of higher rank confirmed by sacrament


Yes we want to hear the truth; to learn of the offence

To right a wrong, expose the pain, so that healing may commence 

But uneasy of those who don’t speak up with courage at the time

No avalanche can separate the clean snow from what’s lying


Be wary for the innocent, unwittingly chosen

As naming can be quite enough amidst the whole commotion 

The Salem witches burn again in Africa today

For healers have to justify their status and their pay  


Self righteous indignation that pours so liberally

Needs but a glancing touch to set it running free 

The target of a fantasist, or enduring family friction

Can come before a jury and earn a false conviction 


Of course we want to hear the truth and we’re ready to listen

To right a wrong, release the pain, so that healing may begin 

But uneasy of those who don’t speak up with courage at the time

No avalanche can separate the clean snow from what’s lying


Copyright  
Dermot Rooney 14th November 2017 Lyrics and Tune

Farewell to a Friend 

Moved beyond all earthly care

No more secrets left to share

Waiting for the final sleep

To take her to her lasting keep.

Those who try to hold back tears

Remember joy in other years

Stroke the pallid cheek and sigh

Give one last kiss to say goodbye.


Shelley Leggett 

Startling Realisation 

Recently on radio

a presenter threw the question:

how old are you?

I am seventy four.

Suddenly

I saw myself as clearly

as any listener would:

not fiftyish, but old, 

maybe a little hesitant,

certain to be ash within thirty years.


Louis Mulcahy

Holiday Inn Express,  
University St, Belfast 
Thursday 11th January, 8pm 
Catalunya: The Case for Independence 
Speaker: Alfred Burballa Noria 
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